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Chapter 1: The spirits are unhappy.  Very, very unhappy.
 
    
 
   The first time I visited the Pacific Northwest, Seattle was the gateway to the Alaskan gold rush, logging was the major industry, and the weather was soul-suckingly miserable.  Over a hundred years later, Gold Rush was a reality TV show and I was three hours past Seattle, into the North Cascades, along what claimed to be a highway but felt more like an abandoned logging road, going about twenty miles an hour because I was stuck behind a logging truck.  To make things even better, I couldn’t tell if it was raining or not because I was driving inside a cloud.  A few miles back I’d passed a sign indicating that there was an air force base ahead.  The only trouble was, according to the internet no such base existed and, according to my GPS, the road I was on wasn’t real either.  
 
   My soon-to-be employer had foreseen this problem and e-mailed me directions and a map, along with assurances that if I drove too far I could ask for directions at the base that, if it did exist, probably didn’t welcome lost travelers.
 
   My name is Jaspar Windisle, and I talk to dead people for a living, so I get unusual requests all the time.  There are limits; however, and I would normally delete a job offer like this without bothering to reply.  This offer was an exception because it was coming from an old friend.  Even if I didn’t believe him when he said I was coming out here to check the site of a future mall for restless spirits, I felt I owed it to him to show up and find out what he really wanted.
 
   I was unspeakably relieved when the road took a sharp turn back towards flat land and traffic cones appeared on one side.  At least someone else had used this road recently.  In just a few more miles, I saw a big sign announcing that I was approaching the future site of the KeyGate Mall, and shortly after that I found the turnoff.  Surprisingly, the gravel road leading to the mall was in better condition than the highway.  It was short and led to a grassy meadow that was filled with cars and people waving signs.  I silently cursed my friend.  He hadn’t said anything about protesters.  I parked as far away from them as I could and got out of my car.
 
   There were two distinct groups of protesters.  The ones closest to me were environmentalists.  They were wearing dark green shirts with slogans I couldn’t quite make out.  Not because of distance, but because they’d used a fancy font that made my eyes hurt to look at.  They were all wearing khakis, and about half of them were wearing shorts.  I couldn’t help checking their feet, and almost all of them were wearing socks with sandals.  I’d heard people did that in this part of the country, but I hadn’t believed it until now.  They were going to regret their choice of footwear soon if they didn’t already.  I hadn’t gone five feet yet, and my slacks were already covered in piggyback stickers.  From previous, incredibly painful, experience I knew it was only a matter of time before the stickers worked their way between socks and sandal straps and caused pain.
 
   I tried not to judge them too harshly.  These days being in favor of the environment doesn’t go hand in hand with going out and experiencing the environment.  As I drew closer to their group, I noticed that most of them had the air of children out on a field trip for the first time.  If they thought driving for hours to get to a marshy field was a big adventure I wasn’t about to spoil their fun.  As I walked towards them, I passed two green and white vans that looked like they belonged to the environmentalists.  One of them had some sort of deer-like creature airbrushed onto the side, and the other smelled strongly of hemp.  That might explain their relaxed attitude.
 
   Competing for my attention was a group that smelled less like hemp and more like the worst of the great outdoors.  Either it was deer season or someone hadn’t washed the scent off their clothes since last year.  Most of their signs and clothes were more professional in a worrying, militia-like way, but some of the hunters joining in the protesting were desperately in need of a shower.  I think some of them had come straight from hunting to wave signs.  One or two of them had even brought their rifles.  I wasn’t sure that was good form, and I had no intention of going over to ask.  I didn’t have to wonder where they’d come from; the van they’d arrived in had the logo of their hunting club and their website printed on the side.
 
   The tree huggers and the hunters were squared off across the field, but they were protesting the same thing.  It seemed my employer really had decided that this particular patch of nowhere was the perfect place for a mall.  I thought they were wrong, and not just because I’m concerned about the spirit of the earth or elk migration.  We may have been a three-hour drive from the nearest major city but if there really was a military base nearby it was bound to have its own strip malls and department stores.  I couldn’t imagine there were enough people living in these mountains to justify higher end boutique stores either.  None of the protestors had signs saying ‘You’re throwing money away!’ or ‘The market is oversaturated!’  They said things like ‘Stop killing the Earth,’ ‘Elk First,’ and ‘Keep the Wilderness Wild.’  That last one was on both sides of the protest.  
 
   The economic feasibility of my employer’s project was no concern of mine, fortunately.  I was here to do one job for them, and that was it.  I just hoped that I could get past this parking lot and into the construction site without being protested at.
 
   I almost made it.  It helped that my car’s bumper was attached with duct tape, and I was dressed less than impressively.  As soon as I’d found out where I was going and taken a look at the weather report I’d unpacked all my good clothes.  That left me in a turtleneck and a puffy jacket that were both several sizes too big, a pair of slacks with the hems rolled up, and boots that were patched and falling apart.  It was all that was left after I’d rejected everything else as being too nice, too expensive, or too hard to find again if it got ruined.  I’m only five foot one, so that last category included all of my shoes and most of my pants, except this pair that I’d bought years ago and never got around to having tailored.  It’s always been difficult to find menswear in my size, and somehow the power of the internet hasn’t made it any easier.
 
   My client today was an old friend, so showing up as a homeless person was hardly the most embarrassing thing he’d seen me do.  And in my line of work, an eccentric appearance can be a bonus. 
 
   As I reached the end of the parking lot and the path leading to the construction site, the most brightly clad of the earth savers came towards me.
 
   “I’m Fiona Whateley. Are you here for the protest?”
 
   Fiona was a few inches taller than me.  She was thin and had delicate features that looked vaguely Eastern European.  Her eyes were large and black and had just a hint of red.  The red might have been picked up from the poppy tucked behind one of her ears.  Her black hair was fine, straight and hung to her waist.  She was wearing a long cotton robe tie-dyed in shades of pink, orange, and purple that completed the flower child look.  It was an African print and imbued with occult power, but I didn’t know that at the time.  What I did know was that she was holding a sign proclaiming ‘Elk First’ in one hand and a plate of vegan cupcakes in the other.
 
   “No, I’m not,” I told her.  She frowned at me.  
 
   “You’re with Jesticorps?”   
 
   “No,” I said.  “I’m just consulting for them.”  For a substantial amount of money.  I wasn’t sure if they were overpaying me, or if I was undercharging for my services.  
 
   You’d think the going rate for a psychic evaluation would be standard given how many practicing psychics there are.  It is not, however.  Oh, it’s easy when people have hotlines or storefronts with posted rates, but few people are willing to come forward with either what they charged or what they paid for fieldwork like this.  People who charge an arm and a leg in private while presenting themselves as altruists in public complicate matters further. 
 
   “What kind of consulting?”
 
   “I’m a psychic and I’m going to ask the spirits what they think about the new mall,” I told her.  
 
   “I’d imagine if there are any they’d be pretty pissed,” she said.  
 
   “You’d be surprised what spirits are okay with,” I told her.  “But we’ll find out soon enough.”  She was still staring at me.  I guess that was normal.  Most people who do this kind of thing either take care to look as mystical as possible or as professional as possible.  Usually, I aim for professional.  It’ll be a cold day in Hell before I wear leather pants, whole dead animals or eyeliner.  Her stare was kind of creeping me out though.  Her eyes weren’t just dark; they didn’t seem to have whites at all.  It was like making eye contact with a shark.
 
   “I didn’t know anyone was demanding the spirits be consulted,” Fiona said.  I shrugged.
 
   “It’s trendy right now.  I’ve consulted the spirits about much more ridiculous things so that someone can say their project is spirit approved.”  Fiona made a face.
 
   “That seems disrespectful,” she said.
 
   “Yes, well, they don’t seem to mind answering, and my customers don’t seem to mind paying in advance.”
 
   “Wait, do you really think you can talk to spirits?” she asked.  
 
   It was a fair question.  I myself assumed that everyone else in my field was a fraud until proven otherwise.  And I couldn’t talk directly to the dead, which was what most people assumed I meant when they heard the word spirits.  Since I didn’t have many other skills to recommend me, I’d jumped on this business opportunity with both feet.  To Fiona I just said:
 
   “Maybe I can, maybe I can’t.”  I pulled out my main prop, a fine steel chain with a ring at one end and a chunk of polished amber at the other, and let the amber swing.  “Do you think it’s possible?” My pendulum is very mystical looking.  The setting holding the amber is shaped like a demon, and the ring is carved to look like a snake.  The steel chain has gotten me accused of using magnets to cheat, but I’d rather be accused of fraud than get a silver chain that might break.  Apart from the expense of replacing it, I’ve become fond of the shades of the creatures trapped in the amber.  
 
   Fiona looked at my pendant with disgust.  
 
   “Not with that,” she said.  
 
   As if in response, the pendulum twitched.  It was a movement I could easily have created by moving my fingers.  I knew it wasn’t.  The shades of the insects that had been trapped in the amber were reacting to being exposed to light.  I’m no expert on the psychology of million-year-old insects, but they didn’t like being out in the open and with my power giving them a bit of strength, they could try to do something about it.
 
   I don’t like to bother the little guys, so I put the pendant away.
 
   “A pendulum that points towards you is a neat trick, but not very useful,” Fiona said.  
 
   “Are you a psychic?”  I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then how would you know?”
 
   “Ah, there you are Jaspar!”  A familiar voice called out, interrupting us.  “I was worried you’d gotten lost!”
 
   “Of course I showed up,” I told him.  “You’re paying me.”  He laughed.
 
   Stephen Trenton was representing Jesticorps, the company that was building the mall.  I’d known him for centuries.  He was a wizard, and he looked more like a psychic than I did today.  He was wearing a long tweed coat over his dark gray suit, and his orange hair was messy and plastered to his head.  The last part was probably because of the yellow hard hat he was holding in one hand.  I would have shown up whether he paid me or not, and he knew it.  He’d rescued me from a fate worse than death after all.
 
   My earliest memory is of being locked in a cold lightless room with no door and nothing to eat or drink.  I don’t know how long I was trapped in that place.  It seemed like an eternity at the time.  All these years later it still seems like I spent more of my life locked away than I have free.  Steve was the one who opened the door and let me out.  It turned out that I had been trapped in his family’s mausoleum.  When he found me, I was half mad and looked like a ghost myself.  I hadn’t even spoken English, or much of anything else.  Steve took me in and taught me how to speak and how to behave in polite society, and he’d done a decent job of not holding it over me.  We’d lost touch for most of the eighteen hundreds, but we’d found it easy to get in touch in the information age, and he’d been enthusiastic about my new career as a psychic.  He’d never approved of my attempts to pass myself off as an ordinary human and I had to admit it hadn’t always gone smoothly.  He’d even requested my services from time to time.  I’d never had a reason to regret taking his jobs.  I suspected that he was once again helping me out, since his jobs had always been easy and in nice locations.  This was the first time he’d summoned me to the middle of nowhere, and that should have been a hint that this job was going to be rockier than usual.
 
   “I am,” he agreed.  “Shall we get this over with?”
 
   Some of the protesters were yelling, and there had been an increase in sign waving since he showed up.  He must have been a frequent visitor to the site.
 
   “Sure,” I said.  
 
   “See you later,” Fiona said to me.  “If you change your mind about protesting you can have a cupcake.”
 
   “Does that go for me too?”  Steve asked.  Fiona shook her head and giggled.
 
   “Only if I can take pictures and mail them to your boss.”  Steve looked at the cupcakes longingly.
 
   “No,” he said at last.  “I like my job.”
 
   ***
 
   To get to the actual construction site, we had to walk to the far end of the field and go down a short dirt road.  The future mall was still nothing but a bunch of stakes in the ground.  There were signs all over the place declaring that it was private property and copies of the building permits were tacked beneath them.
 
   “If none of those protesters care about ghosts, then why am I here?” I asked.  The last time he’d hired me it was because of controversy about the location of an ancient burial site.  He already knew it was there, but he wanted to know how the spirits felt about the project.  They were fine with it, as they usually are, but I have no idea what use that information could have been to him.  It was the living who were delaying his permits, after all.
 
   “In case there’s a problem later.  I want you to go over this place before we start building.  Those people are determined.  I don’t want them to have a reason to demand that we demolish the place to check for artifacts after we’re halfway done.”
 
   “So no one’s complained yet?”
 
   “No,”  Steve smirked.  “They’re starting with more reasonable arguments first.”
 
   “Okay.”  I don’t know why he thought it wouldn’t be a reasonable objection.  I could remember several building projects bogged down for years because of claims they were on top of valuable archeology.  I knew Steve was too honest to destroy anything he found, so that wasn’t it.
 
   “Is that the psychic?”  One of the construction workers asked.
 
   “Yes, this is Jaspar Windisle,” Steve said.  “Jaspar, this is Anthony Lott, the foreman.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Lott.”  He looked down at me.  
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Windisle.  Are you really here to look for ghosts?”
 
   “There are ghosts of some kind just about everywhere,” I told him.  “I’m going to ask them how they feel about moving into a shopping mall.”
 
   “Huh.”  At least he didn’t seem disgusted by the idea.  He just shook my hand and went back to work.
 
   I pulled out my pendant again.  This time, I also pulled out the specter who had been napping in my jacket.  He’d stayed there peacefully on the entire trip, but now I needed him awake.  
 
   Specters look like a cross between a mouse and a fat bee.  They’re interesting creatures.  Most people can’t see them.  It doesn’t seem to bother them; they’re fond of the living anyway.  If they find someone who can see them, like me, they’ll immediately cozy up to that person and start gossiping about all the interesting things they’ve heard from the dead.  Most of it is dull from my point of view, but you can learn a lot from specters if you’re patient.  They normally hang out in graveyards.  This one had taken a liking to my pendant and had been following it, and me, for years.  I’d named him Sparks.  Occasionally he even answered to it.  Usually, I counted on his natural behavior to give me clues.  He could be quite handy in situations like this where I couldn’t count on specters to live naturally.  I suppose it didn’t really matter.  Ninety-nine percent of the time it didn’t take any supernatural ability at all to say ‘the spirits are fine with it,’ whatever ‘it’ might be.  His normal job was to come out, explore a bit, find nothing interesting, bat the pendant around for a while, and then crawl back into my jacket.  
 
   Today turned out to be one of the one percent.  He sat up, pawed his face, looked around, and dove back into my jacket.  When it became obvious to him that I wasn’t leaving, he came back out, grabbed the chain, and tried to drag it back to the parking lot.  Just when I was starting to worry that he’d fly away without me, he sat on the top of my head and channeled the dead.
 
   ***
 
   In this case, I learned that a lot of animals had died here.  And I do mean a lot.  Specters only communicate using words and emotions they’ve stolen from the dead and animals don’t give them much to work with, but I got the message Sparks was trying to send me.  It seemed that thousands of animals that had wandered into this area had died suddenly and in pain.  If we stayed here too long, we would die here too.
 
   When he stopped giving me information, he went back to tugging on the pendant.
 
   “The spirits are unhappy,” I said honestly.  “Very, very unhappy.”
 
   “You’re saying there are dead people here?”  Mr. Lott asked.  He didn’t sound happy either.
 
   “No, no humans,” I said.  “Just an ark’s worth of animals.  Maybe instead of a psychic you should hire a geologist.”
 
   “You think there was an earthquake?”  Steve asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  Animals don’t make good witnesses in the first place, and these were all unpleasantly surprised.”  Mr. Lott was staring at my pendant.  The chain was extended straight out for half its length, and the rest was swinging wildly, partly from Sparks shaking it and partly from the moths getting upset.  I wondered what Mr. Lott thought was happening.
 
   “I need to go,” I said.  
 
   “You aren’t going to check the whole site?”  Steve asked.  
 
   I shook my head.  “The only safe direction is back to the parking lot.” I’d got that much from the animals.  I didn’t wait for Steve to say anything else; I just turned and followed the specter to the exit.
 
   Steve followed me after shouting to Mr. Lott that he’d be right back.  
 
   “Hang on a minute,” he said as we reached the protesters.  “I do need you to check the whole area.”  I turned to look at him.  
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If it’s just that one part that’s bad we can make it the real parking lot,” he said.  Sparks had gone back into my jacket once we got back to the field.  I put the pendant away.  
 
   “I’m afraid the spirits aren’t up to any more today,” I said.  Sparks might not be able to use his own words, but he could glare disapprovingly quite well for a floating puffball.
 
   “Then come back later,” Steve said.  “I’ll get the soil tested, check for any local legends, see if I can find an explanation, then you can come back and see if that helped.”
 
   I sighed.  This was the least helpful I’d ever been to him.  I didn’t know what to do.
 
   “There’s a nice little town nearby called Towenridge you could stay in,” he pressed.  “We can pick up your expenses until then.”
 
   “Can’t you just not report my reading?”  I asked.  I didn’t think there was much danger to humans at this point.  I was thinking along the lines of contaminated soil or natural gas leaks.  Not every animal traveling through the area had died, or Steve would have mentioned clearing away a carpet of dead animals while he was filling me in on the job originally.
 
   Steve sighed and put his hand on my shoulder.  He guided me farther away from the protesters.
 
   “I had word from someone who will remain anonymous that this site was spiritually rotten,” he said.  “Someone I trust.  Someone who may or may not have tried to bribe you with a cupcake earlier.  But you know a major corporation isn’t going to stop building because of that.   I may be one of the most powerful wizards alive today, but I can’t see stuff like this.  Even my anonymous source is only working on a theory.  But you can.  If you go back there and do a thorough reading, I’ll either know it’s safe, or I’ll know exactly where the trouble is, and I don’t know anyone else who can do that.  Even after weeding out the frauds, most practitioners are still relying on someone else’s monoliths or eldritch symbols to tell where a trouble spot is.  If you bail on me, I’ll have nothing to take to the board, and I’ll be stuck building the Mall of Death no matter what I do.”
 
   “So what’s your plan for me?” I asked.  I found it intriguing that the board of Jesticorps was staffed by people who believed in the occult, but we could discuss that later.
 
   “I’ll do those tests I mentioned earlier, put up some wards, and you can check my work until it’s been cleaned up.”
 
   “I can do that,” I heard myself saying.  I didn’t want to, but I did owe him a debt I couldn’t possibly repay.
 
   “Fantastic!” Steve gave me a hug.  “The nearest town is Towenridge.  Just keep heading the direction you were going until you see a turnoff onto a dirt road.  It’ll turn back into pavement eventually.  Go past the chain hotels and stay at the local one.  Keep your receipts.  I’ll call you when I’ve got the next step lined up, and if it’ll be a while, I’ll get you a company card.  No, never mind, I’ll get you one tomorrow.  The university is on a break so I won’t be able to get a geologist until next week at the earliest.”
 
   “Why should I stay at a local hotel? Usually, I stay at chains.”  What can I say?  I’d had my fill of quirky individuality back when it was the only option.
 
   “Just take my word for it,” Steve said.  “You don’t want to stay at any of them.  Anyway, The Gates is a great place.”
 
   “The Gates hotel?”  I repeated.  “Do you really need my help, or are you trying to get me killed?”
 
   “It’s short for The Gates of Sleep,” he explained.  “Just give it a try.  I guarantee the owner is not a serial killer.”  Oh yeah, that sounded better.
 
   “So you’re staying?”  A familiar voice said.  Fiona had spotted us and was headed our way, cupcakes still in hand.  “One of my cousins runs that hotel.  It’s quite nice if I do say so myself.”
 
   “Your cousin?  I thought he was your brother,” Steve said.
 
   “No, I’m an only child.”
 
   “Do you two know each other?”  I asked.  I didn’t need to.  She was the only person pushing cupcakes.
 
   “Yes, Ms. Whateley is coordinating both protests,” Steve told me.  He didn’t seem upset about it.
 
   “One way or another, we must protect the planet,” Fiona said sweetly.  “But I’m getting tired and everyone’s had their fill of snacks.  If you’re going to town, could you give me a ride?  I can show you how to get to the hotel.  It’s a bit more complicated than Mr. Trenton is letting on.”
 
   Ordinarily I don’t let potentially hostile strangers into my car, but Fiona seemed pleasant enough, and I’d noticed that she was walking with a limp.  I was pretty sure that if it came down to it I could take her in a fight.
 
   “You didn’t drive yourself?” Steve asked her.
 
   “After last time even I had to admit I can’t drive a stick shift this far,” she said.  “I hitched a ride in the hunting lodge’s van.  They’re planning to stay for hours though, and they’ve been talking about going out to eat afterward.  I’d rather go straight home.”
 
   “You should give in and get an automatic,” Steve told her.
 
   “I manage just fine as long as I stay in town,” she said.
 
   “I don’t mind giving you a ride,” I told her.
 
   “Well then, I suppose I’ll talk to you both tomorrow,” Steve said.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 2: Crypto-tourists
 
    
 
   Fiona had a hard time getting into my car.  When she pulled up her robe, I saw that she was wearing a full leg brace.  One of the old metal ones that looks like a cage for rebellious limbs.  She had to sit sideways, undo something in the brace and then swing her leg into the car.
 
   “I don’t have nearly this much trouble getting into my truck,” she told me.  “Your car is very low to the ground.”
 
   “Sorry,” I said.  
 
   “Oh, it isn’t your fault.  Things have been going wrong all day.”
 
   “Is that a recent injury?”
 
   “No, it’s been like this since I was a child.  Polio, if you can believe it.”
 
   “In this day and age?”  I’d thought that polio had been banished from the United States by the seventies.  I never get sick, but I’d gotten in line for a polio vaccine as soon as they were available.  There’s no way I’m spending the rest of what’s turning out to be a very long life in an iron lung.  Fiona laughed.  It was a cold sound, with no humor behind it.
 
   “My parents believed that vaccines were evil, and I paid the price,” she explained.  “I was lucky to get away with one bad leg.  It took years of therapy and determination to get use of the other one back.  My parents weren’t so lucky.  They both got tetanus.  Did you know that tetanus used to be fatal seven times out of ten?  The odds are better with modern treatment of course, but my parents didn’t beat the odds.”
 
   “Tetanus isn’t contagious,” I said.  Not that I’m an expert on diseases but doesn’t everyone know that?  “You get it from dirt and rusty nails.”
 
   “Oh, I know,” Fiona said.  “The doctors said it was a dreadful coincidence, but there’s no mistaking the symptoms.  What about your parents?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said.  “I’m probably an orphan.  I don’t remember my childhood at all.”
 
   “How terrible,” she said.  “Is there any chance of you getting your memory back?”
 
   “No,” I said.  “If it were temporary I would have remembered by now.  Most amnesia is permanent.”  I’d had hopes when the state of medicine improved, and doctors were able to study the brain in action.  Modern medicine hadn’t provided a cure for me yet.  If anything it had delivered disappointment.  Each new discovery seemed to imply that my missing memory was gone forever.  
 
   “So when you looked at the site, what did you find?”  Fiona asked.
 
   “Is that why you asked me for a ride?”
 
   “I am tired,” she said.  “But you looked shaken leaving the site, and I’ve never seen anyone do that trick you did with your pendulum.  It looked unnatural in a very natural way.”
 
   “It isn’t a trick,” I said.  “The spirits really don’t like that spot.”  I looked at her briefly.  She was staring at me curiously.  “I hope your hunter friends don’t plan to use that area if they win.”
 
   “They don’t.  It’s an important part of the elk migration route, and runoff from the mall will do dreadful things to the nearest steelhead run.  I honestly don’t know how Jesticorps got a building permit in the first place.”
 
   “Lots of money, probably,” I said.  
 
   “So what did you tell Mr. Trenton?”  She asked.  
 
   “I told him lots of animals died there unexpectedly.  I have no idea why yet.  Hey, maybe you’ll get lucky, and they’ll find valuable archeology under there.”
 
   “Animals?” Fiona asked.  “No people?”
 
   “No.  I would have known.”  Specters couldn’t pass up on words.  Even if I couldn’t understand what they were saying I would have known if there had been a language in all that screaming.  “Were you expecting dead people?” I asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said.  I’d found the turnoff, and we were bouncing down the worst excuse for a road I’d ever tried to navigate in a compact car.  No, make that any car.  The last time I’d been on a road this bad I was in the back of an armored truck.  I was wondering if we were going to get hung up, but Fiona didn’t seem fazed, even when we plunged into a trench.  “There are local legends about it.  You’d think someone would have died there.”
 
   “Well, I’ve agreed to go back later and have a longer look, but these would be Native Americans we’re talking about, not pre-cavemen.  If someone died there and there were witnesses, they probably took the body with them.”
 
   “So when you say you talk to spirits, their souls still have to be attached to their body?”
 
   “I don’t think souls have anything to do with it.  I’ve met at least one ghost, and it wasn’t anything like talking to a corpse.  I think I just hear memories.”
 
   “Just?” Fiona said.  “I take it you’ve been a necromancer all your life?”  She seemed to have figured out what kind of psychic I was quickly unless she was just guessing.
 
   “As long as I can remember,” I confirmed.  After a quarter of a mile, the road had become paved again, and the town was in sight.  “I take it these are the hotels I’m supposed to be avoiding?”
 
   The first building we passed advertised itself as Hotel 666.  The sixes were big, red and outlined in neon lights.  The sign blinked on and off as I looked at it, and every time it turned on neon drops of red dripped from the numbers.  
 
   “I wouldn’t stay there if you paid me,” I said.  The parking lot was full, so clearly others didn’t agree.
 
   “In certain circles we’re a major tourist attraction,” Fiona said.  “Certain tasteless circles.  Some people can’t resist trying to cash in.”
 
   “Why are there so many cars parked there?” I asked.  “Isn’t anyone in this town superstitious?”
 
   “Just about everyone is,” Fiona told me.  “I suspect that’s part of the fun.  I wouldn’t recommend staying there.  Rumor is, it’s not run by very nice people.  Besides, you haven’t seen anything yet.”
 
   She was right.  If I hadn’t been assured that there was another hotel, I might have picked the Hotel of the Beast as the lesser evil.  I’ll just say that the Discomfort Inn’s exterior suggested truth in advertising, and the Tiger Inn might have had actual tigers inside.  Once I got over the tastelessness of it all, I wondered if any of the hotels were violating a trademark.  I dismissed it as one of many things in life that are not my problem.  Soon, we made it past the last of the hotels from hell and into downtown Towenridge.
 
   Main Street Towenridge was aggressively quaint.  Not only did the buildings facing the street have white plaster walls with black trim, one of them had the vanes of a windmill mounted on the roof.  There were flower boxes everywhere.  The sidewalks were red brick, and the street was lined with cast iron lamp posts.  The cuteness was only slightly marred by the street signs, which were wrought iron bats with the names and numbers painted on in gothic red lettering.  Except for the bats, the town gave off a vaguely Dutch vibe.
 
   “I’ll show you where your hotel is and get you checked in,” Fiona said.  “Just keep going straight.”  I did, and we were soon in a residential area.  Here the houses were more typical of Western Washington, with shingled roofs and wooden siding.
 
   “If you like to go clubbing the clubs are to your right, towards the drop-off,” she said.  “But they’re full of crypto-tourists so if that doesn’t interest you, you’ve been warned.  There’s a good bar attached to the hotel, so you don’t have to go far for a quiet drink.”
 
   “Crypto-tourists?”  I was hoping for espionage enthusiasts, but I had a feeling that wasn’t what she meant.
 
   “Oh yes,” Fiona said.  “If you really want to see a monster this is one of the best places in the country to try.”  That was unwelcome news to me.  I don’t go out of my way to see monsters.
 
   The Gates of Sleep was at the edge of town as far away from the highway as it could be.  Beyond it I could see a wide lawn leading into a marsh that narrowed into a forest wedged between two mountains.  Despite the incredible view, the parking lot only had a handful of cars in it.  
 
   “You don’t seem like the adventurous type,” she went on “so if you don’t want to see a monster enjoy that view from here.  I’ll wait in the car while you get checked in.  If I start talking to Jeremy, I’ll stay all day.”
 
   I grabbed my suitcase and went in.  On the outside, the Gates of Sleep was as well maintained and cute as the downtown.  On the inside, it was more opulent.  It had dark wood paneling, brass finishes, and green plush carpet.  The person standing behind the front desk looked so much like Fiona it was spooky.  This person was almost a foot taller, wearing a tuxedo in the middle of the day, and a man, but their faces were identical, right down to the lack of whites in their eyes.  
 
   As a receptionist, he could have used some work.  The expression on his face wasn’t at all welcoming.  When I got up the nerve to speak to him, my request for a room would have been more warmly received if I’d asked him for a dead pelican.
 
   “The Discomfort Inn has a swimming pool,” he said.  His voice was much deeper than Fiona’s, in a way that made the resemblance creepier.  “It’s dyed red, so it’s just like swimming in blood.”
 
   “That sounds horrifying,” I said.  “Why would anyone swim in it?”
 
   “Don’t ask me,” he said.  “Their complimentary breakfast includes spider pancakes.”  I sure hoped he meant pancakes in the shape of spiders.  I wasn’t sure the alternative was legal in the United States.
 
   “Do you have any rooms or not?”
 
   “We don’t have spider pancakes,” Jeremiah said.  “We don’t have pancakes at all.  We serve waffles.”
 
   “That sounds great to me.”  I wondered if he was going to throw me out.
 
   “Are you sure?  What I’m trying to say is, this hotel is not in any way haunted or mysterious.  There are no monsters under the bed and no chance that you will be murdered in your sleep by vampires, sparkly or the regular kind.”
 
   “I really just want a good night’s sleep.  My boss said this was the best hotel in town, and Fiona seemed to agree.”  Jeremiah’s expression cleared at that.
 
   “The best hotel?  Really?”
 
   “Well, he implied that the others were terrible. . .”
 
   “They are,” Jeremiah assured me.  “This place has been in the family for over a hundred years.  We cater to visiting relatives and traveling salesmen who can’t take another night of blood dripping down the walls or spider pancakes.”
 
   “Are the other hotels theme parks or something?” I asked.
 
   “Some of them might be genuinely haunted,” Jeremiah admitted.  “I can assure you that this hotel is not.  I won’t allow it.”  The way he said that, I believed he could quell a haunt by glaring at it until it fled in shame.
 
   “Then I’d like to book a room for a week,” I told him, “although I might be staying longer.”
 
   “Very well,” he said.  “There shouldn’t be a problem extending your stay.”  He gave me keys and a pamphlet.  “Breakfast is from six thirty to nine thirty.  We can get you a discount at the café next door and, if you’d like to make a reservation, I can recommend places to eat.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Oh, there is one thing.  We have a curfew of sorts.  Nothing untoward will happen if you ignore it, but I recommend not staying out past midnight and don’t make any plans to leave the hotel before four in the morning.”
 
   That was more than a little odd coming from someone so insistent that his hotel wasn’t haunted, but I thanked him and went up to my room.
 
   The hotel may have been in the Whateley family for over a hundred years, but it had been remodeled within the last ten.  My room wasn’t as luxurious as the lobby.  The carpet was light blue, and there were abstract prints on the walls that reminded me of water.  The largest picture in the room was right above the headboard.  It was an impressively realistic watercolor of a trout.  
 
   Looking out the window I had a clear view of the mountains.  On a sunny day, it would be spectacular.  There were some signs that the hotel wasn’t quite as up to date as it could have been.  There was no internet access, and the TV only got local stations.  There was a Nintendo 64 under the television with a note on it that games were available at the front desk.  I hadn’t seen one of those in over a decade.  If my stay was long enough, I might try it just for the novelty.
 
   Since Fiona was waiting for me, I didn’t bother unpacking.  I just put my suitcase at the foot of the bed and headed back to my car.  Jeremiah had been replaced by a dark skinned, middle-aged woman with curly red hair.  She nodded at me as I left the lobby.
 
   “Don’t forget to be back before midnight!” she called out.  
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   I reminded myself that there were no better hotel options, and headed out to the parking lot.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 3: Saving mankind can be a pain in the ass sometimes
 
    
 
   Fiona appeared to be taking a nap when I got back to the car.  She opened her eyes when I got in.
 
   “So how did you like it?” she asked. 
 
   “It’s surprisingly nice,” I said.  “I thought the trout painting in my room was a nice touch, but his sales pitch could use some work.  Maybe he could just shout ‘Get out!’ at everyone who walks in.”
 
   “I think my cousin might be a tiny bit burned out.  Mostly from people complaining about the atmosphere.”
 
   “Compared to the other options, he could have mounted an elephant on the wall and I think I would have been okay with it.”  Fiona snickered.
 
   “You haven’t even seen the trophy room.  Our great-grandfather was very into hunting.  Most of his trophies aren’t displayable, but what was, he’d put up.  Jeremy took all of it down when he took over.  He had more of an interest in attracting new business back then.  It wouldn’t surprise me if that picture was replacing a real fish.”
 
   “That would have been interesting.” Fiona directed me to turn just before we reached downtown.  “How far away do you live?” I asked her as we drove through a neighborhood and started up a narrow road that had a bare mountain on one side and evergreen forest on the other.
 
   “Not far.  Few people want to live next to the cliffs, so I don’t have many neighbors.”
 
   Sure enough, after the road had gone around a curve and out of sight of the town, the forest began to give way.  The road left the mountain and headed across a meadow, straight towards another cliff.  This one was so high that the top was hidden by clouds.  
 
   “And that’s my house,” she said.  “Take the left driveway.”  What she called driveways looked like roads to me.  I couldn’t see any of the houses she claimed were there.  Fiona’s driveway was over a mile long.  It curved around a pile of boulders and into another dark forest.  Once I got past the trees, it did lead straight to her front door.
 
   Fiona’s house had a large front yard to make up for having no backyard at all.  Her house wasn’t just next to a cliff; it was built into one.  The house had a large front porch.  There was a pond, and signs that in any other season the garden would be something to see.  At this time of year, her maple trees were starting to turn color, and the oaks lining her property were almost bare.  There was also a greenhouse on one side of the house and a storage shed at the edge of the property. The house had two main stories plus an attic large enough to have its own window. I noticed as I stopped the car that there was an ornamental rock border all around the yard, even stretching across the driveway.  They looked like the dark green triangular rocks that you can pick up at garden centers, but larger.
 
   “Thanks for the ride,” Fiona said, fiddling with her leg brace as she got out of my car.  “Would you like some lunch?  You must be hungry.”
 
   “I’d love some,” I said.  I don’t really need to eat.  If I did, I would have died long before Steve had a chance to rescue me.  I do like food, however, so I prefer to eat whenever the opportunity arises.  I admit to having a little hope that if I eat enough, I might grow an inch or two taller.
 
   The inside of Fiona’s house had not been updated like the hotel.  Her house was tiny, and the floor and baseboards were all dark, hard wood.  I could understand why she hadn’t remodeled.   The front door opened directly onto a narrow flight of stairs leading up, and if I owned an entire staircase made of ebony I wouldn’t give a shit about opening up the space either.  Fiona led me around the stairs and into the kitchen.  Unlike the entryway, the kitchen had been modernized to within an inch of its life.  It was on the side of the house, with the cliffs on one side and the greenhouse on the other.  Fiona was the kind of person who put lacy cloth curtains in their kitchen, but it did need lightening up.  
 
   “Would you prefer lunch or breakfast?” she asked me.
 
   “Whatever you feel like making is fine with me.”
 
   “Breakfast then.” She took off her robe, to reveal a much plainer wool dress underneath.
 
   “That’s nice,” I said.  “Did you really need to wear the robe as well?”
 
   “Oh, this?  I’ve got a date later, and I thought it would save time.  Besides, that robe isn’t at all warm.  It’s made for summers in Africa, not fall in Washington.”
 
   “Wow,” I said.  “Where in Africa do they make prints that loud?”
 
   “Nowhere, but they used to before their clothing market was overrun with bell bottoms and band t-shirts.”  She was putting on a much more prosaic frilly apron as she said this.  “I have a friend who knows someone who still makes textiles.  She’s sent me some prints that you wouldn’t believe were done with tie-dye.  It’s like wearing a painting.  And in the summer it’s very comfortable.”
 
   “It’s still a little fancy for a muddy field.”
 
   “It may be art, but it’s still clothes.”  She started pulling food out of the fridge.  “And that isn’t any old robe.  It’s my wizard robe.”
 
   “Oh, you’re a wizard?”  If she was, it was news to me that wizards didn’t count as psychics.  “Did you know your fridge is unplugged?”  She’d almost stepped on the cord.  
 
   “Yes, I come from a long line of them.  And yes, I know about the refrigerator.  I can’t get electricity up here.”
 
   “Then what’s the point of having one?”  I wasn’t sure how to deal with her claim to be a wizard.
 
   “I use magic on it,” she said.  “It’s more convenient to put a spell on a giant box than to individually enchant all my perishables.”
 
   I might have challenged her at that point, but something on the counter had caught my attention.  There was a squid sitting there, staring at me.  Its tentacles were on the counter, its body raised in the air.  It was mainly white, with thin red stripes, but other colors flashed across its skin.  It was bobbing up and down, and its fins were waving.
 
   “Fiona, did you know that there’s a live squid on your counter?” I asked as calmly as I could.
 
   “Oh, that’s Gregory.  He thinks he’s my familiar, but really he’s a baby.  Do you want to help make lunch?”  She addressed that last question to the squid.  It turned to her and turned purple.
 
   “Then get me a spoon and you can help stir,” she told it.  It wriggled speedily across the counter and grabbed a wooden spoon with its longest tentacles.  When it came back to where Fiona was cracking eggs into a bowl, she took the spoon from it like it was nothing.
 
   “Shouldn’t Gregory be in an aquarium?” I asked.  He turned towards me and the rapid color changing began again.
 
   “No.  He isn’t really a squid,” Fiona said.  “I don’t know how long he’s been in the family, but little Gregory is the infant stage of an alien life form.  He came through a portal in the attic and since he won’t say where he’s from it seems cruel to toss him back through and hope for the best.”
 
   “What’s the adult stage look like?” I asked.  
 
   “Bigger.  Much bigger, but still basically a squid.  In his own atmosphere, he should be able to fly.  Here he gets along fine by crawling.”
 
   “What does he eat?”
 
   “Fruit mostly, but he’ll also eat rocks.  I thought he only ate fruit until I remodeled the kitchen, and he tried to eat the granite countertops.”
 
   “Does he eat amber?”
 
   “Worried about your pendant?  Don’t be.  He won’t eat insects.  He’s a resolute vegan.”
 
   When I thought about it, it made perfect sense.  Even a wizard wouldn’t keep a carnivorous land squid in their house.  That would be crazy.
 
   “Good.”  As she continued to cook, I looked around.
 
   “So you said you come from a long line of wizards . . .”
 
   “Yes.  There have been mages of one kind or another in the family since before we arrived in America, and we’ve been in America a very long time.  One of my ancestors was in the Lewis and Clark expedition.  They split away from the rest of the group once they reached the ocean and eventually made their way here.” She set a plate of waffles, eggs, and sausages in front of me, along with orange juice.  “Would you like strawberries or maple syrup?”
 
   “Strawberries please.”
 
   “There are several old magic families living in this town.  This is one of the largest mystical focal points ever discovered in this world.”
 
   “Is that why your ancestor came here?”
 
   “Yes,” she said.  “I’ve never left so I can’t say for certain, but according to outside sources anyone looking for that sort of thing can detect the mystical emanations of this town as far away as Boston.”
 
   “So the tourists are right?” I asked.  “This is delicious, by the way.”  Fiona grabbed her own plate and sat down.  
 
   “More like late,” she said.  “Some of them are thrill seekers who wouldn’t know what to do with a baby squid alien if it ate them, but we get plenty of people who followed the same signs our ancestors did.  That’s part of the reason Jeremiah gave you a hard time.  He can tell when people are magical.”
 
   “Is he a wizard too?”  I didn’t see how anyone could have time to be a wizard and run a hotel.  They both seemed like full-time jobs to me.
 
   “Oh no, if it doesn’t concern the hotel, it doesn’t concern Jeremy either.”  Gregory, the squid, had joined us at the table and was watching me eat my waffle.  He picked up and put down a fork.
 
   “Are you hungry?” I asked him.  He immediately shrank down, then inflated himself, and did an excellent impression of a strawberry.  Fiona laughed.  
 
   “Don’t be greedy,” she said.  “You can get your own from the greenhouse.”
 
   Sparks had emerged from my pocket and was watching the squid.
 
   “Let’s ask the spirits,” I said, pulling out the pendant.  “What do you think, spirits?  Should I share my lunch with Gregory?”  Sparks batted at the pendant then grabbed it.  I pulled it out of his reach, and let it circle my plate.  Sparks watched it and pounced again.  He missed, but it made the pendant twist around in the air.  I put it away.  “I suppose that’s a yes.”  I passed the squid a strawberry.  He grabbed it and pulled it under his body.
 
   “Alright, what did the spirits really say?”  Fiona asked.  “Not that I believe there are dead people in my kitchen.”
 
   “You’d be right,” I said.  “Fortunately for my appetite, sausages are not self-aware, and other than that there are no corpses nearby.”
 
   “That’s good to know.”  Fiona stared at me.  “Do you need that pendant to talk to spirits?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’ve always wondered about necromancers.  As a wizard, I had to study, acquire ingredients and practice every spell in my repertoire.  If I sold all my books and equipment and quit casting spells, I wouldn’t be a wizard anymore.  Could you swear off communing with the dead and have a normal life, or are you stuck with it?  I mean, it seems like such an anti-social profession, but people keep getting into it.  There are as many tomes about necromancy as there are books on every other magical discipline combined.”
 
   “I see,” I said.  “No, I can’t quit.  If it weren’t for my pendant and my spirit guide things would get worse for me.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I don’t know why I decided to confide in Fiona.  She didn’t seem especially trustworthy.  Maybe it was the waffles, which were delicious.  Or maybe it was the way she was paying attention.  Whenever Steve asked, he sounded bored.  I took the pendant back out and held it out to her.
 
   “Do you see the moths trapped inside?”  I asked her.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They’re what’s powering the pendant.  I can give the residual energy of the dead some power to move.  They’re still insects and act like insects, but if it weren’t for the amber they would abandon their bodies and try to do everything a moth should do, with limited success.”
 
   “What do you mean limited?” Fiona asked.
 
   “They could pollinate a flower, but they can’t mate,” I said.  “If I created a rattlesnake shade it wouldn’t have venom, but it could still scare the hell out of people until they realized it was transparent.”
 
   “I think a ghost rattlesnake would still be scary,” she told me.  “There are plenty of people who can’t handle seeing a garter snake and those are harmless when they’re alive, too.”
 
   “That might have been a poor example,” I admitted.  “What I was getting to is that it’s very easy for me to create these shades.  Sometimes I don’t have to think about it at all, but to get rid of them I have to find their corpse and get them back into it.  They don’t just go about their business in the wild, either.  They follow me.  If I’m busy or not paying attention, I end up trailing dead animals like an undead Disney princess.”  She laughed. 
 
   “That sounds like it would be great to see.”  I glared at her.  “I’m sorry; I can see how it would be difficult for you.”
 
   “So what does a wizard do apart from handing out food at environmental protests?”
 
   “Oh, the snacks aren’t part of my job,” she said.  “I just like to feed people.  I spend most of my time guarding the Earth from horrors from beyond.”
 
   “Really?  Don’t take this the wrong way, but isn’t someone more able-bodied available?”  Fiona tsked, then took a sip of her orange juice.
 
   “What I lack in speed I make up for in tenacity,” she said.  “And it’s a job that comes with this house.  There’s a naturally occurring mystical convergence somewhere in the cliff above us that creates tears in the space-time continuum.  One of my ancestors had more brains than sense and focused those tears into a single permanent portal.  I won’t bore you with the details, but baby squid aliens are among the least of what’s shown up in the attic.”
 
   I still don’t know why, but I asked if I could see.  Fiona didn’t hesitate to agree.
 
   The stairs up to the second floor were so narrow and steep I didn’t see how a normal sized man could navigate them.  Fiona grabbed the railing and hopped all the way up.  Gregory remained downstairs, and so did Sparks.
 
   The attic was empty.  Except for an irregular patch in the middle and the small round window I’d seen from the driveway the whole room was covered in plaster.  There were footprints pressed into the floor, and some marks that weren’t as easy to make out.
 
   “What’s with all the plaster?”  I asked.  It didn’t seem in keeping with the rest of the house.  Fiona scowled.
 
   “It was for a spell,” she said.  “Saving mankind can be a pain in the ass sometimes.” She limped to the bare wood in the center of the room.  “I’d clean it up but as you can see the portal is taking care of it a little at a time.”  I moved closer.  Inside the bare spot was a pentagram no bigger than the palm of my hand.
 
   “This is it?”
 
   “It moves around and changes size.  If the changes are based on any kind of system, no one in my family has been able to figure out what it is.  It never leaves the floor or the attic.  It’s a two-way portal, so I take care not to leave anything in this room.”  As we walked across the floor, it crunched.
 
   “Do you keep plaster on hand for monster emergencies?” I asked.  
 
   “No, it’s for repairs.  Sometimes things get out.  I find a shotgun solves most problems, and lye takes care of the rest.”
 
   “And the wizardry comes in when?”
 
   “The plaster,” she said.  “No regular exterminator would think to ward off psychic cheese wasps with plaster of Paris, but it works like a charm.”
 
   “Psychic cheese wasps?”
 
   “I’m sure it had more gravitas in their native language,” she said, frowning at the floor.
 
   “If you ask me, they weren’t really wasps, but they sure did like cheese.”
 
   “Who doesn’t?  Cheese is delicious.”  I looked out the window.  “Your garden is lovely, by the way.”  From this vantage point, I could see the part of her yard that was hidden from the driveway by the greenhouse.  It was too late in the season for all but a few stubborn roses, but what was there, was beautiful.  
 
   “Thanks.  I used to have a vegetable garden, but none of the vegetables turned out quite right, so now it’s strictly flowers and fall color.”
 
   “What do you mean by not quite right?”
 
   “Blue,” she said.  “It’s true what they say about blue food.  Even if there was nothing else wrong with it, I couldn’t have brought myself to eat it.  The flowers also have a blue tinge.  I try to keep that in mind when I decide what to plant.”
 
   “It worked.” I turned to head back downstairs.  “Why did you agree to show me this?”
 
   “I’m trying to impress you,” she said as if it were obvious.  “You seem semi-sensible for a trendy consultant. . .”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So if the next time you step onto that site you find out it’s less harmless ghosts and more cheese wasps, please fill me in.”  She escorted me out of the attic.
 
   “You don’t want outsiders messing around in your territory, do you?”
 
   “No.  There are already enough cults and wanna-be super villains lurking in our woods.  The last thing we need is an evil mall or God forbid, an occult reality show.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” I promised.  “Thanks again for lunch.”
 
   “See you around,” she said, waving goodbye.  “If you’re still here you can have lunch with me again the day after tomorrow.”
 
   As I drove away, I thought about Fiona and the town.  Clearly the locals and the tourists thought that this place was crawling with supernatural activity.  Until now I’d only had experience with the dead, and I preferred it that way.  There was enough oddness in my life.
 
   “What do you think, Sparks?” I asked.  “Should we stick around and make a lot of money, or tell Steve to find another necromancer?”
 
   Cheeeze. . .was the reply I got.  I want cheeeze. . . 
 
   I nearly drove off the road.  Once I got control of the car again, I pulled over and jumped out.  I grabbed a road map from the door, rolled it up, and looked for the source of the voice.  The direct origin was Sparks of course.  That meant there was a shade somewhere in my car.  
 
   Cheeeze. . . the thin, plaintive voice called.  Tasty cheeeze. . . I reminded myself that shades were mostly harmless and leaned into the car.  Then I saw it, clinging to the bottom of the rearview mirror.  
 
   Cheeeze. . . it said, swaying back and forth.  
 
   The psychic cheese wasp did look a lot like a real wasp.  It was dark brown and longer than my hand.  Its stinger was half again the length of its body.  Its antennae were long and curled back around its body.  The most noticeable difference between it and a regular wasp was that the psychic cheese wasp didn’t have eyes.  As soon as it noticed me it dropped from the mirror and hovered in front of my face.  
 
   Give me cheeeze. . . want cheeeze.  I must have picked it up in Fiona’s attic.  I wouldn’t say I was feeling an irresistible compulsion to acquire cheese, but there’s something incredibly pathetic about one psychic cheese wasp.  Sure, a swarm of them would be devastating, but not one little shade.
 
   “I’ve got to put you back,” I said out loud.
 
   Cheeeze pleeze. . . I looked at Sparks.  He seemed calm.  I was never sure if he understood what he was transmitting, so that was no help.
 
   “You can’t eat cheese,” I said.  “You’re dead.”
 
   No, cheeeze?  Want cheeeze!  This was probably the clearest communication I’d ever had with a shade, and it was lame.  I’ll admit, I do have a soft spot for the dead, and Mr. Cheeeze didn’t seem too bad.
 
   “All right, we’ll go look at cheese,” I told it.  “But I’m laying you to rest the day after tomorrow.”
 
   Cheeeze!  Cheeeze!  Cheeeze!  
 
   I got back in the car and drove into town.  The cheese wasp got back into the car with me.  When I got back to the hotel, the older woman was still there.  When I spoke to her, she introduced herself as Mrs. Whateley.  I asked her about room service.  She looked surprised by my request for cheese but agreed to send some up.
 
   The inability to eat didn’t seem to upset my new buddy.  It hovered around a block of cheddar all evening muttering to itself about cheese while I read and ate my dinner in peace.
 
   Sometime after ten I looked out the window.  I could see lights in the field moving away from the hotel.  They halted at the edge of the forest and began to disappear.  I turned the lights out to get a better view.  Mr. Cheeeze immediately went quiet.  I looked at it. It was still hovering over the cheese.  Sparks was floating next to me.  At this range, if Mr. Cheeeze had been saying anything, Sparks would be letting me know.  So psychic cheese wasps shut up in the dark.  It was good to know.  I looked outside again, and most of the lights were gone.  Just two were left floating at the edge of the swamp.  I wondered if they were tourists or locals.  Either way, it didn’t concern me, and I was tired, so I went to bed. 
 
   ***
 
   I woke up to a droning buzz.
 
   Cheeeze. . . cheeeze. . .cheeeze. . .   I’d left the curtains open, and sunlight was pouring into the room.  I could have ignored it, but for me if it’s light outside it’s time to get up.  In a way, Mr. Cheeeze’s discourtesy helped me because it meant I was dressed and ready to go down to breakfast when the police showed up.  
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 4:  Mor cheeze, less maul!
 
    
 
   After being taken to the police station by two men in black suits who refused to answer any of my questions, or speak to me at all for that matter, I was escorted to an interrogation room and handcuffed to the table.
 
   I wished I’d packed a suit and worn it this morning.  I was still wearing oversized pants and a black turtleneck, an outfit more popular with robbers than respectable citizens.  As soon as I got out of here I was going to buy a Christmas sweater or something else equally disarming.
 
   It’s always been one of my life’s little mysteries that Sparks and his ilk are invisible to almost everyone but shades are not.  The officers wouldn’t talk to me, but they clearly didn’t like Mr. Cheeeze.  They also didn’t like that it seemed determined to follow me everywhere.  It joined Sparks on my shoulder and wouldn’t move.  Not that anyone was eager to try to budge a mysterious insectoid the size of a softball.  After arguing with each other about what to do next, they left me alone.  The next person to enter the room was dressed in khaki.  He introduced himself as Sheriff Warren and sat down across the table from me.  He was an older man with a military style haircut.  His mustache was neatly trimmed and almost entirely white.
 
   “Is that supposed to be a familiar?” he asked.  I’d never been questioned by a government employee who knew anything about the occult.  I didn’t know how to respond.  I thought about everyone else I’d met so far and decided to go with the truth.
 
   “No, it’s a ghost, and it’s haunting me.” The sheriff raised an eyebrow.  
 
   “That’s a hell of a ghost,” he said.  “It looks like a tarantula hawk.”
 
   “I don’t know much about insects,” I said.  
 
   “That’s neither here nor there,” he said.  “Where were you between two and five this morning?”
 
   “Asleep in my hotel room.” 
 
   “Can anyone vouch for that?”
 
   “Just the wasp,” I said.
 
   Cheeeze wasp. . . Mr. Cheeeze corrected me.
 
   “And which hotel were you staying at?”
 
   “The Gates of Sleep,” I said.  Sherriff Warren frowned.  
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes, I’m checked in and everything.”
 
   “And you were in your room before midnight?”
 
   “Yes. . .” He stared at Mr. Cheeeze again.  
 
   “I’m sorry to have disturbed you,” he said.  “We’ll check their surveillance tapes of course, but I doubt you’ve got much to add.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I’m sorry to have wasted your time,” he reiterated.  He muttered something else I didn’t quite catch.  “No, wait; you were at the construction site yesterday, weren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”  He ran a hand through his hair and closed his eyes.  He was the spitting image of a man silently counting to ten.
 
   “I’m sorry to have inconvenienced you,” he said.  “Have you had breakfast yet?”
 
   “No, I was arrested before I had a chance to eat.”
 
   “We didn’t arrest you,” he said.  “You’re just here for questioning.”
 
   “I was handcuffed and read my rights,” I said.  “And I distinctly heard the phrase ‘you’re under arrest’ right before the silent treatment started.”
 
   “I’m unarresting you,” Sherriff Warren stated.  “I can do that.  It’s my police station and my jail after all.”  His voice rose with each word.  I got the impression that I wasn’t the only person in the room that had skipped breakfast this morning.  He got up and uncuffed me.  “There’s a lovely diner right next door if you’d like to have something to eat.  I can guarantee those state troopers won’t bother you.  Then we can start this interview over.”
 
   “That sounds good to me,” I said.
 
   “Hey Earl!” he yelled.  “Take this kid to get some food, will you?  I need to have a talk with our new friends!”  A tall blond man I assumed was Earl emerged from an office at the front of the station.  He was younger than the sheriff.
 
   “Just let them live, boss,” the man I assumed was Earl said.  “It ain’t their fault.  God only had so many brains to hand out, you know.”  The sheriff laughed.
 
   “Fine, I won’t kill them.  I’ll just maim them.”  Earl smiled.  He was one of those rare people who looks older when they smile.
 
   “I’ll get you a muffin while I’m next door, shall I?” Earl said.  “And some juice.”
 
   “Make sure to get that ghost out of here too.”
 
   After I’d had some juice and was feeling more civil, I asked Earl what I’d been arrested for in the first place.
 
   “Murder,” he said as he added cream to his coffee.  
 
   I felt immensely relieved.  Unless someone had been poisoned, I wouldn’t stay on the suspect list for long.  I’m a ninety-pound weakling, and I look it.  He looked up at me, considering something.  
 
   “Did you know anyone at the site well?”
 
   “I’ve known Mr. Trenton for years,” I told him.  “Other than that, I was only introduced to Mr. Lott yesterday.”  Earl nodded.  
 
   “The good news is, those two are fine.  The bad news is, a lot of people aren’t.”
 
   “Are you going to make me guess?”  I asked.  “Just tell me what happened last night.”  He smiled.  
 
   “Hey, I’m a policeman collecting info.  So please, guess.”
 
   I thought about it.  
 
   “A protestor was killed?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “A construction worker was killed.”
 
   “Wrong again.”
 
   “You said it was murder,” I reminded him.  “That doesn’t leave anything else.  No, wait, was it a tourist?”
 
   “Ha ha, no.”  Somehow he was able to say ‘ha ha’ and still sound genuinely amused.  “It was the entire morning crew.  They were killed in a very disturbing manner.”
 
   “Oh,” I said.  We sat in silence for a few minutes.  Even Mr. Cheeeze was quiet.
 
   “Disturbing how?”  I asked.  
 
   “I’m probably not supposed to tell,” Earl said.  “The state guys want to be in charge, you know, and they think you did it.”
 
   “Why me?”
 
   “Because you showed up yesterday, I suppose.  And you’re into the occult.  Not that that’s unusual around here.  I doubt they’ll keep that up once they really look at you.  I don’t think you’re physically capable of . . . you don’t really want to know.”  
 
   On the contrary, now I really, really wanted to know what the hell had happened.
 
   “So why doesn’t your boss suspect me?”  I asked.  “He gave up instantly.”
 
   “Weeeell,” Earl said, drawing it out, “you were at The Gates at the time of the murders.  With the state police involved we’ll have to check surveillance tapes and so on, but if you were at the hotel at midnight then you were asleep until four, and there’s no getting around it.  Besides, there were locals in the crew, and they wouldn’t have just stood around if you showed up with one of these things.”  Mr. Cheeeze was trying to get into the parmesan shaker.  Earl reached over the table and poked the psychic cheese wasp. The shade bounced away when he prodded it more firmly, then began its cheeeze refrain again.
 
   “Are they really that bad?”
 
   “One might not be,” Earl said, “they’re dumb on their own.  In groups, they’re smart.  And they don’t stop at eating cheese.  We were lucky to get out of that one.  Plus, they’re noisy when they’re alive.”
 
   “They’re noisy dead too,” I told him.  “You just can’t hear it.”
 
   “You can?  That’s interesting.”
 
   “By the way, how do you know about them?  I wasn’t sure what it was, and your boss didn’t recognize it.”
 
   “He was out of town visiting his grandkids when we had the infestation.  We were able to clear them out in a couple of weeks.”
 
   “You seem pretty calm about it.  What made you move here?”
 
   “What makes you think I’m from out of town?”
 
   “Your accent.”
 
   “Naturally.  I grew up in Oklahoma and spent my wild oat sowing years in the Southwest.  The cities these days are too hectic for me,” he said.  “But I don’t like the open range either.  I like to have neighbors, and I like the pace here.”
 
   “And the magic?”
 
   “And the magic,” he agreed.  “I can do some of my own, you know.  If you give me a quarter, I can make a quarter magically appear.  If you give me a twenty, I can make a twenty magically disappear.”  I laughed despite myself.
 
   “If that’s your only trick you might want to carry your own change.”
 
   “So you’re not going to fall for it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Steve chose that moment to walk in.  He looked more frazzled than usual.  He wasn’t wearing a tie and his shoes didn’t match.  He was wearing one dress shoe and one boot.  I can’t imagine ever being that distracted.  He called my name when he saw me and hurried over to our table.
 
   “Did they really arrest you?” He asked. 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ve unarrested him,” Earl said cheerfully.  “Busy morning, isn’t it, Mr. Trenton?”
 
   “Yes, it’s been terrible,” Steve said.  “You didn’t really kill everyone, did you?”
 
   “Of course not!” I snapped.
 
   “Good, good.”  He patted me on the head.  Standing this close I could smell that he’d started smoking again.  It must have been bad then.  “I’ll get one of our lawyers to represent you.”  I moved his hand.
 
   “If I’m not under arrest anymore why would I need a lawyer?”
 
   “The state police might not be convinced,” Earl reminded me.
 
   “Anyway, I’m sure I can’t afford your company’s lawyer.”
 
   “You’re right about that,” Steve admitted.  “ I can, however.  It’s my fault you’re here, so let me pay.”
 
   I didn’t like the idea of owing Steve money, but I didn’t want to be rude.  As I said, we’ve known each other a very long time.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I told him.  “So what happened?”
 
   “Have you been questioned yet?” Steve asked.  
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you after.  I can’t imagine we’re going to be getting back to work anytime soon after this.  I’m afraid you’ll have a long wait before I need you again.”
 
   “That’s fine with me.  I’ll probably be told not to leave town.”
 
   “That depends on where you live,” Earl said.
 
   “Anaheim.”
 
   “Yeah, it might be better to stick around.”
 
   “What job did you do there?” Steve asked me.  I don’t have a house, so I tend to stay the last place I had work.
 
   “A hotel changing hands,” I told him.  “The previous owners tried to boost business by claiming it was haunted but didn’t list any deaths in the disclosure.  The buyer wanted to know if the haunting was real.”
 
   “So was it?” Earl asked.
 
   “No.  What they hadn’t disclosed was a termite infestation.”  While the two men laughed, I finished my breakfast.  I hadn’t needed special powers to figure that one out.  The little piles of wings around the edges of the building were a dead giveaway.  It also didn’t take special powers to realize that a hotel of that one’s size and age almost certainly had had someone die in it.  To me, that was an indication that more research was required before making such a large purchase.  Fortunately for the sellers, they were dealing with equally flaky people.  It turned out that I was the only inspector either party had bothered to hire.  
 
   The new owners were letting me stay in an apartment they owned for cheap in gratitude, but I didn’t think much of their chances of staying in business, haunted or not.  They weren’t much better at managing an apartment either, so I figured it was just a matter of time before I would be looking for a new place to live.  Not here, though.  I’d try to get a few more jobs lined up in California, or maybe I’d go back to the East Coast.  It was too cold and damp here for my tastes.
 
   ***
 
   My second questioning by Sheriff Warren went without incident.  As expected he made me promise to stay in town.  Since I was expecting to spend an hour or so on site and be on my way home I hadn’t packed enough clothes for an extended stay, so it was back to the hotel for directions to the nearest department store.
 
   “HI, I’m Theresa, and there isn’t one,” the girl at the counter said.  She couldn’t have been older than thirteen, and she had the distinctive Whateley eyes and bone structure.  Luckily for her, she had her mother’s dark skin and red hair, so she escaped looking like a clone of her father.  “Unless of course you want to drive an hour and a half to the military base.  That’s why I’m looking forward to the mall, even if no one else is.”
 
   “Then do you know where I can buy clothes?” I asked.  
 
   “You just want something cheap that fits, right?” she said.  
 
   “That’s right.  I wasn’t expecting to stay more than a night.”
 
   “Because if you’re really, really not particular, I know a consignment shop that has some clothes in your size.”
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 5: Mole man or disco fever?
 
    
 
   The consignment shop was named Yesterday’s News.  It didn’t strike me as promising from the outside.  I went in anyway and was even less hopeful.  I could see rows of women’s clothes and appliances and knickknacks lining the walls.  I did not see any men’s clothes.  Still, they might have been hidden in the back.  I moved deeper into the store to check.
 
   I had just enough time to realize I wasn’t alone in the store before I was being embraced by a woman who smelled overwhelmingly of lavender.  Before I could react, she held me out at arm’s length, and I was looking into the pleased face of a tall young woman with blue eyes and dark, curly hair.
 
   “Oh, you’re so cute!” she said.  “I know just why Theresa sent you here!”
 
   “I think I’m in the wrong place,” I said, struggling to break free.
 
   “Nonsense!  Theresa called me and told me a short guy needed clothes.  That’s got to be you!” She sighed happily while staring at me.  “I don’t get many new customers,” she said as if this would explain everything.  “I’m Cecilia Bishop by the way.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
 
   “Jaspar Windisle,” I said.  I decided to take a chance.  “Do you have menswear in my size?”
 
   “Yes, that’s what’s so exciting!” she said.  “I have whole boxes of stuff from Obadiah Fry and Abner Whateley.  They were both shrimp!  Do you prefer formal or casual?”
 
   “Formal, please.”  I had a feeling that Obadiah and Abner were no longer around to take exception to being called shrimp.  If their clothes fit, I could handle it.
 
   “That’ll be Obadiah then,” she said, heading to the back of the store.  “A good choice.  You never can be sure about the Whateley’s things.”  She disappeared before I could ask her what that meant.  
 
   When she returned, rather than a box she had a whole rack of jackets, shirts, and pants.  Looking at them, I wondered how long ago Obadiah died.  Suits haven’t changed that much over the decades, but enough that things like brass buttons and custom embroidery look out of place.  At least the shirts were modern, and all the clothes were good quality, so I agreed to try some of them on.
 
   To my surprise, everything came close to fitting.  The pants were a bit loose, and the sleeves on the shirts were just a bit too long, but I wasn’t planning on running any obstacle courses so they would do.  Finding clothes so easily put me in such a good mood that I humored Cecilia and tried on some things that I normally wouldn’t be caught dead in.  Such as all of the late Abner’s clothes.
 
   “I remember when polyester was the new miracle fabric,” I said as I looked in a mirror.  “No one was ever going to have to iron again.”  If anyone had tried to get me to wear clothes like this back, then I would have ironed them alright.  On the wool setting.
 
   “I wish I had a camera,” Cecilia said.  “You look much better in that than Abner ever did.”
 
   “Maybe if no one had made clothes like this polyester suits would still be in,” I said.  It fit, but that hardly mattered.  It was a lime green polyester leisure suit with brown lapels and cuffs.  “Did Abner die tragically young?  Because I can’t believe anyone would hang on to this for fifty years.”
 
   “No, he died quite recently.  Not only did he not save it, he was always stopping by to see if I had any more like it.”              I shuddered.  “He bequeathed all of his clothes to the shop,” she added.  “Because someone else might want them, and he knew his heirs would throw them away.” She rolled her eyes.  “I expect if I can sell any of it, it’ll be to kids on Halloween.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ll get this,” I said.  “Just the shirts and pants from earlier.”
 
   “What about a hat?” she asked.  “The weather’s supposed to be nice next week.”
 
   “No thank you.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side.
 
   “I thought albinos needed to take extra care of their skin.”
 
   “I’m not an albino,” I told her.  “Albinos aren’t just pale people with white hair; they lack pigmentation.  My hair and skin are actually white.”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” She looked embarrassed. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  I get comments all the time.”  I used to get rocks thrown at me too, back when some people considered it a sign of witchcraft.  Cecilia’s over-solicitousness was refreshing in comparison.
 
   Getting caught being both nosy and wrong didn’t keep Cecilia down for long.  I suppose her inner saleswoman wouldn’t allow it. 
 
   “You may not need a hat, but won’t you at least try on one of the fancy jackets?” she coaxed.
 
   “The what?” 
 
   She held up one of Obadiah’s coats.  It was black, trimmed with gold brocade.  At least she hadn’t suggested the royal purple one, or the red one.  It was just my luck that while two people my size had no more need for their clothes, both of them had done their original shopping at the Halloween store.
 
   “It’s getting colder and your jacket looks ragged.  No offense.”
 
   I tried it on.  It was heavy, and warm and hung to my knees.
 
   “Was Obadiah a pirate?”  It was really the only profession this style was appropriate for.
 
   “No, I don’t think he ever left town.  He had a wooden leg, though, so people teased him.  He was a good sport about it too.”  She got a faraway look in her eyes.  “He used to hand out ‘pirate gold’ to us kids.  They were chocolate coins of course, but when you’re a kid that’s even better.”
 
   “And he never got into trouble for that?”
 
   “He wasn’t a stranger,” Cecilia said.  “He was a Fry.  They might be the only old family around here that doesn’t have any occult traditions.”
 
   “Really?”  I wondered what her family’s occult traditions were.  
 
   “They just dig tunnels.”
 
   “Tunnels.”
 
   “Yep.  All over the place.  Though I doubt he wore that jacket while he did it.”  I’d just got to the point of accepting that this town was weird and magical, and now this.
 
   “Were these tunnels to hide his vast hoard of candy?”  
 
   She laughed.
 
   “No, they’ve never been clear on the reason for them, but some of the tunnels are useful when it rains.  There aren’t any under The Gates, but there’s one network that runs from the laundry to the Lutheran church that’s very handy.”
 
   “So these are community tunnels?”
 
   “Oh no, you have to have a key,” she said.  “Everyone in the town council has one, and so do community leaders like me.”
 
   “That is very weird,” I said.  
 
   “I don’t see why.  Plenty of cities have tunnels under them that were dug with no oversight at all.  At least the Frys are contributing to the community.”
 
   “I guess I’ve always lived places where tunnels would be impractical,” I said.  I decided to add the jacket to my purchases.  Cecilia’s prices were very reasonable.  
 
   “I know you’re in a bind,” she said, “but seriously, I’m never going to get rid of these clothes if you don’t buy them.”  I paid and left.  I dropped most of the new clothes at the local dry cleaners before heading back to the hotel.  They reeked of lavender, just like the consignment shop.
 
   ***
 
   Theresa was still at the front desk when I got to the hotel.  She jumped up and down when she saw me.
 
   “I knew Cecilia would have stuff for you,” she said.  “You have a bunch of messages, by the way.”  She looked at my bags.  “So did you go with mole man or disco fever?”  I laughed.  
 
   “You knew what would happen when I went in there didn’t you?”
 
   “It was possible they had jeans and flannel shirts that they only wore at home,” she said.  “It’s possible Obadiah really did have rooms full of genuine pirate gold.”
 
   “Did he give you candy too?”
 
   “Yep!  It was the good kind, too.  And he’d tell stories about his grandpa digging tunnels in the war.”
 
   “His grandfather?”
 
   “I guess he thought digging tunnels without a war would be boring.  Obadiah was a lot nicer than Abner.  That guy was a greasy creep even without the seventies styling.”
 
   “It’s a good thing I bought Obadiah’s clothes then,” I said. 
 
   “Uh-huh.” She sized me up. “How old are you?”
 
   “Older than I look.”  
 
   She gave me an appraising look.  
 
   “Are you too old to like milkshakes?” she asked.
 
   “Nobody is too old to like milkshakes.”
 
   “Great,” she said.  “In thanks for the shopping tip you can take me out to dinner.  I’ll give you ten minutes to get your stuff put away.  Hey Mom!” she yelled.  “I’m going to Maria’s Fountain, okay?  Can you watch the front desk?”
 
   “Of course honey,” the woman from last night appeared from the direction of the dining room.  “Oh, with Mr. Windisle?”
 
   “Apparently,” I said.  
 
   “If that’s all right,” Theresa said.  She was already getting her coat.
 
   “That’s fine,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “Don’t cause any trouble, and be back before dark.”
 
   At this time of year that would be around six.  Plenty of time for dinner.
 
   “And don’t try to boss around Mr. Windisle.  He’s a guest.”
 
   “Yes, Mom.”
 
   ***
 
   Maria’s Fountain turned out to be a fifties-style diner.  It had everything, from the black and white floors with candy colored accents to the chrome finishing.  I hadn’t been in one since the original fifties, so I ordered an ice cream float and a cheeseburger.  Theresa’s entire dinner was a strawberry milkshake and fries.  When I asked if her parents were okay with that she just rolled her eyes at me.
 
   “The tourists never come here,” she informed me.  “Even the serious occult guys who you’d think wouldn’t have an image to maintain stay away.  They’d rather have bats glued to the walls and stuff like that than good food.”
 
   “To each his own,” I said.  “I like it.”
 
   “Is that why you live in Anaheim?  Because you don’t like occult stuff?”
 
   “Where’d you hear that?”
 
   “I have sources,” she said.  
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “I have a friend who works at the station diner,” she admitted.  “I heard they have a lot of amusement parks there.  Have you been?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “To which ones?”
 
   “All of them.”
 
   Rollercoasters used to make me uneasy.  I still don’t trust the wooden ones you see at state fairs; they creak and sway every time the cars make a fast turn.  On the other hand I figure that if the Matterhorn was going to fall apart it would have done it years ago, so I’m okay with the rollercoasters at major theme parks.
 
   “I want to go to an amusement park someday,” Theresa said wistfully.  “Dad can’t take time away from the hotel, and I’m going to inherit someday, so I guess I won’t have time either.”
 
    “Surely you could take a long weekend,” I said.  “Or save your money and go with friends while you’re in college.”
 
   “I could do that.”  Just like that, her bad mood lifted.  “My friend also said that you had a ghost with you,” she said, stirring her milkshake.
 
   “I did,” I said.  “I still do.”
 
   “I can see the cheese wasp,” Theresa said.  “Is it really a ghost?”
 
   “You can see for yourself.  Try touching it,” I invited her.
 
   “Yuck,” she said.  “It’s an insect.”  She reached out anyway and smacked it with her spoon.  When the spoon passed through she tried it again more slowly.  The result was the same.
 
   “That’s neat,” she said.  “Can you do it with anything other than monsters?”
 
   “Just about anything can become a shade,” I said.  She took a sip of her milkshake.  “Huh,” she said.  “So, what’s your favorite roller coaster?”
 
   ***
 
   After returning to the hotel and assuring Mrs. Whateley that her daughter had been no trouble at all, I read for a while before going to bed.  I was trying to read Heart of Darkness.  I’ve been trying to read this book on and off for well over a century now.  In theory, it’s got everything I want in a story.  Action, adventure, horror, vague references to period politics, and descriptions of Darkest Africa.  In practice, it’s deadly dull.  I don’t know how children assigned it in school manage.  At this point, I’m persevering out of sheer stubbornness.  
 
   After two hours and three paragraphs, I gave up for the night.  When I looked out the window, there were more lights in the field, heading towards the forest.  I turned off my light and went to sleep.  
 
   That night I dreamed I was at the construction site.  I walked past protest signs lying on the ground.  One of them said ‘Mor Cheeze, Less Maul!’  As I stood in the field, the trees on either side of me started shaking, and white mist rolled across the ground.  I waved to a construction worker to get his attention.  As he turned to me, he became a pile of strawberries in the shape of a squid-like alien.  I heard shouting in the distance, and when the mist rolled away the ground was covered with wheels of cheese.  With a great clang, a black gate with brass inlay appeared before me, and as the gates began to open I woke up.
 
   I sat in bed for a while, trying to calm my racing heart.  There’s nothing more frustrating than an adrenaline rush with nothing to show for it.  I sat there while my heart rate returned to normal and checked the time.  It was just a few minutes after four a.m.  Too restless to read or go back to sleep, I went over to the window.  There were two lights in the field, slowly making their way toward the hotel.  When they reached the parking lot, they veered to the side and were snuffed out.   I dropped the curtain.
 
   The cheese wasp was still asleep, but that had been enough movement to wake Sparks.  He curled up on my shoulder while I got dressed.  I took my book and headed downstairs.
 
   Jeremiah Whateley was just opening the front door when I arrived.
 
   “Up already?” he asked.  “Breakfast isn’t for another two hours.”
 
   “I’m not sleepy anymore,” I said.
 
   “Is the room not to your liking?”
 
   “It’s fine,” I assured him.  “I just felt restless.”  I wasn’t about to tell him that I’d had a bad dream.  Jeremiah nodded to himself.
 
   There was a room off to the side of the lobby that had comfortable chairs arranged around a fireplace.  I sat down in a chair where I could see the front desk out of the corner of my eye.  It was my idea of the perfect reading environment.  I never feel entirely secure when there aren’t other people around.  With Jeremiah Whateley wandering through the lobby, I could relax and enjoy the quiet.  
 
   Unfortunately for me I had misjudged Jeremiah.  Despite his creepy butler demeanor, he wasn’t the type to keep quiet when there were other people around.  Before I’d even found my spot in the book, he’d left the lobby and was looming over me.
 
   “Would you like me to start a fire?” he asked.  
 
   “I don’t want to be a bother.”
 
   “It wouldn’t be.  I can’t sleep past four myself, and there’s little to do this early.  I assure you it would be no trouble at all.”  As proof, he nodded to the fireplace and flames arose, even though there was no wood in the grate.  
 
   “Am I still asleep?” I asked.  He laughed.  
 
   “No,” he said.  “Strange things happen all the time in this town.  It’s best not to think about it.”  I sighed and moved to a chair closer to the fire.  The chairs in the lobby were very comfortable.
 
   “Would you like some hot chocolate?” he asked.  
 
   “Is the hot chocolate magic too?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he assured me, “it’s just ordinary hot chocolate.”
 
   “Then yes, please.”
 
    When he came back a few minutes later, the cocoa had mini marshmallows in it.
 
   “I’m not a child,” I complained.
 
   “Would you like a cup without marshmallows?” I shook my head.
 
   “I’m older than this country,” I said under my breath. 
 
   “And you don’t look a day over eighteen,” Jeremiah said.  “Some people would be delighted to be so well-preserved.”
 
   I hadn’t intended him to overhear, but he didn’t seem surprised.  
 
   “In any case, I’m sure old people are allowed to like mini marshmallows.”  I frowned, but dropped it.  I don’t want to be thought of as old either.  I just wished I looked like an adult, not somebody who might not be old enough to drive.
 
   “Do you own that field behind the hotel?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” Jeremiah said.  “It’s more of a marsh, and we own it all the way to the drop-off.  The town owns Bishop’s Hollow.”  
 
   Aha, this must be one of Cecilia’s family’s occult traditions.
 
   “Is that what the forest is called?”
 
   “Yes.  You can’t see it from here, but the marsh ends in a steep hill leading down to the forest.  It was a Bishop who first went down there, and it was another Bishop who warned the other settlers to stay away.”
 
   “What happened to that first Bishop?”
 
   “No one knows.  If you get close, you’ll see that it’s an easy warning to follow.”  He shook his head.  “My brother and I used to go down there as children and dare each other to look into the forest.  Neither of us managed to get to the tree line.”
 
   “Is the ground rough?”
 
   “No.  It’s difficult to describe what you’ll experience if you get too close.  It’s unpleasant, and as I said it becomes stronger the closer you get.”
 
   “Do any of the tourists go there?”
 
   “If they do they’re trespassing,” he said.  “I don’t allow tours.  Apart from the legend I don’t want the bother of getting sued if someone loses their way in the marsh and drowns.”
 
   “Then was someone from your family out there tonight?” I asked.  
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   I told him about the lights.  He seemed angry, but just asked me if I’d like another cup of cocoa.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 6: Cultists like convenience and reasonable prices as much as anyone else
 
    
 
   Breakfast was excellent, and I wasn’t the only guest who was in the dining room first thing in the morning.  Several of the other guests were more Whateleys.  Now I understood why Jeremiah had the same long hair as Fiona.  Apart from their solid black eyes there wasn’t anything remarkable about any individual Whateley, but taken as a group they were alarmingly identical despite various piercings, radical hair colors, facial tattoos, and bold fashion choices.  It was like staring at a sea of customizable video game characters.  I wondered if the rest of the town had trouble telling them apart or if there were subtler differences I wasn’t picking up on.  
 
   I’d agreed to go to Fiona’s for lunch, but until then I didn’t have much to do so I went for a walk.  There was a big church visible at the end of the road, so I headed towards it.
 
   It turned out to be a huge church much further away than I’d thought.  It had to be the Lutheran church Cecilia had mentioned, but it was the most impressive church I’d ever seen.  Not only was it enormous for a Lutheran church, it put every other church I’d seen in my life to shame.  It wasn’t just its size that made it impressive: it was an architectural masterpiece.  Looking up at the bell tower reaching for heaven made me dizzy.  Along the roof, I could see glimpses of gargoyles and angels.  The grounds were much less intimidating.  A few roses were hanging on, and there were tiny pumpkins piled up in front of the huge main doors.  There was a smaller door to one side with an autumnal wreath hung on it, and a sign saying they were open all hours, so I went in.
 
   The inside of the church was dark and oppressively holy.  The stained glass windows high above me gave color to the interior but not much light.  I felt like I was at the bottom of a pit, with a rainbow shining far above me.  With me in the dark was a much more prosaic cork board with brightly colored flyers pinned to it.  While Sparks flew around the narthex, I read the flyers.
 
   It seemed that Fiona was also a member of this church.  She was in charge of their bake sale, so she hadn’t been kidding about liking to feed other people.  Most of the other announcements were equally banal.  They were advertising a reenactment of the battle of Jericho, which I thought was an odd selection.
 
   “Are you considering joining?” A voice said from behind me.  
 
   I’ll admit it; I screamed.  When I turned around, a kindly old man dressed as a pastor was smiling at me benevolently.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in,” I told him.
 
   “That’s all right,” he said.  “I always forget how quiet this floor is.  I should have said something earlier.  I’m Pastor MacReady; I’m the pastor here.”  He held out his hand for me to shake.
 
   “No, I’m just visiting,” I said after shaking his hand.  “I thought I might attend Sunday’s service.”  I hadn’t had any such thought, but what else do you say when confronted with a pastor?  ‘I don’t care about your church; I was just killing time?’  Have fun burning in Hell for that one.
 
   “Excellent,” the pastor said.  “I’ve just come in to work on my sermon for this week.  It’ll be my take on ‘Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God.’  I thought it would be a good inspiration for the reenactment.”  I looked back to the flyer.  
 
   “Are you really going to reenact the battle of Jericho inside a church?”
 
   “Oh no!  Mr. Whateley, the hotel owner, allows us to use the space behind the hotel for our reenactments.  We’re going to go all out.”
 
   “Sounds exciting,” I said.  I vaguely recalled the story of the battle of Jericho.  It seemed ambitious for a reenactment.  “Do you do this often?”  He shook his head.
 
   “Just once a year.  We try to pick a different scene every time.  Something big enough that everyone in the church can participate.”
 
   “If everyone participates, who watches?”
 
   “Oh, there are other churches in our town,” he said chuckling.  “And the Lord only knows what the tourist trap owners worship.  There are plenty of nonbelievers in town as well.”
 
   “So this is a town wide event?”
 
   “Yes, but only Lutherans can participate directly.”  He stared at me.  “Are you a Lutheran, Mr. Windisle?”
 
   “I’ve gone to Lutheran services before,” I told him, “but I move around a lot.  I tend to go to whatever church is available.”
 
   “Then will I see you on Sunday?  My sermon won’t be boring, I assure you.”  I didn’t see any reason not to.  Maybe the building would be less intimidating when it was full of people.
 
   “You will if I’m still in town.”  
 
   It began raining on my way back to the hotel.  So much for the nice weather Cecilia Bishop had predicted.
 
   ***
 
   Fiona was less than thrilled to see the psychic cheese wasp.
 
   “I thought I’d got rid of them all,” she said, glaring at it.  I shrugged.
 
   “There must be a dead one around here somewhere.  I was hoping you’d help me find it and lay it to rest.” It buzzed around both of us, then zoomed into the kitchen.
 
   “It doesn’t seem to recognize me,” Fiona said.
 
   “I would have been surprised if it had.  Shades have no memory of their own lives.  They just remember the kind of creature they were.”
 
   “So, if you made a shade of the dead construction workers they wouldn’t be able to tell you what happened to them?”
 
   “You heard about that?”
 
   “Earl is a good friend of mine.  He likes to chat.”  I’d noticed that.  He’d told me everything except what I’d wanted to know when I’d spoken to him.
 
   “I use different methods to get information out of the dead,” I told her, “but I’ve never created a human shade, so I couldn’t say for sure.”
 
   “It would be convenient,” she said.  “Anyway, I roasted a chicken and made pecan pie, so I hope you’re hungry.”
 
   As we ate, she asked me what I thought of the town, and I told her what I’d been up to.
 
   “Pastor MacReady is doing a hellfire and damnation sermon?” she asked.  “I’ll believe that when I hear it.”
 
   “Is it not his style?”
 
   “God bless him, he’s a good man and he tries, but if you’re in a confrontation with serious evil he is not your man.  He’s been the pastor longer than I’ve been alive, and I don’t think he’s raised his voice once the whole time.  He probably thinks the Sermon on the Mount is too strongly worded.”
 
   “But he doesn’t mind that you’re having a mock war.”
 
   “It’s an interesting part of the Bible,” she said.  “He’s serious about biblical education.  Plus, we’ve been doing reenactments in the swamp since before there was a town.”
 
   The food was delicious.  I wished I could have eaten more.  As it was, I wasn’t looking forward to going back into the attic.  That was probably where the cheese wasp had died, though.
 
   I was right.  Its body had been embedded in plaster.  I had to dig it out before I could lay it to rest, which was a simple matter of gently pushing it back into its body.  Once I had done that Fiona gave a small scream.  I turned around to see half a dozen more cheese wasps.  Did I mention that being a necromancer can be a pain in the ass?  Because it can.
 
   “I had no idea,” she said.  
 
   “Were they in here while you were plastering?” I asked.  
 
   “I couldn’t avoid it, there were so many,” she said.  “It was a rushed job, in case you hadn’t noticed.”
 
   “I’ll lay them to rest too.  If we burn them and scatter the ashes, they shouldn’t come back even if I spend the night here.  High heat seems to eliminate the effect and so does breaking down the corpse.”  Which was fortunate, because otherwise I wouldn’t be able to eat meat without an accusing audience.
 
   “How can you be sure you’ve got them all?”  She asked.  
 
   “I can’t,” I said.  “It’s not like corpses hold up signs that only I can see.  I can only see the results of my power along with everyone else.”
 
   “Hmmph.  How much do you charge to use your powers?”
 
   “You want me to exorcise your attic?”
 
   “Yes.  I can’t risk another necromancer coming in here and causing more trouble than you have.”  I looked around.   Digging out the psychic cheese wasp had left a crater in an already wretched plastering job.  For someone who was already unsteady on her feet, it was dangerous.  I shook my head.
 
   “Whether I contact the spirits or not you’re going to have to scrape this stuff off the floor.”  She groaned.
 
   “I was hoping you would lie to me.  Fine, but you’re helping me.”
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “Because I wouldn’t have known about the dead bugs embedded in my floor if you hadn’t shown up,” she said.  I couldn’t argue with that.
 
   “Fine, but don’t expect much.  I’m not good at home improvement.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” Fiona said.  “Even if we did a good job something else would come along to ruin my floor eventually.”
 
   We used trowels to scrape the plaster off and got rid of it by throwing it out the window.  
 
   “I’ll clean it up later,” Fiona said.  We found over a dozen more cheese wasps in the corners of the room.
 
   “How much of a hurry were you in?” I asked as I uncovered a whole pile of them.
 
   “A very great hurry,” she replied.  “They were the biggest threat to the world ever to come through that portal on my watch.”
 
   We worked until dinner time and only cleared half the room.  We ate leftover chicken, and I offered to come back the next day and help.
 
   “I’d appreciate it,” Fiona said.  “All that crouching is difficult for me.”  I thanked her for the food and left.
 
   When I entered the hotel, Mrs. Whateley jumped out of her chair at the sight of me.
 
   “Mr. Windisle, you might want to take a shower,” she said.  “You look more like a ghost than usual.”
 
   I looked in the mirror behind her and realized that I was covered in plaster dust.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “Were you building a wall?” she asked.
 
   “No, I was tearing up a floor.  May I have some extra towels sent to my room?”
 
   “Oh, course.”  She smiled at me.  “Do you often tear up floors?”
 
   “No, today was the first time.”  I went back outside and shook off as much plaster as I could.  My clothes looked appalling.  I stuffed them in a garment bag.  I’d wear them to help Fiona tomorrow then send them to be cleaned.  Until then I had one extra set of clothes until my new ones got back from the cleaners.
 
   ***
 
   I’d planned to spend the evening reading, but Steve called.  He’d got his other experts organized and wanted to know if I could go back to the construction site and take another look around.
 
   “I thought you wanted me to come back after the geologist.”
 
   “That was before the chupacabra started eating my employees.”
 
   “Wait, the what?”
 
   “The goat sucker.  It’s a legendary Puerto Rican monster that sucks the guts out of livestock.”
 
   “I know what a chupacabra is,” I said.  “It was the whole sentence I had a problem with.”
 
   “Didn’t anyone tell you?  The victims were eviscerated, and their internal organs are missing.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” I said.  
 
   “Isn’t it?  In this area, the real culprit could be just about anything.  I’ve done some research, and this place is crawling with doomsday cultists and whatnot to the point that I’m surprised I haven’t seen any of them out picketing the mall.”
 
   “Cultists like convenience and reasonable prices as much as anyone else,” I said.  “I’m surprised no one mentioned it to me.”
 
   “They probably thought you already knew,” Steve said.  “In most places it would be big news.  This town has a very high turnover rate.  Anyway, I can offer you more money to try again, and to contact the dead men and ask them what happened.”
 
   “Would their families be okay with that?”
 
   “Their families are demanding something be done.  One of them found out that we’d hired a psychic.”  
 
   I thought about it.  Sparks did the real communicating, and there was no guarantee he’d feel like passing anything on.  It was a chance to make money; however, and I’d been asked . . .
 
   “I’ll need to be with one of the corpses to do a reading,” I said.  “On one condition, none of the relatives can be there.”  I really, really didn’t need that kind of drama.  Don’t get me wrong, I do my share of talking to people’s dead relatives, I just have two firm policies:  they have to have been dead at least five years and I won’t provide any personal messages.  
 
   I can’t provide personal messages anyway.  Specters give me a combination of sights and sounds that convey the message they want me to receive.  If I did hear something that sounded like a message from beyond the grave I would assume it was due to creative editing from a particularly clever specter.  As to the waiting period, whether they understand my limitations or not, the recently bereaved are a nightmare to deal with.  They’re either furious with me when I don’t tell them what they want to hear, or I do tell them something they want to hear and they latch onto me as if I were the Second Coming of Christ Himself.  The worst part is that people who are grieving are often in major denial about their ability, or inability, as the case may be, to remain rational and composed in public.  I instituted my current policy after my second screaming graveside meltdown.  Even when the relatives meet my requirements, I don’t do it often, mainly because few people who want to talk to their deceased loved ones are hoping for forgotten PINs or secret recipes.  
 
   It’s a shame, really.  Specters can always be counted on to pass on recipes even if they won’t give out the deceased’s name.  They don’t answer my questions or share a highlight reel; they’re attracted to novelty.  Every graveyard is full of people who’ve had affairs or hidden assets, or have gone to their graves without writing down in their will who they want to inherit their completed set of ceramic tea figurines.  The real variety in the human condition is in our food.  And if the specters won’t tell me a secret ingredient that’s useful information in and of itself.  Usually, it means the secret ingredient is some sort of booze.
 
    “You don’t need to visit the scene of the crime?”  Steve asked.  I’d always been a bit vague when explaining what I do to him.
 
   “No.  For useful information, I need the body.  I only deal with dead things, and places can’t be dead.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”  There was a pause.  “Are you sure you’re not just avoiding going back?”
 
   “Why would I?  Real murderers don’t lurk at the scene of their crime waiting to kill again.  I just want to get the bad part out of the way first.”
 
   “Have it your way,” Steve said.  “It works for me anyway.  I may not have mentioned to my geologist that he was hired at the suggestion of a psychic.  He can take his samples while you go talk to dead people.”
 
   “Great,” I said.  I meant it.  I don’t like meeting new people, and it felt like I’d met half the town in two days.  I was ready for a break.
 
   “Sweet dreams,” Steve said.  “If all goes well I’ll take you to see the corpses tomorrow.”
 
   On that cheerful note, I couldn’t get back into my book.  And I couldn’t sleep.  Just like the last two nights, around ten o’clock a group of lights appeared at the edge of the swamp and went off to the forest.  This time I didn’t go to bed after that.  I was too nervous to sleep.  I’d picked up a lot of useful information from dead people in the past, like the aforementioned recipes.  Sparks and his kind love sharing secrets, but most people’s secrets just aren’t that bad.  In the case of secret ingredients, they can be excellent.  Murder was something else altogether.  To say I wasn’t looking forward to it was putting it mildly.  I paced for a long time, trying to work off my nervous energy.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 7: Now playing, “Devil Radish: Feast of Entrails”
 
    
 
   The next morning I woke up lying on the floor.  I had vague memories of dreaming of the meadow again, and a plaster bust of Fiona brandishing a pie.  I got dressed and went downstairs.
 
   Jeremiah was at the front desk.
 
   “Earl is waiting for you,” he said.  “Did you see those lights again?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So did I.  And only two came back.”
 
   “Does that mean people are camping in that forest?”
 
   “I doubt it,” Jeremiah said.  “I’ve already spoken with Earl about it.  It looks like one of the local cults is up to no good again.”  That was nice to hear.  I wondered how many local cults there were.
 
   I went to the dining room and started assembling my breakfast.  Earl waved when he saw me.  He’d helped himself to a plate of bacon and scrambled eggs.
 
   “You’re not looking bad,” he said.  “I’m here to take you to the morgue.  You can eat first if you want, but I’d recommend toast.  It’s not a pretty sight.”
 
   “Thanks for the suggestion.”  I got some coffee and an English muffin with marmalade.  If at all possible I was going to try to do my job without looking at the body.
 
   “Before you go, would you mind going to Bishop’s Corner with me?”  Earl asked.  “I agreed to investigate those lights Jeremiah saw, and I don’t want you to get snatched away by someone else.”
 
   “Who would ‘snatch’ me?”
 
   “Any cultists who find out you have real psychic powers for one.  Or the state police.  They are convinced that you will confess if only they can interrogate you, preferably without us around.”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   “Well, it ain’t really my case,” Earl said, “but I reckon a monster did it.  That or a very stealthy group of cannibals.”
 
   “A monster did it?  Are cops even allowed to say stuff like that?”  
 
   Earl shrugged.  
 
   “I’m just offering my unofficial opinion.”
 
   “What’s your official opinion?
 
   “Whoever did this must be a monster.”  I rolled my eyes.
 
   “Come on, come with me.  A little fresh air will do you good.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   The marsh behind the hotel looked like a sea of mud up close. 
 
   “How is anyone going to recreate a battle here?”  I asked after sinking to my knees in a mud puddle.  Earl helped me out.
 
   “You mean the Jericho thing?  I think getting muddy comes with the territory there.  It’ll be a bitch getting the wall out here, though, even if they are only doing one side.”
 
   “So you’re not participating?”
 
   “I’m not much of a churchgoer, to tell you the truth.  I’ll be on the sidelines doing crowd control and drinking hot cider.  It’s going to be close to freezing when they do the reenactment; it always is.  Do you see any signs of someone coming this way?”
 
   “No, but I’m not good at tracking things.  In any case, the lights came from the mountains, not the hotel.”
 
   “So they make a circuit?  That’s interesting.”
 
   As we walked toward the forest, a low hill hid the hotel from us.  The sky seemed darker than it had before, and shreds of mist clung to the ground.
 
   “What kind of idiot would come here in the middle of the night?” I asked as I pulled my leg out of another mud hole.
 
   “There’s no accounting for taste,” Earl replied.  “I don’t keep up with every crazy legend about this town.  There’s probably some story about a monster or ancient ruins to lure people out here.  I just know it’s one of the few places the locals genuinely don’t like.”
 
   “Oh?”  I tried to sound interested.  Talking kept my mind off how cold and muddy I was.  Why had I agreed to this?
 
   “Every weird spot in town, someone’s found a way to take advantage of it, or else they ignore it as background noise.  Just look at Fiona and her baby squid alien.  Stuff like that shows up in her attic all the time, and she won’t hear a word about moving.  But mention this place and she acts like you suggested a trip to Chernobyl.”
 
   “It is creepy,” I said.  The mountains were towering over us now, and I could see the trees.  The swamp ended on a hill so steep that I didn’t think it would be possible to walk down it.  The top half was covered in grass and blackberry vines, but the bottom was rocky and ended in a thicket.  The thicket lasted a dozen yards or so; then there was a grassy clearing that gave way to a field of large, jagged rocks leading into the forest.  The whole hill was wet, and a thin stream of water ran down one side.  Despite the running water, it was quiet.
 
   “Somebody else has been here,” Earl said.  “The grass has been flattened.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” I said.  I just saw a wet green mess.  “How are we supposed to get down there?”
 
   “We’re not,” Earl said.  “You’re going to stay up here and watch me.  If something happens either help me climb back up or go get help.”  With that, he made his way down the hill.  At first he tried to stay upright.  By the end, he was sitting down and sliding.  At the bottom, he looked around and turned to look up at me.
 
   “Someone definitely came through here,” he called.  “A lot of somebodies and they went to the edge of the forest.”  He walked towards the trees.  “And then they disappeared.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean the ground’s soft, but there are no more footprints.”  He turned back.  “I guess we’ll have to do a stakeout of- HEY!”  I jumped a little and turned to find a man lunging at me with a knife.  I ducked, lost my footing, and started to slide down the hill.
 
   “Where is it?” the man demanded.
 
   “Urgh,” I replied, clinging to the grass.  “Where is what?”
 
   “The key!  We know you have it now.  Hand it over!”  He was saying that, but he slashed at my hands while he did it.  I slid farther down the hill.
 
   “Are you really attacking me in front of a cop?” I asked him.  If I let go, I’d probably slide all the way to the bottom.  There was no telling what kind of shape I would be in when I got there.
 
   “Ha!  Once I take the key human laws will mean nothing!  And there’s nothing he can do to stop me!”  I realized I was looking at a cultist.  I’d never seen one before.  He looked a great deal like an ordinary businessman.  Rather than follow me down the hill he dropped the knife and reached into his breast pocket for something else.
 
   “I’ll show you whaAAAh!”  He pulled his hand away.  Something fell to the ground; he ignored it in favor of clutching his hand.
 
   “You bastard!”  He screamed.
 
   “Put your hands in the air!”  Earl shouted.  “I won’t tell you twice!”
 
   “You’ll pay for that!  You’ll-”  What else Earl would do would never be known as Mr. Bad Guy’s left eye vanished in a puff of gore.
 
   “I told him,” Earl said.  He holstered his gun and started climbing back up the hill.  There was a corpse blocking my way, so I moved to the side.  On the way up I picked up the knife and the book he had dropped.
 
   “Did he get you?”  Earl asked when he got to the top.
 
   “No, he missed every time.  Do you often gun down unarmed men?”
 
   “I only give one warning per person,” Earl said.  “And he might have been reaching for a gun.  Besides, the sheriff’s official policy is that we don’t humor cultists and between that knife and that speech he was obviously a cultist.”
 
   “That’s really not going to stand up in court,” I said.  
 
   “True, but he’s dressed very sharply for a crazy person who just happened to be wandering around a swamp looking for someone to stab.”  It was true.  The deceased was wearing a tailored business suit.  He must have taken a different route than us because his pants didn’t have a trace of mud on them.
 
   “I wonder what kind of key he was looking for,” I said.  “And. . . is that a revolver you’re carrying?”  Earl unholstered his gun and showed it to me. 
 
   “Yes indeed.”
 
   “I thought policemen used semiautomatics these days.”
 
   “This is what I’m used to, and the Sheriff hasn’t made a fuss.  As you can see, it works well enough.”
 
   “Did you mean to shoot his hand?”
 
   “Yup.  I like to give people a chance.  He just didn’t take it.”
 
   “I’ll remember that.”  I looked at the book.  “I wonder what good he thought this was going to do.”
 
   “It’s probably his spell book.  That or it’s booby trapped somehow.”  I dropped it.
 
   “This knife is weird too,” I said.  “It looks like it came from Merlin’s Magical House of Discount Cutlery, but, you know, well made.”
 
   “If a rich guy wants a glittery knife he can commission the best,” Earl said.  “Do you want it?”
 
   “Uh, no,” I said.  “I don’t need a sacrificial dagger and I’d be embarrassed to get caught opening boxes or slicing up vegetables with that thing.”
 
   “Suit yourself.  I guess it’s evidence anyhow.  We’re going to be here awhile, so you’re probably going to have to cancel on Fiona.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Unless you want to help me shove this guy over the side and forget about him, you’re going to have to give a statement.”
 
   “Oh.”  While we waited for other officers to arrive, we speculated about the man’s last words.  Earl found the dead man’s wallet and it turned out his name was Damien Smith.
 
   “He never had a chance with a name like that,” Earl said.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with the name Damien,” I argued.  “If that was enough to turn him evil, he deserved to get shot.”
 
   “You should check your stuff for anything that might be a key,” Earl suggested.  “Folks like this rarely show up alone, and it’d help if you knew what they were ranting about.”
 
   “My pendant could be considered a key of sorts,” I said.  “But if he could afford those shoes he could afford a chunk of amber.  The cheese wasp is gone so it can’t be that.”
 
   “Uh huh.”  Earl sized me up.  “Have you checked the pockets of those pants?  Maybe it was something old man Fry had.”
 
   “These are my old pants.  Anyway, I checked them all before sending them to the cleaners, but I’ll check them again.  I hope they’re not magic pants.  I can’t afford to keep buying new clothes.”  Earl shrugged.  
 
   “It was worth a try.  Guess it’s still a mystery.”
 
   “Why do you have a six shooter anyway?” I asked him.
 
   “I used to be a train robber.”  The look on his face was completely serious.  “You can’t hold up trains without a revolver.  No one will take you seriously.”
 
   “You’re joking.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “What could you possibly steal on a modern train that would be worth the hassle?” 
 
   “I didn’t say I robbed trains recently.  For the other kind, you only need half a dozen like-minded fellows, some snazzy bandanas and a few crates of dynamite.  Oh, and some horses.  You used to be able to catch a train on horseback.”
 
   “Sorry, I asked.”
 
   “What did you do before you started talking to dead people?”
 
   “I’ve always been able to talk to dead people,” I told him.  “Before I got paid for it I was locked in a crypt.”  
 
   “Oh.  That sucks.”
 
   “It did.”
 
   “Did you use necromancy to get out?”
 
   “No.  Someone let me out.  I didn’t start the psychic business until recently.”
 
   “What did you do in between?”
 
   “Odd jobs here and there.  I tried fishing for a few years, but I’m not cut out for it.”
 
   “Too rough?”
 
   “I gave it my best shot and my best was total crap.  It’s a miracle I didn’t fall overboard.”  There were many reasons commercial fishing did not become a career for me.  The long hours, the hard physical labor, the unpredictability of the season, but mostly it was because I was afraid of being crushed to death by a tuna.  That is definitely not something I want in my obituary.
 
   “So when that didn’t pan out you went with the corpse feng shui?”
 
   “No, after that I was a short order cook, a waiter, a mail carrier, and a fisherman again because I don’t learn from my mistakes.  Then back to waiting tables, I was a barista for a while, and then I became a spiritual consultant.”
 
   “Wow.  I went straight from robbery to law enforcement.”
 
   “What made you switch?”
 
   “Too difficult.  When was the last time you heard of a successful train robbery?  And I like the hats.  Modern bandits just don’t have interesting hats.”  I couldn’t tell if he was kidding.
 
    “Do you think his name is really Damien Smith?”  I asked, returning the conversation to the dead man.  “It sounds like an alias.”
 
   “It’s on all the cards in his wallet.  If you don’t think it’s his real name why don’t you ask him?”  Earl was being snide, so I decided to do it.  I pulled out my pendant.  Sparks stirred from my shoulder.  He’d never been able to resist his favorite toy.  He chased it around while I swung it like a cat toy then he landed on the body for a moment.  He came back to me full of news.
 
   Mr. Smith had worked at Jesticorps.  That was going to be awkward when I next spoke to Steve.  He’d also been planning to kill me whether I gave him his key or not.  He hadn’t known what the key looked like; he’d been counting on me to know what I had.  He was from Chicago, and he’d never had to slog through a muddy field before in his life.  Also, he hadn’t thought that Earl would shoot him.  His mother made the best meatloaf he’d ever tasted, and he needed the key to get underground because. . .
 
   “He’s working with someone else,” I said.  “It’s got something to do with the new mall.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Whatever killed people is preventing them from doing something, but I’m not sure what.  I don’t think this guy knew.”
 
   “That’s not very helpful.”
 
   “I also have his mother’s killer onion gravy recipe,” I told him.  “Sorry.  For all, I know he spilled his guts, but the ‘spirits’ have different priorities than me.”
 
   “Their priorities include onion gravy but not attempted murder?”
 
   “I think occult stuff bores my spirit guide, to be honest.”  Sparks was done with this particular dead man.  He was clinging to the bottom of the pendant and swinging it back and forth.
 
   “That’s something, anyway,” Earl said.  “I do like onion gravy.”
 
   “Are the Fry’s tunnels extensive?”  I asked.  
 
   “Yup.  They’re all over town.  Why?”
 
   “Mr. Smith wanted to go underground.  Maybe he thought there was a tunnel to the mall, and he was looking for a map?”
 
   “That could be,” Earl said.  “If so, why wouldn’t he buy the old man’s clothes before you arrived?  It’s not like Cici doesn’t want to get rid of them.”
 
   “It was just an idea.”
 
   ***
 
   It seemed to take forever to answer questions and get the cultist’s body to the morgue.  Steve confirmed that it was a coworker and that Damien Smith was his real name.
 
   “I’m sorry about this,” he said when we were done and on our way to the morgue ourselves.  “I swear, I thought this was going to be an easy job.”
 
   “Did you know the higher ups in your company dabble in the occult?”
 
   “No way,” he said, shaking his head.  “We are building a mall for God’s sake.  It doesn’t get much less occult than that.”
 
   “Then I forgive you,” I said.  “As long as you don’t do it again.”
 
   “You can move in with me if you feel unsafe at the hotel,” he offered.  “I’m renting a house while I’m here.”
 
   “That’s okay.  I’m probably safer where I am.  I get the feeling that no one’s going to sneak up on me in the middle of the night while I’m sleeping there.”
 
   “That’s true.  Honestly, the real reason I moved out was because one night I stayed out past their curfew and woke up in the parking lot.”  I laughed.
 
   “So the sleep effect extends outside the building?”
 
   “Yes.  All the way to the middle of the street out front and a few yards into the marsh behind them.”
 
   “I’ll bet that causes accidents.”
 
   “I suppose the locals are familiar with it, and tourists don’t go back there much.”
 
   The medical examiner wasn’t in a good mood.  He told us not to touch anything before he pulled the bodies out.  He started to unzip a body bag, and I put my hands out to stop him.
 
   “Just open it a few inches please,” I said.  “I really don’t need to see it.”  A few inches was enough to interest Sparks.  He hovered over the body for a few seconds.  He fluttered over to me and hovered right in front of my eyes, forcing me to cross them if I wanted to look at him.  His eyes, normally wide, had opened even wider until they were taking up half his body.  It meant he’d learned something he found exciting.
 
   “What is it?” I asked him.  
 
   This was a man who once melted a pot trying to boil ramen.  He’d taken a construction job one summer to buy a car and had liked it.  His goal was to be a foreman, maybe even own his own company someday.  His favorite meal was vegetarian pizza and beer.  He wanted a dog, but he worked such long hours he couldn’t take care of one.  Maybe he could settle for an aquarium or a hamster.  Hamsters were easy to take care of, right?  Oh, and one of those weird plants that were all over the construction site had come to life, knocked him down, and yanked his guts out.
 
   “Are you okay?” Steve asked me.
 
   “Not really,” I said.  It was easier to maintain professional detachment when the deceased was an asshole like Damien Smith.  “He was killed by some kind of plant monster.”
 
   “No kidding?” the medical examiner asked.
 
   “I didn’t look around last time.  Were there any weird looking plants?  Like tall, mangy ferns?”
 
   “There might have been something like that,” Steve replied.  “If the culprit is plant monsters we can kill them, right?”
 
   “Will I look crazy if I put that in my report?”  The medical examiner asked.  “I’m used to unusual causes of death, but ‘plant monster’ might be crossing a line.”
 
   “Damned if I know, and probably,” I said.  “Try spraying weed killer and see what happens.”
 
   “They might be endangered though,” Steve said.  “If they are we’ll have to move our location.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”  Steve got a long-suffering look on his face as if I was the one who was babbling.
 
   “If it’s a new species no one has ever heard of before it’s almost certainly rare.  And even if I were that sort of land developer, too many people are investigating this for me to cover it up.”
 
   “Hell man, they’re monsters,” the medical examiner said.  “Assuming this kid is telling the truth.  Killing is what monsters are for.  I’m sure if you tell them how close they came to becoming fertilizer even the tree-huggers would agree to look the other way when you pull out the chainsaws.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Steve said.  “We’ve been there for weeks and this is the first incident.  I’m sure we’ve got time to think about it.”
 
   “Seriously?”  I asked.  “Not to be the hysterical psychic or anything, but do you know the life cycle of carnivorous plant monsters?  Maybe they only wake up in the fall.  Call that geologist you hired and tell them not to go out there.”
 
   “It’s too late for that,” he said.  “I told you he was going over there with Tony while we did this.  They might even be done by now.”
 
   “Call them anyway.”
 
   ***
 
   Steve tried, but they were out of range.  And, it hardly needs to be mentioned, dead.  The state police seemed annoyed that I had such a good alibi for my entire morning.  From breakfast onward I’d been in the presence of law enforcement.  Now the FBI were going to be called in.  I wasn’t sure what made this their jurisdiction.  I hoped they were more objective, and less impulsive than the state police.
 
   “I suppose this works in our favor, but I can’t feel happy about it,” Fiona said at dinner.  She’d insisted that I come over, along with Earl.
 
   “Of course not,” he said.  “This won’t be the end of it, I’m sure.”
 
   “Steve seemed to think it would be,” I said.  
 
   “Does he have the authority to shut their operation down?”  Fiona asked.  “Even if he did could you prove, right now, that the chupacabra did it?”
 
   “Could we please not call it that?” I asked.  “That makes it sound like we’re in a cheap monster movie.”
 
   “What else should we call it?”  She didn’t wait for an answer.  “Someone’s going to have to go back there and catch one in action.  You have to prove an animal exists before it goes on the endangered species list.”
 
   “Why in action?” I asked.  “I’m sure that thing applies to plants too.  Someone could get a telephoto lens and take pictures of the leaves.  I’m no botanist, and neither was the victim, but it seemed like the above ground parts of these things looked unique.  Why are you going along with the endangered species plan anyway?  I thought you killed monsters.”
 
   She frowned at me.  
 
   “In my own home, of course, I do.  In this case, there’s no reason for humans to be in that particular field.  My goal is to keep people from being killed by the chupacabras.  If I can do that without fighting them, it’s fine with me.  Photographing them might work,” she continued.  “The trick is still going to be finding someone brave enough.”  She thought for a while.  “I’m going to call a meeting for all the protestors.  We can work something out.”
 
   “What are you going to be doing?” Earl asked me.
 
   “I’m going to be searching my new clothes for anything that looks like a key and waiting until someone finds another reason to need a necromancer for a job that is clearly meant for a biologist of some kind.”  As far as I was concerned my work here was done.  Steve still wanted me to hang around, although he couldn’t give me a clear reason why.  As long as I didn’t have to go back to the construction site I had no problem living on his company’s dime.
 
   “Would you like to come to the meeting?” Fiona asked.  “Many of the protestors are from out of town so they won’t believe you, but you might find it interesting.”
 
   ***
 
   It was interesting.  The meeting was held at a rest stop several miles down the highway, in deference to the protestors who didn’t want to kill their suspensions by driving into town.  When Fiona said, there was a new, dangerous species of animal loose at the construction site no one questioned her.  Despite their appearances, the environmentalist group proved to have several members who were very resourceful.  They’d collected all the forms they needed to document our ‘new’ life form and knew exactly what we needed to do to prove it.  I wasn’t able to give much more information than that the plants had a surprisingly long reach, and there was more than one of them.  
 
   Most of the hunters and several of the environmentalists were sure only a dead specimen would be sufficient proof.  The ones who’d done the research insisted high-quality photos and video would be enough for the government.
 
   The plan they all agreed on was to approach the site directly from the road, where they thought it was still safe.  One person with a video camera would start recording while another person got as close as they were comfortable with to one of the ‘ferns.’  Both people would be covered by men with rifles.  
 
   I thought this sounded like a suicide mission for the guy with the camera, so I was surprised when more than one person volunteered for the job.  Some of the environmentalists argued about the guns but in the end everyone agreed that the photographer should have at least the illusion of protection.  I was just glad that I didn’t have anything to do with this plot.  Fiona didn’t volunteer, which was understandable.  In the end, one of the environmentalists convinced the others that as the fastest runner he should be the one to get the close-up shots.  He borrowed the best camera from one of the hunters.  I didn’t get a close look at either man, but from his bright purple hair I guessed that the hunter was a Whateley.
 
   They also decided that this mission needed to take place around lunch time, on the slim evidence that that was when the cops and ambulances had shown up for the second set of deaths, and none of them had been killed.  Under the circumstances, I thought the half-hearted attempts at self-preservation were sickening.  The only safe thing to do was stay the hell away, which was what I did.  I was in the hotel bar when they executed their plan, trying not to think about what might happen.
 
   ***
 
   It was indeed a suicide mission for both the photographer and the videographer.  They did get their footage, though.  The chupacabra, as everyone insisted on calling it, had a body shaped like a radish with a ring of black eyes around the top.  In addition to tentacle-like fronds on top, it had long, prehensile roots.  The tapered end of its body was like a syringe that it stabbed into the abdomen of its victims.  What no one had counted on when coming up with their plan of attack was that these creatures could not only move over the ground as quickly as an environmentalist could run; they weren’t restricted to the construction site.  The rifleman tried shooting it after it went after the photographer, but the bullets didn’t even make it flinch.  In typical horror documentary style, the last part of the tape showed the demon fern shuffling back to the construction site, climbing over the body of the photographer along the way.
 
   The rifleman was brave enough to retrieve the video camera and posted the footage on the internet before calling the police.  
 
   ***
 
   That evening I joined Steve in the bar next to the hotel.
 
   “I was right,” he said.  “The mall is as good as toast.  The higher-ups said delayed, but there’s no way we can continue.  There are three regulatory agencies that are already coming down on us like the wrath of God.  It seems there are questions about how we qualified for some of our permits.”
 
   “That’s rough,” I said.  
 
   “Rough?  Someone’s going to go to prison for this,” Steve said.  “Not me, mind you.  I only took over when the original man in charge had a nervous breakdown.”  That was news to me.  Knowing Steve, he hadn’t thought it was important at the time.  He’d take a job at the Umbrella Corporation if he liked the hours, and barely even notice that half his coworkers were zombies.
 
   “I’m so glad I decided to look at corpses first,” I said. 
 
   “It’s funny,” Steve said.  “As wild as that area is, it’s surrounded by civilization.  Yet no one’s ever hinted at these creatures before.”
 
   “What, there aren’t local legends about the killer plants?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of,” he said.  “Not that that means anything.  The tribes in this area stuck to the coast and major rivers.”
 
   “So what’s your next step?”
 
   “A biologist, I think.  I’ve already contacted the EPA.  You know, we already had all our inspections and got our permits.  I haven’t had a chance to review every single one of them, but real inspectors did them.  Someone should have noticed the mystery plants and made a note of them somewhere.  I know nothing about ferns.  I assumed that they were common.”
 
   “Did you oversee that personally?” I asked.  “Someone in your company has an unusual interest in this area, remember.”
 
   “You think Mr. Smith knew that there were killer ferns?”
 
   “Maybe.  It would make a lot of sense.  He wanted to get underground.  Maybe the radish monsters are sitting on top of something even rarer.”
 
   “Oh God, I really don’t need this,” Steve said.  He cradled his head in his hands.  “This was supposed to be a simple job, keeping an eye on the construction.  I was assured that all the major steps had been completed, and I just had to keep track of the details.  Instead, this is becoming a bigger disaster by the day.”
 
   “You can hardly be blamed,” I said, trying to cheer him up.  “If this were a movie you’d still be denying anything was wrong.”
 
   “Oh God,” he said again.  “I can already see it.  ‘Devil Radish: Feast of Entrails.’  I’ll be played by a slimy guy who actively feeds people to the poorly CGI’d monsters in order to keep them quiet while construction continues.”
 
   “That wouldn’t work,” I told him.  “They attacked again only a couple of days later.  That’s not much construction.”
 
   “Or an awful lot of sacrifices,” the bartender said.  I recognized him as one of the protestors.  He was the purple-haired Whateley clone.  His black eyes looked like empty sockets in the dim lighting of the bar.  “Even if you hid the bodies people would notice.  And what if you accidentally sacrificed someone from the army base?  No way that’s not getting investigated.”
 
   “Someone has been making people disappear,” I said.  “Behind the hotel.  None of them seem to have been reported missing yet.”
 
   “You mean in Bishop’s Corner?” The bartender asked.  “Who’d want to go there?  It’s creepy at first; then it’s just boring, and you have to cross the marsh to get there.”
 
   “You’ve been there?” I asked.  
 
   “Sure, with my cousins,” he said.  “I think everyone in town’s been out there at least once.  They went down the hill, but I stayed at the top.”
 
   “Is your cousin Jeremiah Whateley by any chance?” Steve asked.  The bartender grinned.
 
   “How could you tell?”
 
   “If it weren’t for the age difference you could be twins,” Steve said.  “Is there a lot of that going on in this town?”
 
   “Depends on what you mean by ‘that.’  We Akeleys and Whateleys are pretty interchangeable now.  I’m Zebulon Akeley by the way.  Mordecai Whateley and I used to switch places all the time when we were younger.  Nowadays he’s too dignified for that.”
 
   As we left the bar and made our way to the hotel, Steve turned to me and asked,
 
   “Do you think there’s only one of them running around, changing clothes as an elaborate prank?”
 
   “No way,” I said.  “He’d have to change his hair color too.”  Zebulon’s hair was very purple.  “I guess if Jeremiah’s in the lobby we’ll know there are at least two of them.”
 
   “Not good enough,” Steve said.  “He could have beaten us there.  The two buildings share an interior wall.  Have you ever seen two of them together?”
 
   “No, but I’ve been in town less than a week.”
 
   Steve tripped on the mat in front of the lobby doors.
 
   “Hey, can I crash in your room tonight?”
 
   “You’d better.  I think you’re too drunk to drive.”  Steve immediately collapsed onto my shoulder as a joke and was totally unable to stand back up on his own.  Oh yeah, he was way over the limit.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “You’re a good sport.”
 
   “Get off me!” I said, trying not to lose my balance.  I shoved him to the side, and he crashed to the ground.
 
   “And kind too.”  He got back to his feet.  “Since I’m not driving, wanna go back for more drinks?”
 
   “No.  You’ve had enough and I’m going to church tomorrow.”
 
   Mrs. Whateley nodded to us as we made our way through the lobby.  There was a rollout bed in my room.  By the time I figured that out, Steve had passed out on the floor.  It hadn’t done me any harm the night before, so I threw a blanket over him and went to bed myself.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 8: Fire, brimstone, and napalm
 
    
 
   I woke Steve up before I went to church.  He was hung-over and barely awake enough to be eating breakfast when I left.  We waved to each other as I grabbed an orange and ate it on the way to the church.  The weather had taken a turn for the worse.  I should have bought an umbrella earlier, or tried to borrow one from the hotel.  I’d had enough warning about the unpredictable weather the other day.
 
   I arrived ten minutes early, and the church was already crowded.  I was glad that I’d picked up my dry cleaning yesterday.  The whole congregation was dressed to the nines.  I didn’t see a single pair of jeans or sneakers on my way to a pew.  Fiona and Cecilia spotted me on the way in and I ended up sitting between them during the service.  Everyone was very subdued, but I couldn’t tell if that was because it was a church or because of all the recent deaths.  
 
   They weren’t so subdued after the service.  I can’t remember much, but Pastor MacReady really poured on the fire and brimstone.  And the napalm.
 
   ***
 
   “What the fuck was that?”  Cecilia asked the universe in general as we stood in line for coffee and cake.  Fiona giggled.  
 
   “Don’t swear in church,” she admonished.  “Especially now.”
 
   “Hey, you heard Pastor MacReady.  Rage Jesus doesn’t care.  He’ll set you on fire, and you’ll like it.”
 
   “Yeah, I wasn’t really expecting the Lamb of God to make an appearance in such an Old Testament sermon,” I said.
 
   “Must have been from repressing it all these years,” Fiona mused.  “I wonder if he’ll do it again forty years from now.”
 
   “One thing’s for sure; everyone who skipped will regret it.  Today will become the stuff of legends,” Cecilia said.  “I wonder what brought it on.”
 
   I was going to take my cake and run, but Fiona urged me to stick around.
 
   “We’re going to have a community meeting about what’s been going on,” she said.  “We just have to wait a bit.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “The Methodists aren’t done with their service yet and Pastor MacReady’s infamously dull, so I’m not surprised people waited until they were sure it was over before coming in.”
 
   Sure enough, as churchgoers began to leave more people arrived.  Most of them were also dressed for church.  Officer Earl showed up in jeans and a windbreaker, towing Steve along with him.  Steve was looking pale, and his clothes were rumpled.  I guess he hadn’t had time to go back to his own place to freshen up.  Two more men of the cloth walked in as well.  I raised my eyebrows at that.
 
   “Our church is biggest,” Cecilia explained.  “We have all our town meetings here.  The Baptist minister doesn’t usually wear his robes though.  Maybe he didn’t have time to change.”
 
   We went back to the pews and sat down.  Pastor MacReady took the podium once again.  He was back to his earlier kindly demeanor, with no hint that half an hour before he’d been threatening us with hellfire.
 
   “As you all know, strange things have been going on around here.  Again.  Now, the new mall is far enough away from town that we’re arguably safe, but somebody’s been messing around in Bishop’s Corner.  That is what we’re here to discuss.  Mike, did you have something to say?”  The Catholic priest had raised his hand.
 
   “Yes.  Are you still on schedule for the reenactment?”  There were murmurs in the crowd.
 
   “Yes we are,” Pastor MacReady said.  
 
   “Should we cancel it?” Someone else asked.  
 
   “No!” the pastor said.  “It’s a tradition we’ve kept going no matter what for over a hundred years, and this is going to be the best year yet.”
 
   “We’ve put too much work into that wall to quit now!”  Someone else called out.  Sheriff Warren stood up and waited for everyone to quiet down.
 
   “As long as everything’s finished up before dark I don’t see what the problem would be,” he said, “but that may change.  We’re setting up surveillance that won’t be affected by anomalies in the area.  If it looks like . . . things . . .are starting to react we may have to relocate the reenactment.  Of course,” he continued, raising his voice over protests from the crowd, “we’re looking into catching whoever’s responsible.  The hotels haven’t reported any disappearances, but we’re still checking.”  
 
   Fiona stood up and walked to the podium.
 
   “The main reason we’re having this meeting,” she said, “is to refresh everyone’s memory of what to do if an emergency arises.  Now that Abner Whateley is dead we’ve lost one of our safe areas, so some of you are going to have to adjust your plans.  If we’re looking at an invasion from Bishop’s Corner, I would not recommend taking refuge in either the hotel or this church.”
 
   “We can’t take in that many people,” the Baptist minister said.  I expected this to start another argument, but he kept talking.  “We’re going to need to reassign people and move our next drill forward, or a real emergency will be a disaster.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Pastor Macready said.  “Jeremiah, do you still have the lists?”
 
   “Yes,” Jeremiah said.  “I can review them this morning if you like.  Then we can practice tomorrow.”
 
   “I hate practice,” Cecilia said with a groan.  “Something always goes wrong the first time, and it takes all day.”
 
   “If things go badly during a drill, imagine what the real thing would be like if we didn’t practice,” Farther Mike said tartly.  “No one would have died in the trilobite invasion if we’d been organized then.”
 
   “I know,” Cecilia sighed.  “I just don’t like closing up shop.”
 
   “Is this like a town-wide fire drill?” I asked.
 
   “More like a tornado drill,” she replied.  “I’m sure Jeremy will tell you where to go.”
 
   “Now that that’s settled,” Pastor MacReady said, “we can talk about the monsters.” It was my turn to groan.
 
   “I hope Steve isn’t going to go on about how they’re endangered,” I said.
 
   “The monsters are endangered?” Cecilia repeated.  “I thought chupacabras were everywhere.”
 
   “No, they’re definitely not,” I said.  “I think the real thing is confined to Puerto Rico, or maybe Mexico.”
 
   “Why would we have Puerto Rican monsters?” A man a few pews ahead of us asked.  “Damn immigrants should stay out of our country.”
 
   “Puerto Rico is part of the United States you moron,” the woman sitting next to him said.  
 
   “But it isn’t a state.”
 
   “Who cares?”  The church had amazing acoustics.  They were whispering and yet I could hear them as clearly as if they were speaking into a microphone.  I wondered what the man’s position on Guam was.
 
   “Everybody QUIET!” Officer Earl yelled.  His voice echoed throughout the church.  “Sorry, Pastor.  Please go on.”
 
   “It seems to me,” the pastor continued, “that we need to keep an eye out for these things and figure out how to keep them from spreading.”
 
   “How long have they been where they are without spreading?” The priest asked.  “If they’ve been there longer than the town there must be something keeping them in place.”
 
   “What if the construction changes that?” Jeremiah asked.  He was wearing the same suit he wore at the hotel.  I suppose if you’re always dressed to the nines there’s no need to change things up for church.  “These things can be delicate, you know that.”
 
   “We’ve halted all work while this is sorted out,” Steve said.  “Honestly, I doubt we’ll be able to continue with a colony of carnivorous plants controlling the site.”
 
   “What about the attention this will get?” Jeremiah asked.  “You’re going to have biologists and thrill seekers alike swarming the place.”
 
   “I haven’t heard from the EPA yet, what with it being the weekend, but as far as I know Jesticorps still has the final say in who can legally come on to our property, and with the liability issues involved I don’t see us advertising it as a tourist attraction.”
 
   “How much say do you have?” Someone asked.  
 
   “Can you do anything about trespassers besides post signs?”  Someone else chimed in.
 
   “I can hire guards,” Steve said.  “I was about to do that anyway.  As for stopping construction, someone in our company does seem to be . . . acting up.  Given the number of people killed, and the evidence, I don’t think moving our project will be a hard sell to the board of directors.  We own that whole tract of land after all.  We should be able to relocate without too much of a headache.”
 
   “How much of that land is covered in chupacabras?” Cecilia yelled out.  No one answered.
 
   “We need to find that out,” Fiona said.  “Not using the same method as last time.  We don’t want to lose anyone else.  What about that dowsing you do, Mr. Windisle?”  I flinched.
 
   “What about it?”  She gave me a stern look.
 
   “You knew that it was a bad place the day you went there.  Could you trace the ‘bad’ area?”
 
   “I could find the bodies of the animals killed there,” I admitted.  “But that won’t tell you where the . . . chupacabras are now.”  It hurt to call them that, but I can recognize a lost cause when I hear one.
 
   “Excellent,” Pastor Macready said.  “That’ll be a start.  How much do you charge?”
 
   ***
 
   “You owe me for this,” I complained to Steve later.  
 
   “Me?  It was Fiona who threw you under the bus.”
 
   “It’s your property,” I muttered.  “You could have said no.”
 
   “But I want to know how bad it is too.  I’m sure it’ll be safer.  Your spirit guide went nuts, right?  You should be able to stay well away from the chupacabras.  Besides, now you’re getting paid twice for the same job.”
 
   “And I’ll be backing you up with something heavier than a .22,” Zebulon Akeley said.  He was a hunter, and he’d been chosen to cover me while I worked.  I just hoped he was better at killing radish monsters than the last guy.
 
   “Do you think the ordinance was the only problem?” I asked him.
 
   “Absolutely,” he said.  “You wouldn’t expect a tree to die if you shot it, would you?  I’m thinking something more explosive will be a good start.”
 
   “It couldn’t hurt,” I said.  “Has any of this made the news yet?”
 
   “Not yet,” Steve said.  “It will though.  It’s all over the internet.  Unfortunately, the film was high enough quality that most viewers are believing what they’re seeing.  I put out a press release, but today is Sunday.  If any news outlet is going to pick up the story, they’ll do it tomorrow.”
 
   That night I got to share a room with Steve again.  The house he was renting had been broken into.  It could have happened any time since we’d gone to the bar the night before.  Whoever had done it had taken the door off the hinges, and Cecilia’s complaints about lost business aside, Towenridge was a town that shut down on Sundays.  He’d have to wait until Monday to get his door fixed.  
 
   That morning in the hotel lobby we heard that Cecilia’s store had also been broken into.  Cecilia was the one who told us because she was worried about me.
 
   “They took all of Obadiah’s clothes that you didn’t buy,” she said.  “So if you need any more clothes I’m afraid it’s disco fever for you.”
 
   “Then I’d better hang on to what I’ve got,” I said.  “Is there some connection between the mall and Obadiah?”
 
   “He owned the land before he died,” Steve said.  “His estate sold it to us.”
 
   “His estate?” Cecilia repeated, “You mean his sister-in-law?  That settles that.  There’s probably something terrible out there, and she either didn’t know or dismissed it as her brother-in-law’s crazy ramblings.”
 
   “So someone’s going through his old clothes for a hint?” I said.  
 
   “Or,” Cecilia said, “the person who bought the land bought something else at the estate sale that made them want the land, like a diary or a painting, but whatever they expected to find wasn’t there.”
 
   “Or is surrounded by killer plants that an old man couldn’t possibly have fought off,” Steve said.  “So he must have had a way of warding off the chupacabras.  Like a talisman, or a magic symbol, or a-”
 
   “A tunnel?” I suggested.  “You said you knew where the tunnels are.”
 
   “I don’t know of any that lead out of town,” Cecilia said.  “And the mall is over twenty miles away by road!  I can’t imagine Mr. Fry being up to digging one that long.”
 
   “I could ask him,” I said.  “Do you know where he was buried?”
 
   “You can really talk to the dead?” Cecilia gasped.  “Wow!  Can I come watch?”
 
   “I . . . I was going to ask you to show me the way,” I said.  “You’re sure easy to convince.  Even my clients are usually more skeptical than that.”
 
   “You were so matter of fact,” she said.  “You should have seen your face.  You were like ‘enough with the bullshit, I’ll just ask him!’  So let’s go.”
 
   “Is Earl around?” I asked.  “He’s working on the Bishop’s Corner thing.”
 
   “Are you going to try to charge him too?” Steve asked.  “Double-dipping is unethical, you know.”
 
   “No, I just think that if we solve the mystery in the middle of a cemetery it might be nice to have someone with a gun around.”
 
   “Can’t you raise zombies to eat anyone who threatens you?” Cecilia asked.
 
   “No,” I told her.  “I can’t do zombies.”
 
   Earl agreed to come with us.  Theresa overheard us and wanted to come with us, even after I warned her that she wouldn’t be able to see anything.  School had been closed as part of the drill, and she was antsy.  It wasn’t hard for her to convince her father that it would be okay for her to get out of the hotel for a while.  Cecilia had a van that we could all fit in, so she drove.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 9: It’s going to be lawsuits and voodoo dolls all around
 
    
 
   Obadiah Fry was buried in the Lutheran cemetery.  As soon as I stepped into the place specters began popping up from the ground.  Sparks climbed out of my pocket and started making friends.  I tried to dodge the new specters.  It was no use, they could tell that I could see them and started swarming around me.  I was glad that my companions weren’t talking because the new information was almost too much.  Everyone in the cemetery seemed to have a deep dark secret.  I petted and soothed the individual specters and the roar of information settled into a trickle.  I sighed.
 
   “Does that happen every time you go to a cemetery?” Cecilia asked.  
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “Why, did it look strange?”
 
   “You sounded like you were trapped in a boring conversation with a lot of people,” Theresa said.  “With a lot of uh-huhs and oh that’s interestings.  And your hair and clothes were moving around like it was windy.  Your hair is still moving around.”  So much for looking normal.
 
   “Well, I’m surrounded by specters,” I said.  I reached up, and she was right.  There was a specter sitting on my head.  I petted it a few times and nudged it away.  Like all specters, it was light as air and soft to the touch.  “It’s a good sign.  The cemetery is healthy, and the spirits are socialized.”
 
   “What’s that mean, exactly?” Earl asked.
 
   “You know all those movies where a bunch of idiots drive into a foggy cemetery at night to make sure someone’s still dead, and monsters eat them?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “That can’t happen here.”
 
   “It can’t?” Theresa said.  
 
   “You could get attacked by bears, I suppose, but no supernatural evil, and absolutely no raising things from the dead.  Specters are kind of like the frogs of the spirit world.  They’re the first spirits to bail when things start going to Hell.”
 
   “That’s good to know,” Cecilia said.  “Now, how about Mr. Fry?”
 
   As I’d expected, there was competition to see who could tell me the most about the late Mr. Fry.
 
   “There is a tunnel out of town,” I said.  “It was an old project started around the time the town was founded.  It was meant to be an evacuation route under the mountains until they ran into something evil underground.  The man who built it claimed all the land along the route, sealed up the entrance and told his family never to dig there again.  Obadiah told Abner about it when they were younger, and they convinced each other it would be a good idea to open it up and see what was on the other side.”  I listened some more.  
 
   “There’s a portal of some kind at the end of the tunnel.  Obadiah thought it was an evil shrine.  Abner was convinced it could grant wishes.  After Obadiah locked the door and refused to open it again, Abner never forgave him.  Oh, he really never forgave him. Obadiah died convinced that Abner killed him.”
 
   “The medical examiner said he had a heart attack,” Earl said.  
 
   “He isn’t very clear on how Abner killed him,” I said.  “Anyway, that’s your answer.  There’s a mysterious, possibly evil magic thing under the mall.  Obadiah didn’t know about the chupacabras since he never visited the above ground part of his property.”
 
   “So the man I shot was wasting his time looking for that tunnel,” Earl said.
 
   “Not necessarily.  It was already sealed up when they found it the first time.  It would be faster to unseal it than to dig a whole new tunnel.”
 
   “What makes you so sure of that?” Steve asked.  “An old tunnel might collapse on itself faster than you can dig it out.”
 
   “I’ve seen his memories of the tunnel,” I told him.  “I don’t know much about ancient tunnels, but the floor looks level, and it’s got supports.  Parts of it even have electric lighting.”  Cecilia nodded.
 
   “I told you they’re convenient.”
 
   “So, in addition to monsters and a mystical evil thing, there is an unaccounted for tunnel under my project, is what you’re saying,” Steve said.  He sounded tired.
 
   “It looks that way,” Earl said.
 
   “Fan-fucking-tastic,” Steve said.  “There was nothing about this on the bill of sale, and nothing on the surveys.  It’s going to be lawsuits and voodoo dolls all around when I get back to my office.”
 
   “Did your bosses know you dabble in the occult when they assigned you here?” Cecilia asked.
 
   “I try to keep my work and my personal life separate,” he replied.  “Hiring Jaspar is the most occult thing I’ve done during my tenure there.”
 
   “Mr. Windisle?” Theresa yanked on my jacket.  
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Could you talk to Abner, too?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Maybe he really did kill old Mr. Fry.”  She looked up at me with big, pleading eyes.  “Please?  I want to know.”
 
   “I’ve got time if you want to,” Cecilia said.  “He’s buried over in the Protestant cemetery.”
 
   “Fine,” I said.  “But I can’t guarantee good results in a different cemetery.”
 
   ***
 
   We drove over.  The Protestant cemetery was closer to the freeway, behind the line of hotels.  It didn’t have a church attached and didn’t have much of a parking lot either.  According to the plaque on the gate, it was a historical site maintained by the town.  None of the graves had flowers on them, and most of them were over fifty years old.  There were far fewer specters here.  They mostly wanted to talk to me about the war.  ‘The’ war seemed to be World War I or II; there were a handful of memories of the Revolutionary war, and one memory that was either a Renaissance Fair gone horribly wrong or someone who was much older than their grave marker indicated.  There was a lot of that going on around here.  Abner was buried near the end of a row, out of sight of the parking lot.
 
   Abner was a wealth of information.  Much of it, I didn’t need.  Cecilia and Theresa had been correct in their assessment of him; he had been a con artist all his life.  He’d worked so hard to encourage tourism because everyone in town was on to his schemes, and he didn’t want to move.  He also liked cupcake cakes, a black mark against anyone in my book.  He didn’t want to move because he was sure that the cave he and Obadiah had found was worth a fortune to the right buyer if only he could get his hands on it.  And to that end . . .
 
   “He hired someone to kill Obadiah with magic,” I said.  “He figured out how to unseal the tunnel and he contacted an evil wizard to kill Obadiah because he wouldn’t sell him the land.  You might want to ask Obadiah’s sister-in-law about it,” I said to Earl.  “I don’t know if she was in on the murder, but she and Abner were scheming together about something to do with land and money.”  They were also sleeping together.  I don’t share all the details I pick up from the specters, even when I’m being paid.
 
   “Something?” Earl prompted me.
 
   “I’m only getting bits and pieces,” I said.  “It doesn’t make sense to me.  For some reason Abner thought Obadiah would sell him the land much more cheaply than he would sell to you,” I nodded to Steve, “and when he didn’t, Abner thought it was worth killing over.”
 
   “I never heard that Abner had been having money troubles,” Earl said.  
 
   “Neither did I,” Theresa said, “but he was always working an angle, wasn’t he?  He couldn’t organize a picnic without finding a way to make it crooked.  At least, that’s what my dad said.  If he knew Abner had been sneaking onto our property, he’d be furious.”
 
   “Oh, and Abner was murdered too.  By something . . . I’m not sure what.  Some kind of monster.  What was he supposed to have died of?”
 
   “A stroke,” Earl said.  “He spent a couple months in the hospital doing rehab, but it didn’t help.  After a while, he just faded away.”
 
   “No, he didn’t,” I said.  “He died in his living room.  It’s hard to tell from his perspective, but I don’t think rehab was in his future.”
 
   “That’s another mystery to investigate then,” Earl said.  He stared at the grave for a minute or two; then he was back to business.
 
   “How did Obadiah unseal the tunnel?” He asked.
 
   “With a hex wrench,” I said.  “A really big hex wrench, about the size of a giant novelty pencil and made of steel.  Not the sort of thing that could be hiding in a piece of clothing.  I’d say if no one saw him wandering around town with it, then it’s near the entrance of the tunnel.”
 
   “Why a giant hex wrench?” Cecilia wondered.
 
   “The seal is a big metal plate with a bolt in the middle.  I’m kind of surprised one person could open it, let alone an old man you’ve all described as out of shape.”
 
   “Perhaps that’s where Mrs. Fry comes in,” Earl said.  “I’ll have to have a talk with her.”
 
   ***
 
   Theresa was mostly silent on the way back to the hotel.  As we were getting out of Cecilia’s van, she asked me
 
   “What’s a hex wrench?”
 
   “Have you ever assembled your own furniture?” I asked her.  She shook her head.
 
   “We live in the hotel.  All our furniture is antique.”
 
   “A hex wrench is a piece of metal shaped like a candy cane except it’s bent at a right angle, and it has six sides.  They’re used to screw and unscrew bolts.  They usually come free with self-assemble furniture.”
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easy to copy?”
 
   “If you were determined, I suppose.  You can’t buy a hex wrench the length of a car off the shelf so you’d have to make it.  I wouldn’t know where to start.  I guess a blacksmith could do it.”
 
   “I’m going to have to ask your father about looking for that tunnel,” Steve said.  “I need to see what’s going on down there before I decide what to do about it.”
 
   “I’ll be looking for that tunnel too,” Earl said.  “If I’m not mistaken you fellas have a kill zone to map out.”
 
   “Can I help you look for the tunnel?”  Theresa asked.
 
   “No,” Earl said.  “You need to tell your dad what’s going on and help with that drill.”
 
   “But Earl-”
 
   “No buts,” Cecilia said.  “He’s right.  There are cultists roaming the woods again.  You don’t want to get kidnaped, and we don’t want to quit looking for the tunnel because we have to search for you.”  Theresa made a face and agreed.  Steve and I headed back to the construction site.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 10: 100,000 hits!
 
    
 
   We took Steve’s car, which was sleek and black and, most importantly, company owned.  No killer vegetable was going to damage my car.  We had free range of the field, as there were no construction workers or protestors to be seen.  Caution tape was strung across the entrance to the construction site.  We argued about whether to park as far away as possible to protect the car or as close as possible in case we had to run for it.  We compromised and parked in the middle of the field.  Steve took a can of spray paint and a clipboard out of his car.  Zebulon Akeley pulled up next to us in a pick-up truck.  He was dressed in green digital fatigues, a baseball cap, and an orange vest.  He pulled something that looked like a rifle on steroids out of the back of his truck, along with a wand and backpack ensemble that I recognized.
 
   “Those are illegal,” I told him.
 
   “They are,” he agreed.  “Earl would be cool with it, and the sheriff is busy elsewhere.”
 
   “You’ll burn the forest down,” Steve objected.
 
   “You’ll set yourself on fire,” I said.  “I’m speaking from experience here.”
 
   “You’ve set yourself on fire?” Zebulon asked.
 
   “No, but I’ve seen it happen,” I said, “and that’s one of the better outcomes.”  
 
   He shrugged, unimpressed. 
 
   “Relax.  If I have to resort to this thing, we’ll all have bigger problems.  I’d rather hedge my bets.”
 
   “So the elephant gun is your first choice?”  Steve asked.  So that’s what that was.
 
   “No, dynamite is my first choice.  But have you ever seen a dynamite launcher?  And a grenade launcher would maim us all if I tried to use it in a small area like this.”  Clearly occult interests weren’t the only odd thing about the residents of this town.  Or maybe the heavy firepower was for dealing with cultists.
 
   “So what’s your plan?” I asked him.  He pulled a series of straps and hooks out of his truck.
 
   “I’m going to climb a tree and cover you from above while you do your thing.  If anything moves I’ll shoot it, and we all head back here as fast as we can and leave in my truck.”
 
   “You aren’t going to be able to climb a tree with a flamethrower on your back,” I told him.  He grumbled a bit and put it back in the truck.
 
   Once that was settled, I set up my pendant.  Sparks was shifting around a bit, and the pendant was wobbling, but that was because my hand was shaking.  I started walking towards the flags marking where construction might begin someday with my arm held out in front of me.  I hadn’t made it to the tree line before the pendant began jerking around in earnest.  Sparks wasn’t even near it yet.
 
   “That was about what I expected,” I said.
 
   “We’re past the point where the protestors got killed,” Steve said.  He marked it with paint anyway.
 
   “I think they provoked it,” I said.  “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   After the tenth or so time, I backed up Sparks seemed to figure out what I was doing.  He started flying back and forth from me to the danger zone.  I was able to trace it by listening to the screams fade in and out.  We were slowed down by Zebulon needing to switch trees every dozen feet or so, but we were done well before dark.  When I checked my watch, it had taken only two hours thanks to Sparks.
 
   “The edges are wobbly, but we made a circle,” Steve said, consulting his clipboard.
 
   “A big circle,” I said.  
 
   “Yes.  The entire mall would fit inside it.”
 
   “You think so?” I replied.  “Wouldn’t it have a corner sticking out somewhere?”  Every mall I’d ever been to was L-shaped or had odd corners sticking out where they’d added more stores.
 
   “Our mall is circular,” Steve told me.  “With no outlying buildings.  We’re making up the lack of square footage with more floors.”
 
   “Almost like someone wanted it to fit inside the circle of killer ferns,” Zebulon commented.
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  “It’s funny how that worked out.”
 
   We made it back to the parking lot without incident.  I’d put the pendant away and was getting ready to open the car door when Zebulon shouted something.
 
   “What?” Steve called back as he opened his door.
 
   “There’s someone in the back of your car!” Zebulon yelled.  I jumped away from the passenger side.  The door opened, and a hand reached for me.  I turned and ran towards Zebulon’s truck.  I could hear Steve cursing behind me, but he can take care of himself.
 
   Suddenly there was a bang like the sound of every tire in an eighteen wheeler blowing out at once, and it felt like I’d been stabbed in the ears.  I put my hands to my ears, relieved to find they were still attached.  I couldn’t hear Steve anymore.  I could see Zebulon and his mouth was moving, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying.  So I was deaf.  No, scratch that.  I could hear static, and a high pitched whine.  It was like my ears were on strike and complaining bitterly about harsh working conditions.
 
   Zebulon was pointing what appeared to be a handgun for a giant in my direction, so I put my hands up.  He shook his head and took something out of his ears.  He lowered the gun and pointed behind me.  I looked.
 
   Steve was going to need a new car, was my first thought.  My second was that the first shot had deafened me so completely that I’d missed at least two more.  The third was that the man who’d been hiding in the car was never going to explain himself now.
 
   That made two people in a week who’d fired a gun at a target less than ten feet away from me.  There were nice people in this town, but it had more than its share of trigger-happy lunatics.
 
   I made eye contact with Steve over the top of his car.  He looked as shocked as I felt.  My hearing had returned a little by the time Sheriff Warren arrived, and I could hear other people if they shouted.  Zebulon laughed at Steve and I as we answered the Sheriff’s questions.  I guess I didn’t need to shout, but I couldn’t hear my own voice.
 
   ***
 
   It turned out that Zebulon had killed two men who had been hiding in Steve’s car.  The one who’d reached for me was missing most of his head.  The other man’s corpse was in better shape, but the front of the car had done nothing to shield him.  He turned out to be one of the state troopers who’d arrested me a few days earlier.  I tried to guess what Earl and the Sheriff’s thoughts were based on their movements.  I didn’t have much luck.  They didn’t ask Zebulon many questions, and he didn’t act like a man concerned about having blown away a law enforcement officer.
 
   Steve’s car was bleeding radiator fluid, so we rode back to town in Sheriff Warren’s car.  I got to sit in front while Steve sat in the back.  When we got back to the hotel Sheriff Warren told me to stay in town.  Well, he yelled it.
 
   “And try not to wander around,” he added.  I could barely hear him, but he was loud enough that Jeremiah came running out of the hotel to see what was going on.  “That’s twice now that someone has tried to grab you.”
 
   “I thought they were after Steve,” I yelled.  Then I remembered that there was nothing wrong with the sheriff’s hearing.  “It was his car,” I said in what I hoped was a normal tone of voice.
 
   “But everyone knew you and Zeb were going out there this afternoon,” he shouted.  “And they weren’t hiding in the truck!”
 
   “They didn’t sabotage it either!” Zebulon called out.  “I think I was supposed to leave.  Too bad I saw them from the cab.”
 
   “Yeah, you’re a real hero,” Sheriff Warren said.  “You’re lucky that guy wasn’t a real cop!”
 
   “Wait, what?” His handcuffs had been real enough.
 
   “The State Patrol had never heard of him or his partner.  They weren’t real clear about who they thought was investigating the killings, but I think it’s safe to assume they didn’t call the FBI either.”
 
   “Then what’s going to happen now?” Steve shouted from the backseat of the police car.  They were going to take him to his place next.  “If they were trying to hide something they failed.  That chupacabra video was well on its way to 100,000 hits before we left, and it’s been reposted at least three times with dramatic soundtracks added.”
 
   “I’ll call the FBI myself,” the sheriff said, “although I’m going to leave out the chupacabras.  They can figure that out for themselves.”  He left to give Steve a ride back to his house, and I turned to the hotel.  Zebulon slung his arm around my neck.  He smelled like gunpowder.
 
   “Your hearing should be mostly back to normal tomorrow,” he shouted cheerfully.  “I guess I should have had you two wear ear protection, huh?”  I glared at him.
 
   “What was that thing you were wielding?” I asked him.
 
   “A Desert Eagle,” he said.  “My rifle takes too long to reload, so I brought it as back-up.”
 
   “You carry that thing everywhere,” Jeremiah said.  He was frowning.  “I can’t believe you actually used it.”
 
   “It has a different effect in movies,” I said.  
 
   “Different ammo,” Zebulon explained.  “They use blanks in the movies.”
 
   “I would hope so,” I said.  “Actors don’t generally have a small army of identical cousins waiting to take their place if their death scene needs another take.” He laughed.
 
   “If you like I can show you how to use one later,” he offered.  “Or something with a lower caliber.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I said.  Not very hard though.  I’d had some previous experience with guns, and it hadn’t been enjoyable.  On the other hand, there was at least one more fake cop out there somewhere.
 
   “Fiona left a message for you,” Jeremiah said.  “She wants you to come over for dinner if it isn’t too much trouble.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  I could use a hot home-cooked meal.  I just hoped she didn’t want to finish taking down the plaster tonight.  All I wanted to do was eat and go to bed.  “Did she say what time?”
 
   “Whenever you’re hungry.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go alone,” Zebulon said.  “The sheriff just said you’re in danger.  Let me give you a ride.”
 
   “How do I know you’re not part of a cult conspiracy?” I asked.  “That could have been an elaborate set up to get me to trust you.”
 
   “It’s not a setup,” Theresa said.  I had missed her coming out of the hotel.  “He knows Fiona made ham.  We were both at the store when she bought it.  Can I go too?” She directed that at her father.
 
   “Of course.  Just make sure you all get back in time.”
 
   “I love you, Daddy!”
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 11: Uninformed children are dead children
 
    
 
   We left half an hour later after I had a chance to shower and change.  It was getting colder outside, so I put aside my misgivings and put on the pirate coat.  If I’d worn it to the construction site, I wouldn’t feel like a thawing icicle now.
 
   It was dark by the time we made it to Fiona’s house.  She didn’t seem surprised by the extra guests, and she had indeed made ham, stuffing and cranberry sauce.
 
   “It’s like Easter dinner,” Theresa said.  “Are you trying to fatten him up, Aunt Fiona?”
 
   “Yes,” she admitted.  “You’re too thin, Mr. Windisle.”
 
   “This looks fantastic,” I said.  I wasn’t about to argue and risk not getting to eat.
 
   “Since I invited you over to talk about a plan to defeat the chupacabras, the cider is nonalcoholic,” she said.  “I hope that’s all right.”  I could have used a stiff drink at this point, but I told her it was fine.  For the next little while, we did nothing but eat.  The baby squid sat at the table too.  He had a cube of cranberry sauce to himself, and he ate it with a tiny knife and fork.
 
   “What did you find out?” Fiona asked when we’d slowed down.
 
   “Someone has sinister plans for the mall,” Zebulon said.  “It’s designed to fit right inside the danger zone.”  I nodded.  
 
   “The circle marked out is ancient,” I told her, “And there are no corpses that break the pattern until the day before yesterday.  The ferns haven’t moved from that spot for thousands of years, at least.”
 
   “Why are you calling them ferns?” Theresa asked.  “They look like radishes to me.”
 
   “Because the parts you can see look like a fern,” I told her.  She frowned at me.
 
   “There’s a video on YouTube that disagrees with you.”
 
   “He meant the parts that are normally above ground,” Zebulon said, backing me up.
 
   Theresa stuck her tongue out at him.
 
   “So what?  The part that kills you is the most important, and it looks like a radish.”
 
   “But the part you can see before it comes after you looks like a fern,” Zebulon countered.  “Also, does your dad know you’ve seen that video?”
 
   “Of course.  Uninformed children are dead children in our town.  And they’re radishes.”
 
   “Whatever,” I said.  I don’t have the energy to argue with kids.  “I’ll just call them chupacabras like everyone else.”
 
   “That works for me,” Fiona said.  “From what you’ve told me Steve was right.  If we leave them alone, they pose no danger to anyone except the occasional animal.”
 
   “If you could guarantee that no one would ever mess with it,” I agreed.  “There’s that video out now and those deaths are going to attract attention.”
 
   “Just watch,” Theresa said.  “Tomorrow one of those hidden animal websites is going to link to that video and we’ll have a whole new wave of visitors lining up to get eaten.”
 
   “That’d be a plus,” Zebulon said.  
 
   “I realize the decorations are tacky,” I said.  “But why are you so down on tourism?  You work in a bar.”
 
   “Some of them are very unsavory people,” Zebulon said.  “The rest of them have a tendency to wander into the woods and disappear.  You’re doing nicely, but we have an appalling fatality rate.  Even with Jeremy’s aggressive ‘go away’ campaign keeping the number of tourists at his place to a minimum, about one in every ten guests doesn’t live long enough to check out of the hotel.  I try not to get attached to any of them.  After a while, it gets unpleasant to serve people who are about to get eaten by forces they don’t understand.”
 
   “Like whatever’s in Bishop’s Corner?” I asked.  There was silence.  
 
   “We don’t know what’s down there,” Fiona said, “just that it’s not good.  It’s not that we don’t wonder; there just aren’t many rewards for curiosity in this town.”  She cleared her throat.  “Would you come up to the attic with me?” She asked.  “I want your opinion on something.”
 
   “Count me out,” Zebulon said.  “I’ve heard stories about your attic.”
 
   “Me too,” Theresa said.  “I don’t want to see any more psychic cheese wasps, either.”
 
   Up in the attic Fiona said,
 
   “I knew they wouldn’t come.”  She limped to the window and looked down at her yard.  “Killer ferns, or radishes, or whatever you want to call them, are nothing compared to some of the things that have appeared up here.  Sometimes I think about abandoning this place and leaving the town to fend for itself.”
 
   “So why don’t you?” I asked.  
 
   “There are compensations.  I’ve got a place here.  Since I get paid for defending the town, I don’t have to work very hard at the most boring parts of wizarding.  I also wouldn’t feel right leaving Gregory or taking him with me.  He might get home someday if he stays here.”  I didn’t have anything to say to that.  I’d never had roots.  Or at least none that I could remember.  If someone gave me the opportunity to ‘go home’ I don’t know how I’d react.  I’d probably scream and run if it meant going back into the mausoleum.
 
   “So why are you interested in Bishop’s Corner?” Fiona asked.  
 
   “Is that why you wanted to talk to me alone?”
 
   “I have a feeling I know, but I want to hear you say it.”
 
   “The entrance to the tunnel is down there,” I admitted.  “When the specters showed me Obadiah’s memories I saw how he got there.  I thought if I mentioned it in front of Theresa she’d go looking for it.”
 
   “She just might,” Fiona said.  “She’s got less sense than most of the girls her age around here.  I think living in that hotel has made her dangerously desensitized to magic.”
 
   “As opposed to. . . “
 
   “You won’t see me rushing down there to explore the tunnel.”
 
   “Then why do you want to know?”
 
   “Because somebody’s going to have to,” she said.  “With my leg I’d have to be carried across the marsh.  Some other magic user is going to have to go down there and see what’s really going on.  I can’t believe Obadiah kept it a secret all these years.  He was friends with my grandfather and his journals don’t have anything to say about it.”
 
   “Maybe Abner had something on him?” I suggested.  “Or he did something really bad and hid the evidence there?  I didn’t stay long enough to hear every detail of his life.”
 
   “I hope not.  He was a nice old man handing out chocolate coins when I was a child.”
 
   “What about Abner?  He didn’t go to your church, did he?”
 
   “No, if he had he would have been buried in our cemetery.  He was a sleazy old con artist.  He was also one of the few locals who liked the tourists.   He’s the reason we have those dreadful bat signs, and he was always trying to encourage local businesses to add black or red to their storefronts.  I’m not clear on how he expected to make money on it since he wasn’t invested anywhere and didn’t work in the tourist industry himself.  He was always running for mayor, but if he ever won it was before I was born.”
 
   “Who is the mayor now?” I asked.
 
   “Mordecai Whateley.  He’s Jeremiah’s younger brother.  He also owns the self-service laundry.  He looks exactly like Zebulon, but taller.”  I remembered Zebulon mentioning that earlier.  I thought it was odd that she would compare him to Zebulon.  After all, if he looked like Zebulon then he also looked exactly like his brother, Jeremiah.  And Fiona, for that matter.
 
   “How many identical relatives do you have?” I asked.
 
   “Too many to count.  My cousin Clarissa Akeley and I were impossible to tell apart when we were younger.  She moved away a few years ago, so for all I know we still do.  Most of the others have also moved away.  Jeremiah left to go to college and didn’t return until he met Eileen.  He had the family business to inherit, though.  I don’t expect the others to return.  Wherever they are, they don’t have to worry about some distant relative with a similar haircut ruining their reputation.”
 
   “Who’s Eileen?”
 
   “Mrs. Whateley.  She’s from out of town.  As you’ve seen, she’s adjusted nicely.”
 
   “Even the locals have a hard time telling you apart?”  That made me feel better about my difficulty in the dining room earlier.
 
   “Yes.  It was better for me when I got my leg brace.  I think some of the older people in town were waiting for us to reveal ourselves as an evil clone army.  We don’t just have a look, you know.  We all look like the original Wizard Whateley, at least as far as you can tell from old paintings.”
 
   “And you’re living in his house?”
 
   “No, that’s a more recent Whateley.”  I stared at her.  I considered letting it be.  In the end, I couldn’t resist.
 
   “And what became of the original Whateley?”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about him coming back,” Fiona said flatly.  “His death was quite final.  Recent, but final.”  As we talked, a few more psychic cheese wasps found their way out of the plaster.  I put them back to rest.  
 
   “Get to the door!” Fiona suddenly said.  “Something’s coming through!”  She didn’t have to tell me twice.  I could see the portal lighting up and enlarging.  She pulled a shotgun from behind the door and pointed it at the portal.
 
   The first thing that came through was a long, hooked beak.
 
   “Should I get Zebulon?” I asked.  
 
   “No,” Fiona said.  “Just wait.”  She relaxed and lowered the shotgun.
 
   The rest of the creature soon followed.  It was about three feet tall and covered in fluffy white feathers.  It had stubby white wings and a long silky tail.  It was wearing a green visor and had a black collar around its neck.
 
   “Okay,” Fiona said.  She put down the shotgun.  “I’ve seen these before.  We just need to shove it back into the portal.  Avoid its beak and you’ll be fine.”
 
   That was easy for her to say.  The thing focused on me and began waddling forwards, flapping its useless wings and burbling enthusiastically.  I put my hands out to ward it off and ended up hugging it.  It was like being jumped on by an overenthusiastic dog, except this was an alien life form.  It didn’t help that when it jumped it was level with my face.  Friendly or not I didn’t want to get an eye put out.
 
   “He likes you,” Fiona observed.  “That’s good.  You can just pick him up.”
 
   “He’s heavy!” I complained.  “What is he?”
 
   “I’ve got no idea,” she admitted.  “They come through occasionally, and as long as I don’t let them get out of the attic they don’t cause much trouble.”
 
   “What happens if you let it out of the attic?” I asked as I tried to drag the thing back to the portal.
 
   “They get into everything and end up breaking most of it.  They’re like puppies that can climb.” I tried to push the thing into the portal, but it was more interested in me.
 
   “What’s with the visor?” I asked.  
 
   “They’re either more intelligent than they let on, in which case they owe me for damages or they’re pets.  Come on, the portal won’t stay open all night.”  Finally, I got a good grip on the thing and was able to heave it into the portal.  For a second or two my hands were on the other side.  I felt a jolt as my fingers went through.  The other side was cold and clammy.  The thing whimpered as I let go.  It lunged at my face and snatched at my hair, then fell through.
 
   “That was different,” I said.  
 
   “Careful,” Fiona warned me.  “As long as the portal is glowing it’s still open.”
 
   “Great,” I said.  “So it can try to come back?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How do you have any energy left to cook?”
 
   “Usually I just kill whatever comes through,” she said.  “Those things are harmless though, and I’d hate to kill some alien child’s pet.  Sometimes people come through, and I try not to kill them either.”
 
   “People?”
 
   “Alien people, but you can kind of tell after a while,” she said.  “Most of them are happy to find out that they can go back home immediately.  A few of them are guarding their own portals.”
 
   “Could the thing beneath the construction site be another portal?” I asked.  “Those monster radishes had to have come from somewhere.”
 
   “Maybe,” she said.  “If so, it can’t be very active or something would have opened it up by now, from one side or the other.”  She sighed.  “I’m going to have to babysit this tonight.  I wouldn’t be at all surprised if that little fellow tried to come through again.  Would you go downstairs and let Zebulon and Theresa know?”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “Are you going to be alright?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’ve been doing this all my life.  You take care and don’t let anything happen to yourself until you’ve shown someone where that tunnel is.”
 
   I said goodnight to her and left her with the portal.  Downstairs, Zebulon and Theresa acted like nothing unusual had happened.
 
   “I guess she won’t be doing much tomorrow,” he said.  “So, have you thought about learning to shoot?  I’ve got the day off.”
 
   “Fine,” I said.  “I don’t think I’ll be doing anything else tomorrow.  I don’t know if I’m still employed.”
 
   “The town paid you for today, didn’t they?” Theresa asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “I’ve been staying on because Jesticorps hired me as a consultant.  I don’t expect that to last if they’re scrapping the mall.”
 
   “Then I’d better teach you while you’re still here,” Zebulon said.  “It’ll be fun.  We’ll use hearing protection, and afterwards we can go spy on tourists.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’ve been talking,” Theresa said, “and agreed that the evil mastermind is probably staying in one of the tourist hotels.  They’re open after our hotel has shut down for the night.  You’re an outsider and Zebulon’s good at chatting people up so you’d be perfect to ask around.”
 
   “I’m not interested in getting into more trouble,” I told her.  “I’d prefer to avoid it.”
 
   “People are already trying to kill you,” Zebulon pointed out.  “It’s not like we’re going to go to a gathering of cultists and ask if they’ve murdered anyone lately.  We’re just going to go to a cheesy club and ask about monster sightings.”
 
   “How cheesy is cheesy?” I asked.  
 
   “There’s a paper mache plesiosaur hanging from the ceiling,” Theresa said.  “It’s supposed to look like the Loch Ness Monster.  They also have a Big Foot statue at the front door.”
 
   “Wait, how would you know?” Zebulon asked.  “It’s eighteen and older.”
 
   “Uncle Mordecai had his victory party there, remember?” She said.  “He rented the whole place.  All the campaign decorations just improved the look.”
 
   “And this is the most popular club in town?”
 
   “For the tourists,” Zebulon said.  “There’s a better place for us locals, and a private club run by some of the scarier cultists.  We won’t be able to get into that one.  Someone collecting gullible victims would go to the Battery.  Now let’s get going.  We don’t want to distract Fiona from her work.”
 
   When we left, the light was still on in the attic.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 12: He looked like he needed spiritual guidance
 
    
 
   The next day I spent the morning playing with Sparks and reading in the lobby.  The sheriff kept dropping by to ask questions.  Since I was in public, I tried not to let it bother me too much.  He didn’t seem happy that I was going to a club that evening.  I asked if he wanted me to talk to the dead kidnappers, but he turned me down.
 
   “The FBI is supposed to be showing up tomorrow,” he told me.  “I think it’s better if we all treat you as a fake psychic, don’t you?”  I could see his point.  I’ve finally got a good thing going, and I definitely don’t want to mess it up.  Not that I believe the government is filled with sinister secret programs, but I’ve also got my apparent immortality to worry about.  I don’t want someone a hundred years from now to look me up online and see that I haven’t aged.  With my luck, they’d decide I was a vampire.  These days that could lead to a stake through the heart or a cult following.  Neither appealed to me.
 
   Zebulon showed up after lunch wearing leather pants and a leather jacket over a red fishnet tank top.  He was also wearing black eyeliner and lipstick.  It was quite a change from the suit he wore at the bar or the camo he’d been wearing yesterday.
 
   “I thought you’d be dressed to go to the range,” I said.  He shook his head.  
 
   “We’re going clubbing after, remember?  I prefer to look as tacky as possible when I question potential cult members.  I’ve even got a dog collar I’ll add later.” He looked me over.  “You’re dressed alright, I guess.”
 
   “That’s good because I don’t have any other clothes.”  I was dressed entirely in Obadiah’s old clothes now.  I wasn’t sure any of the clothes I’d brought with me were salvageable at this point.  After doing my best to scrape the worst of the mud off my pants and jacket I found that my trip down the hill the other day had torn holes in both.  Besides, the pirate coat had grown on me.  It was warm and fit me, and those two qualities could reconcile me to a whole lot of brocade.
 
   ***
 
   We stopped at a sporting goods store first.  Zebulon bought ammo and made some orders.  Somehow a discussion about shipping times turned into an argument with the clerk about customized holsters.  Watching other people shop is just about the worst use of my time I can imagine so I looked around the store.  Like the rest of Towenridge, it was . . . not normal.  Where other outdoor stores might have stuffed bass or a rack of antlers on display, this store had jackalopes.  Everywhere.  Once I spotted one I realized there were dozens all over the store, hiding under racks of clothing, sitting on top of the basketball display, and an entire herd of them was arranged in frolicking poses in the camping section.  Quite a bit of the merchandise was advertised as perfect for hunting cryptids.  I was staring at a kayak hanging from the ceiling, checking for little antlers when someone came up to me.
 
   “You started this, didn’t you?” The man said.  He seemed familiar, but I couldn’t tell from where.  I didn’t think he was a protestor or a construction worker.
 
   “I’ve never started anything,” I said.
 
   “You let them out,” he said.  Zebulon had stopped talking to the clerk and was watching us.  I was glad because this man looked to be on the verge of a psychotic episode.  I could overlook his bloodshot eyes and clammy skin as grief and fatigue.  The way his eyes were vibrating in their sockets was a definitive sign.
 
   “No, I didn’t,” I said.  “This all would have happened whether I’d been here or not.”
 
   “So it was the construction company?” He asked.  “They dug something up.”
 
   I’m not really good with people, but I was sensing trouble here.
 
   “Did you know one of the people who was killed?” I asked.
 
   “My brother,” he said.  “He worked for Tony.”  Now I knew where I’d seen him before.  He was the older brother of the man whose memories I’d read in the morgue.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.
 
   “Are those things really bulletproof?”  He moved closer to me as he spoke.  I took a step away.
 
   “They’re bullet resistant,” I said.  “I think some of the locals are working on ways around that.”  I can understand revenge.  I even sympathize with it as long as I’m not the target.  I tried deflecting him.  “You might try asking at the Lutheran church.  They’ve been having meetings about it.”  To my relief, he thanked me and left.  It might have had more to do with Zebulon looming behind me than with my way with people.  
 
   “Did you really send that guy to talk to our pastor about monster killing?”
 
   “He looked like he needed spiritual guidance,” I said.
 
   “I thought he was going to attack you,” Zebulon said.  
 
   “That, too.”
 
   “You really need to get a gun.”
 
   “What I really need is to get out of here,” I shot back.  “I’ve never had this many people mad at me before.”
 
   “Really?” Zebulon asked.  I thought about it.
 
   “Maybe once or twice, but it was during a war.  That doesn’t count.”
 
   I don’t know what I was expecting from a gun range, but it wasn’t what I got.  It turns out you can show up with nothing, and they will rent you everything you need, from the gun itself to earplugs.  Zebulon had me put them in before we entered the range.  I was still able to hear with them in, everything was just muffled.  Earl was there when we walked in.  He was using the revolver I’d seen him with earlier while Zebulon had rented all sorts of different guns.  Earl was doing some kind of drill, and when he finished he waved at us.  Zebulon waved back.
 
   “Are you really going to have him try that beast of yours?” Earl asked.  
 
   “Why not?  There isn’t a wait today, and any other caliber will seem easier after that.”
 
   “Why don’t you try a 9mm first,” Earl suggested to me.  “They come in sizes that’ll fit your hands better.  Besides, firing that thing is like burning money.”  Zebulon sniffed.
 
   “Next you’ll be telling him that real men only need six bullets.”
 
   “My gun is a classic for a reason and the bullets don’t cost a dollar a piece.”
 
   “Yeah, classic in that it belongs in a museum.  How many times have you seen someone miss by a mile with it?”
 
   “Only folks who were lousy shots to begin with,” Earl said.  He pushed a button, and his target moved to the front of the range.  His silhouette was missing its head.  “Think I’ll have any trouble passing my skill test this year?”
 
   “Fine, but we can’t all be as talented as you.”
 
   I ended up trying a 9mm first.  Once I got used to the feel of a gun in my hand target shooting was kind of fun.  It was much easier for me to hold a handgun than a rifle, and handguns didn’t need to be sighted in.  Earl was right, though.  I could barely hold the Desert Eagle with both hands.  If I’d tried to fire it, I’m sure I would have dropped it.  By the end of the day, I wasn’t a great shot but I was consistently hitting the target.  If I was attacked by a barn and had five minutes to prepare myself I could probably do some damage.
 
   Afterwards Zebulon showed me how to disassemble and clean the guns.
 
   “So, think you might try this again sometime?” He asked.  
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “It’s strangely restful.  Is this place popular?”
 
   “Sure is,” Earl said.  “Just about everyone in town has a firearm of some kind because of the monsters.  The range is usually crowded.”
 
   “What’s unusual about today?”
 
   “Fiona comes in on Tuesdays,” he said.  “She makes people . . . nervous.”
 
   “Then why is she allowed in at all?”
 
   “Oh, it’s not that she breaks the rules or anything like that,” Earl explained, “she’s just jumpy.  And anyone who’s visited her home unannounced has had her point a shotgun at them.  It sticks in your mind.”
 
   “She also takes up more than one lane,” Zebulon said.  “What she really wants is an obstacle course, but we don’t have one.  Now that we’re out of targets and ammo shall we go party?”
 
   “Are you two going somewhere?” Earl asked.
 
   “Like you don’t know,” Zebulon said.  “We’re going to the Battery.”
 
   “What fun,” Earl said in a flat tone.  “I happen to be free this evening.  Mind if I tag along?”
 
   “Go right ahead,” Zebulon said.  “We don’t mind.”
 
   “Are you following us?” I asked.  
 
   “You.  I’m following you,” Earl said.
 
   “Isn’t there anything more productive you could be doing?  There’s a conspiracy to uncover after all.”
 
   “That’s why I’m following you,” Earl said.  “Maybe the next guy who attacks you will have the courtesy to explain himself before I have to shoot him.”
 
   ***
 
   The Battery was a long single story building sandwiched between two hotels.  Zebulon had his pick of parking spaces.  He parked underneath a light.   Before we got out of the truck, Zebulon put in contact lenses.
 
   “I didn’t know you needed glasses,” I said.
 
   “I don’t,” he said.  “I’m completing my tourist disguise.  You’re pretty observant, and, of course, every local can spot an Akeley or a Whateley a mile away, but for most people my eyes are the big giveaway.”
 
   He blinked, and turned to me.  
 
   “I could never pull this off during the day, but what do you think?”
 
   The contacts covered his entire eye.  At a glance, he appeared to have normal blue eyes.  On closer inspection, I could still see the black of his real eyes around the edges of the contacts.  
 
   “In a dark club it might work,” I agreed.  “And anyone who notices something odd might just think you’re wearing novelty contacts.”  
 
   The club had no windows, and the front was painted black.  Red bats were painted on the walls, and the sign was a red neon bat framed by bats stylized to look like lightning.
 
   “Are there bats inside?” I asked.
 
   “Some of the customers are batty,” Zebulon said.  “And anything you order will have a bat on it somewhere, but there are no live bats.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   The doorman didn’t like my ID.  It took some work to convince him to let me in, and in the end Earl had to vouch for me.
 
   “If anyone needed a fake ID it’s you,” Earl said after he looked at it.  He had added a cowboy vest and a scarf to his ensemble.  I had no idea if that was his idea of club clothing or if everyone wore costumes in this place.  If they did my pirate coat wouldn’t seem so out of place.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with my ID,” I said.  “He should be used to odd things if he lives here.”
 
   “He might not,” Zebulon said.  “Most of the motel staff live near the base.  Not to mention, most of the patrons are posers.  You might be the first tri-centenarian he’s met.”
 
   “Whatever.  What do we do now?”
 
   “You and Earl get a table near the stage, and I’ll get drinks.”
 
   Despite the empty parking lot, the club was almost full.  The patrons were in a mix of club clothes, business suits, and outdoor gear.  There were a few people in getups so elaborate they couldn’t have been their normal clothes.  If they were local fine, but I couldn’t imagine dragging plastic devil wings through an airport.  Then again, most people would have taken a plane from Anaheim to Seattle and rented a car for the rest of the journey, so I probably wasn’t the best judge of what was too much hassle at the airport.  Most of the people in fatigues or khakis were just drinking and talking in their own groups.  Sparks left my shoulder and buzzed around the club.  He bumped against the walls repeatedly then returned to my side.
 
   “I wish we’d eaten before coming here,” I told Earl.
 
   “They’ve got food,” he said.  “I think they have menus at the bar.”
 
   “I still wish I’d eaten before.”
 
   “Here we go,” Zebulon said, bringing us drinks.  “I got us some cookies too.  They’re from my cousin’s bakery.  They only add the frosting here.”
 
   “Great,” I said.  I grabbed a cookie and scraped the icing off.  Earl stared at me suspiciously then did the same.
 
   “Not a frosting fan?” Zebulon asked.  “Neither am I.”
 
   “I’m not a rodent fan either,” I said.  
 
   “Huh.  Necromancy has practical uses.  Who knew?” Earl said.  “I’m glad I haven’t come here before.”
 
   “The cookie is good,” I said.
 
   “They are, aren’t they?” Zebulon agreed.  “It’s funny.  He was never interested in cooking growing up, but as soon as he graduated high school he decided that baking was his calling.”  We ate and drank in peace for a few minutes.  It didn’t last.
 
   “Are you gentlemen from around here?” A woman in a khaki vest asked us.  Like Earl, she had a light southern drawl.  She had wavy blond hair pulled back into a ponytail and large dark eyes.
 
   “I am,” Zebulon said, smiling up at her.  “Why, do you need directions?”
 
   “Something like that,” she said.  “I’m Doctor Cassandra Cassidy, from the Interstitial Institute of Cryptogeography.  We’re here to double check some readings our colleagues took and expand on their research.”  Interstitial?  I made a note to look that one up when I got back to the hotel.  I’d thought I was familiar with all of the latest paranormal buzzwords.
 
   “Good luck,” Zebulon said.  
 
   “What kind of research?” I asked.  Maybe that would give me a clue what interstitial meant.
 
   “We’re testing a sonic imaging device,” Dr. Cassidy said.  “Despite testing well in the lab it has been less than reliable in the field.  We came here to confirm our results with other equipment, but that isn’t what I want to ask about.”
 
   “Oh?” She pulled a pamphlet out and handed it to Zebulon.
 
   “Does this look legitimate to you?” She asked.  From my vantage point, it looked as professional as any other brochure you’d find at a visitor’s center.
 
   “No,” Zebulon said, passing it to Earl.
 
   “That’s it, no?” She said. 
 
   “My cousin’s been complaining about them crossing his property.  I can assure you, they’re trespassing,” he said.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   “That tour wasn’t offered the last time I was here,” she said.  “Some members of my team went on it and they never came back.”
 
   “Why didn’t you report it to the police?” Earl asked.  He handed me the pamphlet.  It did look professional, and it was advertising a late night expedition to Bishop’s Corner.  It guaranteed a real cryptid sighting or a full refund.  ‘See the Beast Locals Don’t Want You to Know About!’ it offered.  I could see how someone who was into that sort of thing would be tempted.  
 
   “When I asked at their hotels the front desk said no one by those names had checked in.  I’ve tried every hotel, and they all claim never to have heard of my teammates.”
 
   “Which hotel were they supposed to be staying at?” Earl asked.  She named three hotels, all ones I had rejected when I first arrived.
 
   “We were a large group,” she said by way of explanation.  “The hotels claimed to be too full to accommodate all of us, but I haven’t seen nearly as many people as the last time I was here and I didn’t have any trouble booking then.”
 
   “Have you talked to anyone else who’s had members of their party disappear?” I asked.
 
   “No,” she said.
 
   “Most people would take their whole group to something like this,” Zebulon said.  “She’s probably unusual in staying behind.”
 
   “There was nothing unusual about it,” Dr. Cassidy said.  “Our spectroscope broke.  I’ve been working on  it all day every day for weeks.  I was too tired to go on a midnight tour.”
 
   “Did you ask the tour guide?” Earl asked.  
 
   “No.  There’s no contact number on the pamphlet.  If you want to see them you have to go on a tour, and there’s no way I’m going near it until I find out what happened to my teammates!”
 
   Earl continued to ask her questions.  I went to the bar to get another drink.  Hey, I wasn’t driving.  While I was there, an older man in a shabby business suit struck up a conversation with me.
 
   “She’s something, isn’t she?” he said.  “It isn’t enough that we’re in the cryptid capital of the world; she has to make up stories to get attention.”  He had the same accent as Dr. Cassidy, but stronger.  I’d heard it before, I just couldn’t quite place it.
 
   “You don’t think her friends disappeared?”
 
   “She arrived alone,” he said.  “I’m in the same hotel as her.  I’ve seen her every morning at breakfast, and there was never anyone with her.  Then two days ago she started carrying on about how her friends are gone.  She’s probably setting up a rival tour.  ‘Help me look for my friends!’  This is just her attempt to discredit the competition.”
 
   “Have you been on the tour she’s talking about?”
 
   “Of course,” he said.  “No one disappeared, I can assure you.”
 
   “Then what did happen?” I asked.  “Did you see the promised monster?  What was it?”
 
   “I can’t tell you,” he said.  “The surprise is the best part.  You should try it and see.  It’s a once in a lifetime opportunity.”  I looked down at the pamphlet.
 
   “Thanks, maybe I will.  What did you say your name was?”
 
   “Dr. Abe Finch,” he said, extending his hand.  His hand was greasy, and his grip was strong.  He let go of my hand without shaking it, with an expression suggesting he’d touched something unclean, but I was the one left wiping my hand on a napkin.
 
   “Are you also here for research?”  I asked him.  He seemed not to notice me scrubbing my hands clean.
 
   “No, I’m a doctor of mathematics,” he said.  “Searching for rare animals is my hobby.”
 
   “What kind of rare animals?” I asked.  “Everyone is a bit cagey about what there is to find here.”
 
   “That’s the best part about this place,” he said.  “If you can name it, someone has claimed to see it here.  I think there might be psychotropic drugs in the soil, but as long as I see cryptids I’m not complaining.”
 
   “Does that anything include chupacabras?”  I asked.
 
   “That one I haven’t heard,” Dr. Finch said.  He leaned closer to me.  Too close.  There was a faint unpleasant smell wafting off him.  I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.  I wasn’t even sure I’d ever smelled it before.  I knew I didn’t want to smell it for long.  “Why, have you seen one?”
 
   “Not in town,” I said.  “I meant where the new mall is going to be.”
 
   “Are you talking about that video?  That’s obviously fake.  I’ve seen better special effects in Z-grade monster movies.  It’s just an attempt by the locals to shut down construction.”
 
   “It seems like a lot of effort,” I said.  
 
   “People in small towns like this will do anything to stand in the way of progress,” Dr. Finch said. “You can’t trust them.”
 
   “So you’re not interested in checking it out?”
 
   “Why waste time on an obvious hoax?”  He asked.  Without waiting for my answer he continued.  “There are much more interesting things closer to the hotel.  Like Bishop’s Corner.”  I would have thought the Bishop’s Corner tour looked like an obvious hoax, but I wasn’t into cryptids.
 
   “True,” I said.  “There’s a nice hotel there.  Did you consider staying in it?”  Dr. Finch shuddered theatrically.
 
   “Are you kidding?  There’s catering to tourism, and then there’s mocking your visitors.  That place crosses the line.  They’re probably hoping someone will stumble in looking for Dracula.”  So, in addition to drumming up business for an illegal tour, Dr. Finch was trying to sabotage the Whateley’s hotel.  I wondered what the Dracula comment was supposed to be referring to.  The Gates didn’t give off Transylvanian vibes at all.  I would describe the outside as vaguely Dutch.  Maybe Dr. Finch had London confused with the Netherlands?
 
   “I thought the owner seemed quite hostile to tourists,” I said.  “I practically needed to give references to get a room.”
 
   “You’re staying there?”
 
   “I am.”  Dr. Finch looked perplexed.
 
   “Well, it’s good to support local businesses, I suppose,” he said at last.  “Is it cheap?”
 
   “No.  It makes up for the price with an attractive atmosphere, and I’ve slept well every night.”
 
   “Hmmm.  If there’s one thing I could use, it’s a good night’s sleep,” he admitted grudgingly.  “The atmosphere may be appropriate, but none of these hotels have good mattresses.”  My beer arrived.
 
   “It’s been nice meeting you,” I said.  
 
   “Likewise.  Think about that tour.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Dr. Cassidy was still at the table when I got back.
 
   “Do you know a Dr. Abe Finch?” I asked her.
 
   “Yes,” she said, her eyes narrowing.  “He started telling people I was crazy before I even confirmed my colleagues were missing.  I think he’s jealous of my research.”
 
   “Really?  He said he wasn’t professionally interested.”
 
   “Neither am I,” she said.  “The IIC is a hobby of mine.  I’m a Doctor of Philosophy most of the year.  We’re professors at the same university, and our departments compete for funding.  We’ve both taken the semester off to pursue our personal interests.”
 
   “Did you know he went on the same tour as your companions?” I asked.  
 
   “Yes.  He said the whole thing was rubbish.”
 
   “He told me it was real.”
 
   “I guess he’s up to something,” Zebulon said.  
 
   “No kidding,” Earl said.  “Him and his cultist buddies.  Dr. Cassidy, might I suggest a change in hotel tonight?”
 
   “Why?” She asked.  
 
   “Just a precaution,” he said.  “There are some shady people running around.  It would be a shame if you vanished too.”
 
   “Then you believe me?” she asked.
 
   “Ma’am, I have been searching for your missing friends for days now,” Earl said.  “Or at least for evidence that they existed.  I promise you local law enforcement is on your side.”  To our discomfort or at least mine, she started to cry.
 
   “Thank God!” She said.  “I didn’t know what to do.  I can’t stay here forever looking for them, but I couldn’t give up.  Some of them are just undergraduates who don’t even care about the project; they just wanted a chance to get out of Louisiana for a few weeks.”
 
   Aha!  That’s what her accent was: Cajun.  I’d got so used to the Hollywood parody version I’d forgotten what the real thing sounded like.  Maybe after this I’d look for work down there.  If nothing else the weather would be nicer at this time of year.  Speaking of which,
 
   “They wanted to come here?”  I said.  “In October?”
 
   “They’re college students,” she said.  “The point was getting to travel for free, not the location.”
 
   “It’s all right ma’am,” Earl said.  “We’ll find out what’s going on.  Thanks to you, now we have a little more to go on.”
 
   “Do we stay here looking for more information, or do we call it a night and get this lady moved?” Zebulon asked.  I looked at my watch.
 
   “I vote for moving,” I said. “It’s getting awfully close to pumpkin time.”
 
   Dr. Cassidy had a lot of luggage.  Most of it was science related.  In addition to her pseudoscience gadget, she had a whole workshop full of equipment to repair it crammed into her room.  Jeremiah viewed it all with suspicion until we explained what it was for.
 
   He made her leave the signal generator in her car, which was a relief to me because it weighed a significant fraction of a ton.  I think all of her equipment was over fifty years old.  Even her multimeter weighed five pounds.  I no longer questioned whether or not she had lost her fellow researchers.  There was no way one person had carried all that gear into her first hotel room unless that person had super powers.
 
   Jeremiah gave her the warning about being settled by midnight.  Zebulon said goodnight to us all and Earl settled into one of the armchairs in the lounge.
 
   “I just want to see what develops,” he said when I asked him what he was doing.  “We caused a real stir tonight.”
 
   ***
 
   As I was preparing for bed, someone knocked on my door.  It turned out to be Cassandra.
 
   “Did you see the lights?” she asked me.
 
   “Heading into the swamp?” I said.  “It’s that tour, I’d imagine.”
 
   “Then you’ve seen them before?”
 
   “Every night.”
 
   “What’s going to happen?”
 
   “They’re all going to go into Bishop’s Corner, and only two of them are going to come back.”  She stared down at me.
 
   “And why hasn’t anything been done about it?”
 
   “Why are you asking me?”  I asked testily.  “There’s a policeman right downstairs.”
 
   “I know.  Why isn’t he out there?”
 
   “Because last night he went out there, and nothing happened.  It’s too late for him to go out there now.  Apart from the dangers of wandering through a swamp at night, he won’t be far enough from the hotel by curfew.”
 
   “What does happen at midnight?  The clerk was awfully stern about it.”
 
   “We all get a good night’s sleep,” I said.  “Look, could you please take one night to rest?  You’ve made progress today.  And besides, those people are going out there expecting something wild and dangerous.  One of them might have enough sense to be prepared.”
 
   She went, reluctantly.  I made it to bed just in time to be sucked into the land of sleep.
 
   ***
 
   I had another dream.  I was standing at the base of a blueberry pie the size of a football stadium.  There was a gate into the pie, and a banner over the gate announcing free turkey legs to the first eighteen thousand fans.  I looked down, and I was wearing a t-shirt supporting blueberry pie.  Sparks was wearing a little hat with a strawberry emblazoned on it.  As we went into the pie, I realized that the gates were made of fresh corn on the cob.  I was wondering why that seemed important when I woke up.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 13: Is that a magic hubcap?
 
    
 
   I was starving that morning.  I showered and dressed as quickly as I could and went downstairs.  I ignored the buffet and ordered waffles with strawberries and whipped cream.  I was on my second plate when Steve walked in.  He raised an eyebrow when he saw me.  
 
   “Did you have fun yesterday?” He asked.  
 
   “The shooting was fun,” I said.  “Do you need me for something today?”
 
   “Not really,” he said.  “I heard that you picked up a damsel in distress last night.”
 
   “Earl did,” I said.  “Hey, do you dream of food when you sleep here?”
 
   “No, I dream of other things.  Is that why you’re eating so much?”
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “I was dreaming of pie.”
 
   “Pie is good,” Steve said.  “We’re still friends, right?”  He sat down at the table with me.
 
   “We’ll always be friends,” I said.  “Even when you’re getting me shot at. Why?”
 
   “I bought a house yesterday.”
 
   “That’s sudden.  Is it the house you’re renting?”
 
   “No.  It was an impulse buy.”  Of course it was.  Steve does many things, including buying property, impulsively.  It usually works out for him.  “I haven’t even been inside yet.  I was hoping you could come with me to check it out.”
 
   “You bought a house without even seeing the inside?”  That was different.  The outside of this house must be amazing.  “Have I seen this house?”
 
   “No,” he said.  “You’ve driven past it several times though.”  He sat down opposite me.  “I paid twice what it was worth to get Mrs. Fry to sell me the late Obadiah Fry’s house and everything in it immediately.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “That’s right; I own the mole man’s house.  Want to come with me to look for clues?”
 
   “Couldn’t you just break in like a normal amateur detective?”
 
   “Nope.  There’s a magical lock on the house.  I don’t know who made it, but they’re good; only the rightful owner or someone who has permission from them can enter, even with a key.  And as a representative of Jesticorps it would look bad if I got caught.”  He leaned to the side and rested his head on his hand.  “Besides, with all the time I’m going to be spending here it’s almost a worthwhile investment.”
 
   “Sure it is.”  With the mall delayed and probably finished, he wouldn’t have a reason to stay for long.  He must have had another motive.
 
   “If you come with me to check it out you can have your pick of any of the stuff that isn’t magical.”
 
   “You’ve got a deal,” I said.  Maybe there would be more pants.  On the other hand - “Didn’t she sell most of his stuff?”
 
   “We’re about to go find out.”
 
   “Not without me you’re not,” Earl said, popping out of the basement.  “There was more excitement last night.  I’m sticking to you like glue until I find someone to arrest.”
 
   “Or gun down in the hallway,” Jeremiah said.  “Honestly, you could have ended the whole thing last night if you weren’t so quick to shoot.”
 
   “I had no choice,” Earl said.  “It was almost midnight.”
 
   “You’re not going anywhere without me either,” Dr. Cassidy said.  She looked better than she had last night.  “There’s something terrible going on around here and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.”
 
   “And who are you?” Steve asked.  I introduced them to each other.  Neither seemed particularly impressed with the other.
 
   “I doubt anyone will get to the bottom of this town,” he said.  “But if you promise not to take or touch anything you can come along.”
 
   ***
 
   Obadiah Fry had been one of Fiona’s neighbors.  Compared to her immaculate house and garden, his looked derelict.  The yard was overgrown at the edges, and the clear space around the house looked like it had been maintained with a weed whacker.  It badly needed new paint, new trim, and a new roof.
 
   “I can see why it was still on the market,” Dr. Cassidy said.  “It’s a dump.”
 
   It was built to the same scale as Fiona’s house.  Earl and Steve had to duck to get through the doorways.  Unlike Fiona’s, Obadiah’s house was at the front of his property, away from the cliff.  Looking up I thought I could see one of the trees bordering Fiona’s property.  It wasn’t as far away as I would have thought from the way the driveways were set up.
 
   ***
 
   Obadiah had left a hoard behind.  I would have to go back and ask Cecilia if she’d taken all the clothes she’d been offered because there were still plenty in the house.  The only space to walk was a narrow path that meandered through every room.  Based on the state of the carpet, that path had been expanded by whoever had packed up the clothes to sell.  Fiona’s house was small but tidy.  This house was downright claustrophobic.  I had to turn sideways to get through the hallway.  Earl was a thin guy, and he still had to keep a hand on the stacks to keep them from caving in on him as he squeezed through.  The only bright spot was that none of the junk seemed to be organic.  The house smelled musty, but not like garbage.
 
   “No wonder the old man spent so much time in the streets,” Earl said.  He lifted a stack of blankets to look underneath.  “I’m surprised he didn’t get buried under all of this.”
 
   “Maybe something in here will be a return on your investment,” I said to Steve.
 
   “It would take a chest of real gold coins to offset the cost of all the garbage trucks I’m going to have to hire,” was his response.  “So much for finding clues.”
 
   “Maybe the rest of the house is less messy.”  Even though the houses were built to the same scale, Fiona’s house had more rooms.  That would be some consolation when it was time to clean.
 
   “Why didn’t you warn us about this?” Earl asked, gesturing to the piles of stuff in the living room.
 
   “I knew he collected things,” I said.  “I didn’t know he hoarded them.”  The specters hadn’t shown me much of the inside of this house.  I got the impression that it hadn’t always been this bad.
 
   “Did you know the previous owner?” Dr. Cassidy asked.
 
   “No,” I said.  “Some friends told me about him.”
 
   “The kitchen’s clean!” Earl called out.  “Well, it’s dusty, but there’s no garbage lying around.”
 
   “He must have cooked in it,” Steve said.  
 
   “He was a healthy guy up until he had that heart attack,” Earl said.  “He never married, so it makes sense that he could cook.  Just not clean.”
 
   As we continued to tour the house, a pattern began to develop.  Some rooms were stacked high with clothes, bedding, garden tools that had never been used, light bulbs, batteries, textbooks, and less identifiable gadgets.  Others would be almost empty.
 
   “I guess Mrs. Fry packed up the clothes on the hangers to sell,” I said when the closet in the bedroom proved to be empty.
 
   “Some of this might be valuable just because it’s old,” Steve said.  
 
   “Not the textbooks,” Dr. Cassidy told him.  “I recognize the series and the current edition is almost identical.  This one is worth something to me.”  She pointed at the one she was interested in.  “May I touch it?”
 
   “Go ahead,” Steve said.  She picked it up and started flipping through it.
 
   “I can’t remember the last time I saw one this size.  And with a detachable cover.”
 
   “So that paisley pattern was supposed to be hidden?” I asked.  
 
   “Mmhmm.  According to legend, this edition has an extra chapter of complete nonsense to satisfy the requirements for releasing a new edition.”  
 
   “That’s some exciting rumor mill,” Steve said.  “Makes me wish I’d majored in philosophy.”
 
   “Oh, shut up,” Cassandra said, irritated.  “Hey, I’ve never seen these problems before.  Maybe the legendary extra chapter is good after all.  Are you selling these?”  Steve shrugged.  
 
   “I did say Jaspar could have this stuff.  You’ll have to ask him.”
 
   “Why do you want an old logic book?” I asked.  
 
   “Solving logic problems is a hobby of mine,” she said. “We can find out what it’s worth online if you want.”
 
   “You can have it as long as it doesn’t have a map to El Dorado hidden inside.”  She grabbed it by the spine and shook it.  As Steve and I stared in shock, nothing fell out.
 
   “Now that’s a strong binding,” she said.  “I guess it doesn’t have inserts.”  She looked at us.  “What?  I meant it when I said old textbooks aren’t valuable.  If you took this to a college bookstore, you’d be lucky to get a quarter for it.”
 
   We found Obadiah’s workshop in the attic.  Unlike Fiona’s, you needed a ladder to get into the attic of this house.  The steps of the ladder were unusually wide.  You could see that one side was more worn than the other.  It must have been because of the wooden leg.  The workroom wasn’t neat by anyone’s standards.  Fortunately, it wasn’t as packed with junk as the other rooms in the house.  The room was full of maps; piled on a table in the middle of the room, stacked on the floor, and crammed into shelves on the walls.  Some of them were of the various pipes and power lines under the town; most of them were tunnels or plans for tunnels.
 
   “There’s a copy of this at the station,” Earl said, stretching one out on the table in the middle of the room.  “Ours is on dry erase paper so we can edit it.”
 
   “Are they supposed to be ley lines?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “No,” Steve said.  
 
   “None of the digging equipment is up here,” Earl noted.
 
   “It wouldn’t be,” I said.  “He’s not going to tunnel out of the attic.  Maybe it’s in the basement.”
 
   “It doesn’t look like any tunnels go under the house,” Steve said, looking at the map.  “Most of these go under the streets.”  He frowned.  “Don’t you ever worry about that?  I knew there would be one or two tunnels, but this shows as much tunnel as dirt.”
 
   “They always seemed solid to me,” Earl said.  “You’d have to be inside one to understand.”
 
   “Wait, these are tunnels?” Cassandra said.
 
   “Yes,” I told her.  “The one we’re interested in isn’t on this map.  All of these run underneath the town.”
 
   “Maybe there’s another map,” Earl said.  “If he wanted to keep a secret putting it on the town map wouldn’t be the best idea.  He brought this map with him when he updated ours.”
 
   “These are real tunnels?” Cassandra said.
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “This is what’s been messing up our readings!” She exclaimed.  “We thought these lines were a sign that the machine was broken!”
 
   “That happened in an election once,” I said.  “Some scientists made a computer program to predict the winner, and when it didn’t give them the answer they expected, they decided not to publicize the results.  The computer was correct, but their public lack of faith in their machine set their program back for years.”
 
   “I heard about that too,” Steve said.  “Was it one of Franklin Roosevelt’s?”
 
   “That would have been pathetic,” I said.  “But no.  I’m pretty sure it was before him.  Or after.  One of the two.”
 
   “You’re saying I should have had more faith in my machine, is that it?” Cassandra said.
 
   “All of these tunnels have exits,” I noted.  “You could have followed one of the lines to the end.  You know, I can’t remember which election it was.  Now it’s going to bug me.”
 
   “You could have tried digging,” Earl said.  “Hitting concrete would have told you something.”
 
   “You have no idea how much of a pain this machine is to use,” Cassandra said.  “If I had to follow it for-” she traced a line with her finger- “three miles to verify its findings I’d go mad.”
 
   “Aren’t there already machines that are better, then?” Steve asked.  “I’m sure I’ve hired people who’ve used them and they had one in Jurassic Park.  It was temperamental, but it only took a few seconds to use.”
 
   “That one was for dinosaurs,” Cassandra said.  “This one is for psychometric geological phenomenon.  It’s completely different.”
 
   “So, you’re testing a machine that searches for psychic rocks?”  Earl asked.
 
   “More or less,” Cassandra said.
 
   “How useful do you expect this machine to be?” I asked her.
 
   “Very,” she said.  “Like I told you, it’s reliable in the lab.  If we could get it working in the field, we could go to sites like Stonehenge and determine if the rocks themselves have psychic properties.”
 
   I didn’t ask her any more questions.  A machine that might be able to confirm the possibility of the presence of magic rocks did not sound useful to me.  And while it was interesting that her machine had located the tunnels Obadiah and his predecessors seemed to have done the actual digging by hand, not with magic.
 
   ***
 
   We searched the maps and journals for any trace of a tunnel out of town.  There was a lot of stuff that would have interested a historian.  In addition to digging new tunnels, Obadiah had spent time improving old tunnels or blocking them off.  One of his journals mentioned tunnels that intersected with his, and hearing strange noises in the dark.  Rather than investigate, he had begun lining the walls of his tunnels with concrete.  I admire that sort of practical thinking.  I also made a note to not go walking in the woods alone.  I was also rethinking my position on owning a gun.  
 
   “Shouldn’t there be older stuff here?” Steve asked after an hour or so of rifling through documents didn’t reveal any new information.  “If tunnel digging runs in this guy’s family there should be maps and journals older than Obadiah.”
 
   “Maybe the sister-in-law thought they were valuable and took them,” I said.
 
   “Or maybe they’re in the hoard,” Earl suggested.
 
   “You mean we’ll actually have to go through that stuff?”
 
   “You were going to have to anyway,” I reminded Steve.  “Anything magical in that mess is yours, remember.  And I won’t be able to spot it.”
 
   “I didn’t know it would be an issue,” he confessed.  “He sounded like the kind of guy who wouldn’t own much of anything.  His sister-in-law also seems to be the sort of person who would have sold anything of worth.”
 
   “You met her?”
 
   “I spoke to her briefly on the phone.  The sale itself went through a realtor.”
 
   “Maybe there was a chest of treasure in the living room and the rest of the house didn’t seem worth her time.”
 
   “I doubt it.  Something’s not right about this.  Look, this map case has got to be more valuable than those suits.  You can’t tell me it wouldn’t be worth the time and effort to dust it off and sell it.  She didn’t even try to get into the attic.”
 
   “After everything that’s happened this week, this is what doesn’t seem right to you?” Steve shrugged.  
 
   “It might be important.”
 
   “Maybe she was involved in his death and feels guilty,” Earl said.  
 
   “I hope not.  That would be a nightmare,” Steve said. 
 
   “How so?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “If she murdered Obadiah then she couldn’t legally inherit his estate, which leads to all kinds of questions about the sales she made.  Even if we’re in the clear, the real heir could tie things up in court for years.”
 
   “Things haven’t been going well for you this week, have they?” Earl said.  
 
   “I should have gone into stock trading,” Steve lamented.  “Or drug running.  It would have been less stressful.”
 
   “Cheer up,” I said.  “She might have found his dead cat collection in the fridge, and not had the stomach to try the rest of the house.”
 
   “The fridge is gone,” Cassandra said. 
 
   “You think so?” Steve asked.  
 
   “Sure,” I told him.  “Obadiah didn’t think she was involved.  Unless she bursts into the police station to confess, there’s nothing linking her to his death.”
 
   “An idle suspicion isn’t enough to run an investigation on,” Earl agreed.  “Especially since the deceased died of natural causes over a year ago.  There was an autopsy at the time so exhuming him wouldn’t give us any new information.””
 
   “I’ve had some experience with hoarding behavior,” Cassandra said.  “If he did collect dead cats there might be more in the basement.  We should check it out.”
 
   ***
 
   We did.  His basement was really a storm cellar.  I’d never seen one in this part of the world.  You had to go outside to get into it, and the entrance was a hatch built into the ground.
 
   “I’ll stay up here while you three investigate,” Earl said.  He was smiling as he said it, but he was scanning the surrounding trees.
 
   “Why?” Cassandra wanted to know.
 
   “I’ve just got a bad feeling,” he said.  “Y’all have fun down there.  Tell me how it goes.”
 
   Steve went down first since it was his house now.  There were no dead cats or any other type of pets.  Sparks traced a line of dead things in a solid line around the cellar, but white powder along the walls explained that.  It seemed this house had an ant problem.
 
   I was glad I had Sparks around to sense the dead because otherwise I would have taken one look into that cellar and climbed back out.  The inside of the storm cellar looked like a car serial killer’s trophy room.  Mufflers and AC units were hanging from hooks on the ceiling.  There was a row of toolboxes on one wall and a long table in the middle of the room with a deconstructed engine spread out over it.
 
   “How many obsessive hobbies can one man have?” I asked the universe in general.
 
   “What the fuck is this?” Cassandra asked.  
 
   “It’s a Cobra, an old Cadillac, a . . .Gremlin . . .”
 
   “Isn’t a Cobra a nice car?” She asked.  “Maybe this stuff is worth something.”  She ducked hanging car parts to investigate the back of the cellar.  “There are parts from at least six different cars here.”
 
   “This door isn’t from a Cobra.  It’s one of those weird ones that flips up.”  Steve said.
 
   “That style is called gull wings,” Cassandra said. 
 
   “I’m not much of a car person,” Steve said.
 
   “We’ll have to ask Earl if the bodies of these cars ever made an appearance,” I said.  “It’s possible that someone out there would like to buy an engine for the gutted car they just bought.”
 
   “Sure, if they want to build it themselves,” Cassandra said.  “Actually, I could take a crack at it.  I try to avoid working on expensive machines my life depends on, but I’ve got some experience as a mechanic.”
 
   “Didn’t you say that was why you skipped that tour?”
 
   “Yes.  If I left my colleagues alone with a blown fuse, they’d stick a penny in it and congratulate themselves on a job well done, then act confused when something expensive melted.”
 
   Steve couldn’t walk through the hubcap mobile without getting hit in the face.  The house had been designed and decorated by someone closer to my height, so I was short enough to walk under it.  And since I was looking for something vaguely hubcap shaped-
 
   “Hey Steve, I think I’ve found a magical thing for you!” I said.  “I was wrong about the key being a hex wrench.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   I showed him the flat hexagonal piece of metal.  It had shapes carved into it that were too occult to be from a car company, and it had jewels embedded in one side.  There were three notches set into it that made it look like a hubcap if you were in the dark and not expecting it.
 
   “It’s a key that can be attached to a giant hex wrench.”
 
   “Awesome,” Steve said.  He pulled it off the ceiling and turned it over in his hands.  “You’re right, the metal is special and the markings are magical.  So you couldn’t just make a copy.  To open whatever this unlocks, you’d need this specific key.”
 
   He patted me on the head.  “Good job.”  I slapped his hand away.
 
   “You would have found it eventually if you didn’t get sick of cleaning and sell all this stuff as scrap.”  Steve laughed.
 
   “No way.  I would have hired people to toss everything and burn the house down before I went through this crap myself.”
 
   “What is that a key to?” Cassandra asked.
 
   “One of the tunnels,” I said.  
 
   “That’s an inconvenient size for a key,” she said.  “Did you see how the weight was pulling its hook out of the ceiling?”  I started to explain the hidden tunnel to her, but I was interrupted by gunfire.
 
   Some of the shots sounded like they were being fired directly above us, but most of them sounded far away.  Earl must have been shooting at someone, and he sounded outgunned.  Cassandra screamed.  Steve stuffed the key inside his jacket.  I searched for a place to hide.  I didn’t find any.  All the stuff in this room was either flush against the wall or hanging from the ceiling.
 
   There were six shots close enough to be painfully loud, and then silence.  I waited for another shot for what seemed like an eternity.  I headed to the stairs.  So as not to appear completely useless I grabbed a tire iron on my way up.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cassandra whispered.  She was under the work bench.  I don’t know what she was thinking; anyone coming down the stairs would see her instantly.
 
   “I’m going to ask Earl what happened,” I told her.
 
   “What if he’s dead?”
 
   “He isn’t.  He fired the last shot.”  I shoved the hatch open and emerged tire iron first.  Sure enough, Earl was standing to the side, grinning like the Cheshire Cat.  
 
   “It was just a local group of cultists,” he said.  “Don’t worry.  That type rarely comes back for seconds.”
 
   “Just a local group?  How many cults do you have running around?”
 
   “Almost as many as we have groups of fringe scientists,” he replied.  “These were from the Cult of Conterminous Space.  I only got seven of them.  The rest scattered while I was reloading.”
 
   “You only fired six shots.”
 
   “I’m just that good.”
 
   “Is that why you stayed up here?”
 
   “Yup.  There’s more cult activity up here at the cliffs than in town.  They stay away from Fiona’s place, for the most part because she has booby traps, and they didn’t bother Obadiah much when he was alive, probably because he dressed like a pirate.  When they heard about the sale, they must have seen an opportunity to move in.”
 
   I could see that.  If you were in a town like this and believed in the occult, a wooden-legged pirate living alone with no visible means of support added up to nothing but trouble.
 
   “So much for making this a vacation home,” Steve said.  “How can anyone live here?”
 
   “Like I said, it isn’t so bad in town.  Most of the tourists aren’t expecting to find anything, so they don’t look that hard.”
 
   “Should we check on Fiona?” I asked.  “Not all that gunfire was close by.”
 
   “I’m sure she’s fine,” Earl said.  “She deals with worse all the time.”
 
   “Who’s Fiona?” Cassandra asked.  “And how can you be so casual about killing this many people?”
 
   “It was them or me, ma’am,” Earl said.  “Come to think of it, it is near lunchtime.  She might need some company.”
 
   “We could ask her about the magic hubcap,” I said.  “She’s a wizard.”
 
   “Hey!  I’m a wizard too,” Steve said.  
 
   “Yes, but you’re always saying that you just dabble.  Do you even know what kind of writing it is?”  Before he could answer I specified  “other than ‘the magic kind.’”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then it can’t hurt to ask someone else.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Cassandra said.  “What about these dead people?  You’re a cop; you can’t just ignore them.”
 
   Personally, I was sick and tired of crime scenes, but she was right.  Earl rolled his eyes.
 
   “In the case of cultists,” he said, “we let nature take her course.  In these parts documenting the ones we gun down just calls attention to the ones we don’t, who go missing after meddling with forces they don’t understand.  Besides, if the Cult of Conterminous Time finds them first, they’ll hide the bodies for us.  If they’re still here when we get back, I’ll start proceedings.”
 
   “The cult of what?” I asked.
 
   “It used to be the Cult of Conterminous Space and Time,” Earl explained, “but they had a falling-out years ago and schismed.  Now they spend most of their time attacking each other.  Just avoid befriending any middle-aged cultists you meet in the woods and you’ll be able to stay out of it.”
 
   “This town is awful,” Cassandra said.
 
   “Did you really think an occult convergence would be sunshine and kittens?” Earl asked.  “Now, get the magic doohickey and let’s get lunch.”
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 14: Very few people are willing to join a group with a 75% fatality rate
 
    
 
   Fiona was interested in the magic doohickey, but she was more excited to see me.
 
   “Of course you can all have lunch,” she said.  “And then you can help me clean the attic.”
 
   “Is anything wrong?” Earl asked. 
 
   “No, of course not.”  Fiona pulled me to the side.  “I can hear them,” she whispered to me as she helped me out of my jacket.  “You woke them up, so help me get rid of them.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “But you shouldn’t be able to do that if they’re dead.”
 
   “I told you they get stronger the more of them there are,” she said.  “It took all of my self-control not just to make piles of cheese for lunch.”
 
   There was a definite theme.  Earl gave her a few suspicious looks as we ate toasted cheese sandwiches and cheesecake brownies.  
 
   “These markings do seem familiar,” she said when she examined the key.  “Though they’re not in any book I own.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Steve asked.  
 
   “Do they look familiar to you, Earl?” Fiona asked.  
 
   “Now that you mention it,” Earl said, leaning forward to study the key, “they look a lot like the signs in the tunnels.”
 
   “Well that’s helpful,” Steve said.  “We already know it’s for a tunnel.”
 
   “Now we can figure out if it means anything,” Fiona said.  “The signs in the tunnels do.”  She turned the key around a few times.  “I think it says abandon all hope.”
 
   “Neat,” I said.  “I’m glad we solved the mystery.  Let’s get started on your attic so I can get out of here.”
 
   “Get out of here?” Steve echoed.  “But this is just the start.”
 
   “No, it sounded like the end to me.”
 
   “We have to find out why we should abandon hope.”
 
   “A variety of possibilities have occurred to me,” I said.  “I don’t like any of them.”
 
   “Abner and Obadiah went down there and nothing happened to them.”
 
   I was about to respond when a psychic cheese wasp landed on my sandwich and tried to eat it.
 
   “Oh shit, they found another way out of the attic,” Fiona said.  “Will you help me?”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  I felt a tiny bit of resistance as I fought for my sandwich, but the shade of an alien wasp was no match for me.
 
   Steve and Cassandra followed us up to the attic while Earl remained downstairs. 
 
   “What is that?” Cassandra asked.  I tried to explain without implicating myself.  She still wasn’t satisfied by the time we reached the attic, but at that point it didn’t matter.  There was a swarm of them now, and they headed for me as soon as the door opened.
 
   “Why didn’t they show up the last time I was here?” I asked.  I reminded myself that they were harmless and tried to resist swatting them.  My resolve failed when one landed on my face.  I screamed and ducked.  To my relief, the cheese wasp flew away.  I shielded my face with my arm to keep it from happening again.
 
   “I tried putting up wards to keep them contained,” Fiona said.  “It didn’t work for long.”
 
   “We’d better get to work then,” The cries for cheese were a roar in my head.  I could understand why the townspeople were afraid of these things.  
 
   Once she realized how much work we were going to do, Cassandra went back downstairs.  Steve picked up a spatula and helped us chip away the plaster.  Whenever we unearthed a body, I laid a shade to rest, and we burned the corpse.  Eventually, the attic was clear of both plaster and psychic cheese wasps.  Steve wiped his forehead.  It left a smear.  He was covered in so much plaster dust his hair looked as white as mine.
 
   “What a mess,” he said.  “I think we finally got them all.”
 
   “I hope so,” Fiona said.  “No offense, Jaspar, but from now on I’m not letting necromancers into my attic.”
 
   “Oh no,” I said, clutching my chest.  Plaster dust puffed away in a cloud.  “I’m heartbroken.”  Steve snorted.
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said. 
 
   “No,” I admitted.  “In the last week I’ve been exposed to far more crypto-biology than I’m comfortable with.”
 
   “You can still visit my kitchen,” Fiona said.  How generous of her. “I think Gregory likes you.”
 
   ***
 
   Back downstairs, Cassandra and Earl were having an argument.  Whatever it was about, they stopped talking when they saw us.  As I descended the stairs, Gregory scuttled from behind Earl and climbed on to my shoe.
 
   “There you go,” Earl said.  “He’s smart enough.”
 
   “Please.  Every time he begs Jaspar feeds him.”  Sparks emerged from my jacket to stare at Gregory.  The squid stared up at me and turned bright red.  Then he started climbing my leg.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked.
 
   “That land squid is incredible,” Cassandra said.  “I was just telling Earl that he’d make a great subject for a nature documentary.”
 
   “That wasn’t the only thing you said,” Earl shot back.  Gregory was trying to squirm into the pocket Sparks had vacated.  I was glad my coat was oversized.  He was a lot wigglier than the specter.
 
   “I’m leaving soon,” I told him, “so don’t get too comfortable in there.”
 
   Cassandra was scowling at me.
 
   “What?” I asked.  
 
   “Oh, nothing,” she said.  “Are you always good with animals?”
 
   “No, just aliens.  So what do we do now?”  I was addressing everyone, but Cassandra was the one who answered.
 
   “I need to get one of those maps and recheck my readings.  When I get the machine assembled, we can go to Bishop’s Corner and find out what happened to the first group.”
 
   “You mean a team like the one that vanished?” Fiona asked.  “What makes you think your machine will work better a second time?”
 
   “This time I’ll have it working,” Cassandra said, “and we’ll go in daylight.”
 
   “Daylight doesn’t make that place safer,” I warned her.  “I almost got stabbed there right before lunch.”
 
   “You’ve been there?” She said.  “Then you can be on my team.”
 
   “Oh no,” I told her.  “I don’t meddle with the occult for free.”
 
   “How is your machine going to help if it only detects magic rocks?” Steve asked.
 
   “I’ll figure that out once I get the readings,” she said.  
 
   “These aren’t the kind of things you can confront and walk away from,” Fiona said.  “The people who were killed in that video were also on a fact-finding mission.”
 
   “And one of them got away to post the video,” Cassandra said.
 
   “Very few people are willing to join a group with a seventy-five percent fatality rate,” I pointed out.  “I’m not one of those people.”  Cassandra glared at me.
 
   “Why not?  With power comes responsibility, you should feel responsible enough to help me.  Or are you a fake psychic?”  I noticed she didn’t say I had great power.
 
   “You aren’t exactly tugging at my heartstrings,” I said.  “And I notice you aren’t trying to guilt the police officer or the wizard into wandering into the woods.”  I turned to Steve.  “Could you take me back to the hotel?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   ***
 
   Jeremiah was back at the front desk when I arrived.  I was tired, dirty, and hungry, but he wanted to talk.
 
   “Did you find anything new?” He asked.
 
   “Yes, we think we found the key, and a bunch of fancy car parts.”
 
   “Does this mean more people are going to be walking across my land?”
 
   “I guess,” I said.  “I think Steve would ask first, but I’m not so sure about the psychic rock researcher.”  He frowned.
 
   “That’s all I needed to know,” he said after a moment.  “Do you have plans this evening?”
 
   “I was going to eat at the diner then go to bed.”
 
   “Would you consider eating here instead?  My brother is coming over, and he wants to meet you.”
 
   “He’s the mayor, right?”
 
   “Yes.  He also owns the self-service laundry.”
 
   “Do you know why he wants to meet me?”
 
   “I assume it has something to do with either the chupacabras or the tunnel,” Jeremiah said.  “If it makes you feel any better, he might be the most normal member of our family.”
 
   It’s hard to judge the age of a Whateley, but I would not have guessed that Mordecai and Jeremiah were brothers.  Mordecai seemed much younger, but not quite as young as Zebulon Akeley, who was also at dinner.
 
   “Pleased to meet you,” Mordecai said when we were introduced.  He was wearing a turtleneck and a flannel shirt.  I could now understand why Fiona compared him to his cousin rather than his brother.  Not only was his hair closer in length to Zebulon’s, he’d bleached it and let it grow out so that several inches of dark roots were showing.  He was easily the most disreputable looking Whateley I’d met so far.  I momentarily wondered how he’d been elected mayor before I remembered that his opponent had been Abner Whateley, the most despised man in town.
 
   “Pleased to meet you too,” I said.  His mouth twitched into a smile when he looked at me.
 
   “It’s nice to see Obadiah’s clothes being put to good use,” he said.
 
   “What can I say?  I’ve always wanted to dress like a pirate captain.”
 
   “Never mind all that, let’s eat,” Mrs. Whateley said.
 
   “Yeah, it smells great,” Zebulon said.  “Hey, Jaspar.”
 
   “Hey, yourself.”
 
   “I heard about today,” he went on.  “And last night.  Someone’s really got it in for you, so why haven’t you left town?”
 
   “They’re harassing me because of Steve,” I told him.  “Once he gets his problems sorted out I’ll be in the clear.  He seems to think he needs me around for that.”
 
   “It’s causing a stir at school,” Theresa said.  “It’s been awhile since we’ve had so many cultists around.”
 
   “No,” Mordecai corrected her, “they’re always around; we just haven’t employed frontier justice on them before.”
 
   “Earl’s really getting a kick out of this isn’t he?” Zebulon said.  
 
   “He does seem more cheerful than he was a week ago,” Mrs. Whateley said.
 
   “Yes, it turns out that no one contacted the FBI after all.  With no one but the sheriff to reign him in he’s been getting excitable.”  Mordecai frowned at his plate.  “At some point one of these fools is going to have a family that still cares enough to come looking for them.”
 
   It occurred to me that normal is very relative.  Mordecai was too cavalier about the body count for my tastes.
 
   “What are you going to do when that happens?” I asked.  He sighed.
 
   “It’s not like things could get worse for us,” he said.  “I know some people are worried about tourism, but we’ve already got hundreds of tourists.  I suppose state or federal law enforcement could get involved.  They’ve already had their chance, and we’ve had no response.  What I’m worried about right now is the reenactment.”
 
   “What about it?” Jeremiah asked.
 
   “It’s very close to Bishop’s Corner.”
 
   “That’s the whole point.”
 
   “I know.  It just seems like a bad time.”
 
   “We can’t change the time,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “It’s a tradition for a reason.”  I wondered what that reason might be.  I didn’t ask.  I was learning that indifference was the safest path to take in this town.
 
   “We need to find that tunnel and make sure it’s sealed before the reenactment,” Mordecai said.  I sighed.
 
   “I know where it is.”
 
   “And that would be why people are after you,” Zebulon said.  “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”
 
   “I got the location from a ghost.  That usually doesn’t go over well.”
 
   “We’re different here,” Mordecai said.  “Is it sealed up?”
 
   “I’m not sure about that part.  We found the key today.”
 
   “So you have it?”
 
   “No,” Mordecai muttered something under his breath.
 
   “You weren’t going to go out there alone at night anyway,” Jeremiah said sharply.
 
   “I wasn’t going to go alone,” Mordecai protested.
 
   “You’re not taking Zebulon or Mr. Windisle out there either,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “You don’t know what’s in there.  It could be more of those vegetable monsters.”
 
   “Radish monsters,” Theresa corrected her mother.
 
   “It could be the source of the chupacabras,” Mordecai agreed, “and it’s too close to Bishop’s Corner to be left alone.”
 
   “Then why don’t you go tomorrow?” Jeremiah suggested.  “Everyone will be putting the wall together, so there will be lots of people around to help.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Zebulon said.  “Earl’s going to be there anyway, and so will Fiona and Cici.”
 
   “Will you show us the entrance, Mr. Windisle?” Mordecai asked.  I was tempted to say no.  I had no evidence he was any better than the cultists, or that these identical cousins weren’t part of a cult of their own, for that matter.  He was the mayor, however.  Presumably that meant a majority of the people in this town trusted him at least as far as they could throw him.  It was their town, and I was sick of being followed.  Maybe if everyone knew where the secret tunnel was, I could go back to being ignored.
 
   “Sure,” I said.
 
   Before calling it a day I had one more thing to do.  According to the directory in my room, there was a library somewhere in this hotel, and I had some things to look up.  I wasn’t sure if they would have a book on local geology, but surely they had a dictionary.  I wanted to know what the Interstitial Institute of Cryptogeography was all about.
 
   The library wasn’t on the first floor; it was in the basement.  The basement stairs weren’t as well maintained as the rest of the hotel.  The Whateleys hadn’t bothered replacing this section of the carpet when they’d remodeled.  The old carpet was a paisley pattern in harvest gold and orange.  I could see why they’d replaced it in the rest of the hotel.  It wasn’t worn, so even the Whateleys didn’t go into the basement very often.  I considered just asking one of them for a dictionary but dismissed the idea.  They hadn’t given any indication that any of the rooms in the hotel were dangerous.
 
   The stairs ended in a short hallway dimly lit by gas lamps.  All the doors were closed, and none of them were labeled.  The first door I tried wasn’t locked.  The hinges creaked when I opened it.  I stepped inside and felt along the wall for the light switch.  My hand brushed against something hard and spiny.  I pulled away and tried again.  The switch was lower on the wall than I had expected.  I turned on the light and looked at what I’d touched in the dark.
 
   I had to smother a scream, and I stumbled back into the hallway.  I’d found the room where Great-Grandpa Whateley’s trophies were stored.  The old man had definitely gone after exotic game.  There wasn’t a single skull I recognized the shape of.  The thing I’d put my hand on was a mass of spiny protrusions, one giant eye socket, and four twisted tusks.  The other trophies weren’t better.  Across the room, seeming to stare at me through the door frame was a giant skull with three eye sockets and massive fangs.  I gathered my courage and stepped back into the room.  There were heads that seemed to be just balls of antlers, fish heads with spider fangs, and bony masses I couldn’t begin to describe.  There was no furniture in the room; just row after row of skulls mounted on the walls.
 
   I was so absorbed by horrified fascination that I almost missed the flicker of light behind me.  I turned and saw the shade of the Cyclops skull materializing.  I slammed it back into its skull and sprinted out of the room, and didn’t stop running until I was back in the lobby.  The library could wait for another day.
 
   ***
 
   Of course, Jeremiah found out what had happened.  I’d left the light on after all.
 
   “I’m sorry about that,” he said the next morning at breakfast.  He brought me extra waffles, I assume as an apology.  “I know Great-Grandfather’s trophies are unusual, but sometimes I forget how unsettling they are to people who didn’t grow up with them.  I’ll lock the door.”
 
   “No, Fiona warned me that they were around here somewhere,” I said.  “Tell me; is there a library down there?”  Jeremiah raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Yes, it’s the door after the trophy room.”  So much for pretending I hadn’t been rattled.  “There’s also a smoking room down there at the end of the hall.  You’re no longer permitted to smoke in there, but it does have some nice chairs if you get tired of reading in the lounge.”
 
   “No, I don’t like being underground,” I said absently.  “What’s on the other side of the hallway?”
 
   “The boiler room and the laundry,” he said.  He handed me hot chocolate with marshmallows.  “What did you want in the library?”
 
   “A dictionary,” I said.  “There are some things I want to look up.”
 
   “I can have it brought up to the lobby,” Jeremiah offered.
 
   “No,” I protested.  “I can handle going into the basement.”  I hesitated.  “As long as there aren’t any more skulls down there.”
 
   “No, the trophy room is the only one in the hotel with skulls in it.  I guarantee it.”
 
   I still decided to get the dictionary some other time.  I decided to bundle up and check out the construction before Mordecai showed up to drag me across the marsh. 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 15: So that’s what cyclopean means
 
    
 
   There was quite a turnout for the building of the wall of Jericho.  Fiona and Mrs. Whateley had set out tables behind the hotel and covered them with baked goods.  There was plenty of coffee, tea, and cider.  I took the coffee.  Gregory was sitting in the middle of the fruit selection disguised as an extra-large strawberry.
 
   “You’re not fooling anybody,” I told him.  He turned yellow and stretched himself out.
 
   “No.”  He shrank and inflated, turning dark purple as he did so.
 
   “Cut that out,” Fiona said.  “And get away from there.  Those are for everybody, not just you.”
 
   “Why did you bring him?” I asked her.  She leaned towards me.
 
   “I don’t, usually, but I didn’t like the way that professor was looking at him.  I’m keeping him close until I get a chance to upgrade my security.”
 
   “Good morning Mr. Windisle,” Pastor MacReady said.  “Are you here to help out?”
 
   “He’s working on another project,” Fiona said.  
 
   “If I’m back in time I will,” I promised.  I looked at the pile of materials and the flags marking out where the wall would be.  “Is this really going to take only one day to build?”
 
   “We tell ourselves that every year,” the pastor said.  “Every year we’re wrong, but I think we can get the frame up today.  After that, we’ve got a whole week until the reenactment itself.  If the weather isn’t too bad, we’ll finish in plenty of time.”
 
   Steve and Mordecai showed up at almost the same time.  Earl and Zebulon arrived shortly afterward.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” I asked Steve.  He nodded. 
 
   “This isn’t the first time I’ve gone after a magical site like this,” he reminded me.
 
   When Cecilia arrived, we were ready to go.  She was wearing a thick jacket and carrying a backpack.
 
   “Are we ready?” She asked.   We all answered in the affirmative.
 
   “Has everyone got a lunch? And water, a flashlight, and extra batteries?” 
 
   “Take some food,” Fiona urged us.  “We’ve got plenty, and you don’t know how long you’ll be gone.”  I complied.  Sparks didn’t like it and moved from my pocket to my collar.
 
   “Has everyone gone to the bathroom?” Cecilia asked when we were finished.
 
   “Cici!”  Zebulon snapped.  “We’re not children!”
 
   “Well, I don’t want to have to come back early,” she said.
 
   “We’re fine,” Earl said.  
 
   “And you’ll be fine here?” Cecilia asked Fiona.  Fiona nodded.
 
   “I’ll keep an eye on things.”
 
   “Great!  See you later!”
 
   ***
 
   If anything it had gotten colder and more miserable since the last time I’d been in the marsh.  Everyone except Cecilia had sunk into the mud by the time we got to the hill.
 
   “It’s at the bottom,” I told them.  Earl seemed to hesitate.
 
   “Will we have to go into the woods?” He asked.
 
   “You can’t,” Mordecai said flatly, starting down the hill.  “You can try, but it’s not possible.  So the tunnel entrance must be in the clearing somewhere.”
 
   “Close,” I said.  I started working my way down.  It was easier going than last time since I had the luxury of choosing my path.  Abner and Obadiah had both come down here many times, but there was no good way to do it.
 
   At the bottom of the hill, it was quiet.  There was a cloud hanging over the town, and wisps of fog poured down the hill like a waterfall.  The forest didn’t have much undergrowth, and I couldn’t see anything that screamed stay away to me.  Still, I felt uncomfortable standing even this close.  Out of curiosity, I tested my pendant.  It began to swing north to south, parallel to the tree line.
 
   “What does that mean?” Cecilia asked.  
 
   “I’m not sure,” I told her.  Sparks seemed to like the extreme motion and was rocking the pendant, deliberately increasing the swing.  “I’d guess there are dead things on either side of us, but I’d have to go over there to check.”
 
   “We can do that later,” Mordecai said.  “First, show us where this tunnel is.”
 
   “Right.”  I went to the middle of the clearing and pushed past the butterfly bushes that were growing there.  At this time of the year, they were a nasty wet mess.  They grew right up to the face of the hill, completely hiding a metal plate the width of a barn door.  While Mordecai and I looked for the hex wrench, Steve and Cecilia examined the plate.
 
   “I don’t think it matters how we set the key in,” she said.  “If you want you can try to line up the symbols, but they look like they’re just there for decoration to me.”  
 
   I envied them their job.  Searching thick, wet brush is no fun, especially when you aren’t sure where to look.  There were signs that I wasn’t the first to do so.
 
   “I found a cell phone!” Mordecai shouted from somewhere to the left of me.
 
   “I’ve found some pens and loose change!” I called back. 
 
   “I reckon we’ll have to come back here later with more men,” Earl said.  
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude,” Mordecai said, “but if you’d done a more thorough search when you killed that cultist we could’ve found all this a week ago.”
 
   “We were doing a thorough search,” Earl said, “when that cultist interrupted us.”
 
   “I think I found it,” I said loudly.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “It’s a big metal stick,” I said.  “How many can there be down here?”  I couldn’t tell for sure because it was covered in blackberry vines.  They were the small thin kind that look fuzzy and harmless until you grab them, and they draw blood.  I poked at the hex wrench gingerly, trying to find a good spot to grip.  Once I did, I found that the underside was a hiding place for baby slugs.
 
   It was gross, but I’m a grown, professional man, so I picked it up and hauled it to the others.  I wiped my hands on the grass and tried not to think about how long it would be before I could wash my hands.  I’m not a big fan of slime.
 
   Cecilia was not burdened with a need to preserve her dignity.
 
   “Oh ick!” she said.  “Steve, you can open the door.”
 
   “Gee thanks,” he said.  “This thing isn’t as heavy as I expected.” He attached the magic hubcap, stuck it in the door, and twisted.
 
   “Could I have a little help here?” he asked.  “I can’t get much leverage.” Mordecai and I helped and after jiggling it back and forth it began to move.  After the first turn, it was no trouble at all.  After a few rotations, there was a clank and the plate wobbled.  We wheeled it to the side and were faced with a dark tunnel.  Cold air hit our faces, and mist poured out.  I shivered.
 
   “There should be a light switch,” I said.  Mordecai found it.  There were some pops and snaps when the lights came on, but the tunnel lit up.  The light was accompanied by the buzz of fluorescence.  It reminded me of the whine of the cheese wasps.  I pushed the thought out of my mind.
 
   “I guess you’ll have to lead,” Steve said, “since you kind of know the way.”
 
   “There is no way,” I told him.  “It’s a single tunnel leading for miles out of town.”
 
   “Well, you might spot something Obadiah and Abner missed.”
 
   “Anyone might, but I doubt a professional tunnel maker missed anything.”
 
   “So what’s next?” Cecilia asked.  “Other than a long walk.”
 
   “Can we close the door behind us?” Zebulon asked.  “I don’t like the idea of someone finding this place and turning the lights out while we’re down here.”
 
   “There are light switches at quarter mile intervals,” I told him.  “If you want to close the door we need to take the key inside with us.”
 
   ***
 
   There’s no feeling quite like being locked inside a man-made hole in the ground.  I’ve had more than my share of the experience, and I don’t like it.  I hadn’t really considered the implications until the door slid shut.  When it did, I felt dizzy.  Steve patted me on the shoulder.
 
   “We can get out again,” he reminded me.  “Even if we can’t, people will come looking for us within the week.  Plus you’re getting paid.”
 
   I took some slow, deep breaths.  I put my hand in my pocket to touch the amber pendant.  Instead, I felt something cool and squishy.  I shrieked and yanked my hand away.  
 
   ***
 
   In moments of great stress, it can be difficult to see things clearly, particularly if you weren’t expecting them.  For a moment I thought an alien monstrosity was attached to my hand.  It took a very long few seconds to realize that while it was an alien monstrosity, it was also Gregory, the baby alien squid.
 
   “Aaargh,” I said.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Zebulon asked.  He was lowering the gun he’d pointed at my hand.  Gregory, naturally, had nothing to say for himself.  He turned a rainbow of colors and remained wrapped around my hand.  With my other hand, I checked to make sure my pendant was all right.  Fiona did say he ate rock after all.
 
   “Is anyone getting reception down here?” Cecilia asked.  “We should let Fiona know where Gregory’s gone, but I’ve got no bars.”
 
   “Me either,” Steve said. 
 
   “There’s too much rock in the way,” Earl said.  “I had to climb back to the top of the hill to radio for help last time.”
 
   “If we go back now someone else will find this place,” Mordecai said.  “There’s a beaten path leading to it now.  We’ll just have to make this quick, so she doesn’t have long to worry.”
 
   I didn’t care how much Fiona worried; I didn’t want to babysit an alien squid.  He must have snuck into my pocket while I was gathering snacks.
 
   “Stay quiet, alright?” I told him as I put him in a different pocket.
 
   The floor of the tunnel was flat and smooth, and the tunnel itself was dry despite the mist.
 
   “We must be below the other tunnels,” Cecilia said after we had walked about a mile.  “Otherwise we would have intersected with one by now.”  I thought she was wrong about that.  The tunnel made as straight a line as possible towards the construction site.  Between the way the freeway turned and the layout of the town, it was a surprisingly short distance.
 
   “It’s amazing the town is still standing with this much excavation,” Steve commented.  “Do you think there’s magic involved?”
 
   “I prefer to think it’s good engineering,” Mordecai said.  “The other tunnels look more finished than this.”
 
   Every once in a while there were paint marks on the walls.  There were also a few abandoned tools.
 
   “Why on earth would someone carry a shovel two miles then leave it?” Zebulon asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said.  “They would have been hard to come by when this tunnel was built.  Maybe Abner left it here.”
 
   “Is anyone feeling odd?” Mordecai asked.  “It could be absent-mindedness is a side effect of whatever it is we’re looking for.”
 
   “I’m not happy about being here, but otherwise I’m normal,” I told him.
 
   “Right as rain over here,” Cecilia said.
 
   “Under the circumstances, fine.”
 
   “Never better,” said Steve.
 
   “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Earl said, “but I’m not feeling the urge to drop my gun if that’s what you mean.  How about you?”
 
   “I think I’m all right,” Mordecai said.  “We should keep an eye on each other.  If you see anyone acting distracted or behaving oddly, say something.”
 
   The most immediate effect of this advice was for everyone to start acting oddly.  Cecilia started carefully staring at everyone else.  Steve moved in an exaggeratedly casual way, stopping just short of whistling nonchalantly.  Zebulon started walking more slowly and inspecting the walls.  I went over to Mordecai.
 
   “Apart from being mayor, what are your reasons for coming along?” I asked him.
 
   “Cici is too absentminded to wander around in caves alone, and the last time Zebulon came down here he stayed past his nap time and Jeremiah and I had to take turns carrying him back,” he said.  “We need a responsible adult here to represent our town’s interests.  Since I am the mayor, and I’m reasonably fit, it falls to me.”
 
   “Reasonably fit?”
 
   “Do you think Pastor MacReady could make it down the hill?” he asked.  “I might be the only member of the town council who can walk six miles in one go, let alone be any use at the end of it.”
 
   “Do you have a problem with young people leaving town?”  Every business I’d been in had customers, and there had been plenty of children in the congregation on Sunday.  Given the weather and the crazed murderers roaming the street it seemed like a healthy small town to me.  Then again, I was mostly seeing members of the same two or three families.
 
   “Not at all,” he said.  “If you like small town life we’ve got plenty of job opportunities.  We’ve also got several festivals that you won’t find anywhere else.  The reenactment is one example.  We just have a hard time getting young people involved in leadership roles.”
 
   “Of course you do,” Zebulon chimed in.  “Council meetings are boring.  Half the council is ancient, and asleep by the end of the meeting.  At the same time, the meetings are so early that anyone who has school or a day job can’t make it.”
 
   “The meeting I went to was lively,” I said.
 
   “That was an emergency meeting,” he countered.  “Everyone goes to those.”
 
   “Zoning ordinances may be boring but if more people came to the meetings we wouldn’t have bat shaped street signs.”  Mordecai lectured his cousin.  Zebulon sighed.
 
   “Maybe when I’m old enough to fall asleep before dinnertime I’ll get involved,” he said.  “Until then I’ve got better things to do.”
 
   I’m not in great shape, but neither were Steve and Cecilia, so we took frequent breaks.  The floor of the tunnel remained smooth.  We found a few more tools and more markings on the walls.  Sparks fluttered around my head every time we came to a marking on the wall.  He didn’t have a fit like at the construction site, he just seemed interested.  I took pictures of some of the signs just in case.  We stopped for lunch before we reached the end.
 
   “How far do you suppose this was intended to go?” Earl asked.
 
   “I’d say about as far as the construction site,” Mordecai said.  “Under the mountain and out of town.  Only a total lunatic would try to tunnel all the way to Seattle or Tacoma from here.”
 
   “Our town’s not exactly short of those,” his cousin reminded him.  “The Frys do like to dig.”
 
   The thought of tunneling for hundreds of miles underground made my skin crawl.  I fed Gregory a raisin to distract myself.  Once I got used to the idea of a land squid he was fun to have around.  As we hiked, he crawled all over my jacket, changing colors as he went. His antics might have been one of the reasons Sparks was doing so much flying.
 
   We had a little warning that the tunnel was going to end.  The last light switch was working, but the bulb burned out as soon as Mordecai switched it on.  We didn’t need it because the tunnel was starting to glow.
 
   We kept walking until we encountered the only bend in the entire tunnel.  The floor was less even here.  Sparks darted ahead, and the pendant rattled in my pocket.  When Sparks came back, I heard the familiar screams of animals.
 
   “I think we’ve arrived at the construction site,” I said.
 
   “Great,” Zebulon replied.  “Who wants to go first?”
 
   “I’ll go,” Steve said without hesitating.
 
   “No, I will,” Cecilia said.  “I’ve got experience with witchcraft.”
 
   “How is that going to help here?” Steve asked.
 
   “Being a wizard hasn’t helped you figure this out.  Maybe I’ll see something you and Fiona haven’t.”
 
   “I’m less concerned with ancient lore and more with chupacabras,” Mordecai said.  “I’ll go check it out.  If I start screaming, everyone run back to the entrance.” Before we could protest or suggest that someone who was armed go first, he was around the corner.
 
   “How long do you think we should wait before we go after him?” Zebulon asked.  
 
   “I’ll give him ten minutes,” Earl said.  “That’s enough time for him to get somewhere and form an opinion.”
 
   “What should we do if he doesn’t come back in ten minutes?” I asked.  “Going around the corner one by one until we’re all dead doesn’t seem like a good idea, and if we all go back now we won’t have anything to report.”
 
   “We can all go together,” Cecilia said.  “Then one or two of us might escape with useful information.”
 
   Fortunately, Mordecai came back before we got too worked up.
 
   “It’s a portal,” he said, “a big one.  Huge, even.  You should all definitely come see this.”  We followed him around the corner.
 
   ***
 
   The tunnel opened up into what seemed to be a natural cave.  There were even stalagmites.  I hadn’t known there were limestone caves in the Cascades, but I’m no expert on geology.  Since I was standing in one now, they must exist.  Or we’d entered another dimension while we were walking.  For the sake of my sanity, I was going to go with the first explanation, even though words like eldritch and cyclopean sprang to mind as we shone our flashlights around the cavern.  I saw dark handprints and broken stalagmites, and more mining equipment scattered across the uneven floor.  The rock formations made it hard to judge, but I think the cave was about the size of a baseball diamond.  I didn’t see the portal itself until I looked up.  Unlike Fiona’s it was glowing.  I suppose that meant it was open.  It was a disk the size of the cavern, formed of what I assumed were mystical runes of some kind floating in the air above us.  As I watched, it glowed even more brightly for an instant.  In the glow, I saw beyond the portal to the roof of the cave.  There was movement up there.
 
   “Holy shit!”  I said.  “Did anyone else see that?”
 
   “Yeah,” Zebulon said.  “There’s no way we’re shooting all of those.”  The ceiling was carpeted with chupacabras.
 
   “Can they burrow through stone?” Cecilia asked.  
 
   “No, it looks like there’s a crack in the ceiling,” Mordecai said.  “See?”  He shone his flashlight in the direction he wanted her to look.  There was something there on the ceiling, although it was hard for me to tell what through the squirming masses of radish monsters.
 
   The light seemed to bother them.  They shifted away from it.  Just as I was thinking that if they saw us we were screwed, one of them saw us.  It dropped from the ceiling.  Zebulon and Earl both pointed their guns at it and fired.  The chupacabra and the bullets both hit the portal and ricocheted.  As we ducked, more of the creatures dropped from the ceiling and bounced against the portal.  It seemed that they couldn’t get through it.
 
   “I hope there aren’t any gaps between the portal and the wall,” Steve said.  
 
   “It doesn’t look like there are,” Mordecai said.  “For all the natural formations, this cave is an almost perfect circle.  We should stay away from the walls just in case.”
 
   “So now that we’ve found the source of trouble, what happens?” Earl asked.
 
   “Some of these symbols look familiar,” Steve said.  “Do you recognize them, Cecilia?”
 
   “You’re right,” she said.  “They’re like the symbols on the key.”
 
   “It’s different from the one in Fiona’s house,” I said.  “This one has a lot more writing.”
 
   “I think that’s because it’s a fixed destination portal,” Steve said.  “Not that I’m a portal expert, but I do know that the more restrictions there are, the more writing there has to be.”
 
   “You’re ahead of the rest of us,” Mordecai said.  Gregory was perched on my shoulder now, staring up at the portal.  As I joined him in staring upwards, trying to ignore the screaming that Sparks was still sharing with me, Gregory moved to the top of my head.
 
   “Why would Abner have thought this place was valuable?” Steve asked.
 
   “Can you imagine how much money he could have made bringing tourists down here?”  Mordecai said.  “This must be what he was thinking about all those years he was promoting tourism.”  That didn’t sound right to me, but I hadn’t known the man in life.  “The only question is, did he have a plan to get past the barrier or was he going to dig a new tunnel at the mall site?”
 
   “It’s a long walk for a tour,” Steve said.  “Most caves with artificial entrances only make you walk a few hundred feet at most.  I can tell you, getting permits for any of it would be a nightmare.”
 
   “That’s very interesting,” Zebulon said.  “If that was his plan it’s never going to happen now, so what do we do with this place?”
 
   “The only thing I can think of is to try to close the portal,” Cecilia said.  “I don’t know how to do that though.”
 
   “My vote is to not touch it,” Steve said.  “You can see for yourself they’re trapped on that side.  Changing anything risks letting them get through to this side and then they can easily follow the tunnel back to town.”
 
   “Then what do you suggest?” Cecilia asked.  Steve stared upwards.
 
   “We could fill in the crack from the other side.  I’m assuming the surveyors I hired the first time were crooked because that ceiling can’t be very far below the surface.”
 
   “That could work,” Mordecai said.  He had a digital camera with him, and he began taking pictures of the portal.  “Then we can get some dynamite and concrete and seal this side properly.”  We explored the chamber and spent some more time looking up, but there really wasn’t much else to do.  We headed back to the tunnel.  It narrowed just before the cave, so there was only room for one of us to go through at a time.  I was the second to last to go through.  As Cecilia went ahead of me, a fern-like appendage slid down between the portal and the wall.  I shoved Cecilia forward, and it missed.  She tried to get up again, and instead of going ahead, she turned to me.
 
   “What was that for?” She demanded.  I didn’t have to answer because the vine caught her arm.  She screamed.  I grabbed the vine as it pulled at her.  The chupacabra’s bodies were only the size of a beach ball, but I could immediately tell that I wasn’t strong enough to prevent it from carrying Cecilia away.  I did my best, putting all my weight on her arm as I tried to unwind the vine.
 
   “Help!” I yelled.  I could see another vine coming down.  Whoever was behind me grabbed me by the waist, but I wasn’t the one being dragged to my death.  It turned out to be Zebulon.  He tried to cut the vine with a knife, but it was too tough.  I was about to suggest that he cut Cecilia’s arm off instead when an unexpected savior appeared. 
 
   Gregory jumped off my head and on to the vine.  He wrapped his tentacles around it and began to eat.   It only took him a few seconds to sever the thing.  Gregory didn’t stop there.  He continued eating his way up the vine.  Both vines tried to retreat behind the portal.  Gregory tried to hang on.  There was a horrible grinding noise, and one of the vines came free, dropping back to the ground along with Gregory.  The vine rapidly disappeared into Gregory’s beak.  He had swollen to the size of a basketball, but still tried to climb my pants leg.  He seemed surprised when, instead of scooting up as usual, he tipped sideways and lost his grip.  I laughed and picked him up by the head.  He didn’t weigh much more, but he was as taught as a balloon.  I steadied Cecilia with my free hand and urged her down the tunnel to safety.
 
   ***
 
   Cecilia was still pretty upset about almost being eviscerated.  She thanked both Gregory and me for rescuing her.
 
   “I’m sorry I yelled at you for shoving me,” she said.  “I wasn’t even thinking about the risk.”
 
   “It’s all right,” I told her.  “I should have said watch out or something.  Did anyone know that Gregory would eat those things?  I thought he was a strict vegetarian.”
 
   “He’ll also eat rocks if you don’t keep an eye on him,” Earl said.  “Maybe those things really are sentient radishes.”
 
   “Can we use that?” Steve wondered.  “He’s too tiny to eat them all, but if they’re scared of him. . .”
 
   “Do you think they were?” I asked.  “They reacted, but they might not remember.  We don’t know how smart they are.”
 
   “I think you’d better ask Fiona about it before trying anything,” Earl said.  “She’s pretty protective of Gregory.”
 
   “Maybe she’ll know what to do about the portal,” Mordecai said.
 
   “We aren’t going to learn anything else in here,” Cecilia said, “and it’s too dangerous to go back in there, so we might as well go home.”
 
   It was a long walk, and it was late at night when we reached the entrance.  We ended up spending the night in the tunnel since, as Mordecai pointed out, we’d just end up collapsing in the marsh if we made it back after midnight. 
 
   The next morning Gregory had shrunk considerably.  We opened the seal, and Sparks immediately headed to the side.  We were all still groggy, but I called to Earl.
 
   “Remember the dead people we didn’t have time to deal with yesterday?” I asked.  “It’s probably time.”
 
   We went over to Sparks and sure enough, there were corpses.  I didn’t need Sparks to tell me that they were the missing researchers.  Some of them had been stabbed in the heart, at least one of them had been decapitated, and most of them had been shot.
 
   “This is the real deal,” Cecilia said after looking at the symbols painted on one victim’s chest.  “Someone knew what they were doing when they killed these people.”
 
   “What were they doing?” Steve asked.  
 
   “They were looking for that door,” I said.  “They brought the tourists here to search, and when they didn’t find anything they killed them.  The ones who were stabbed were sacrifices in order to . . . I’m not sure.  Get luck?  Or power?  They think it will help with finding the door somehow.”  I sat down against the hill and stared into the forest.  “Even at gunpoint they couldn’t get anyone to go over there.”
 
   “The effect gets worse the closer you get,” Mordecai said.  “It’s awful at close range.” 
 
   “I know that now,” I said.  “It doesn’t matter.  The killers are those fake cops, that businessman Earl killed, and Dr. Abe Finch.  Plus some other guys in fancy suits.”
 
   “Shocking,” Zebulon said.  He didn’t sound very shocked.
 
   “Yes, who would have thought Dr. Finch would turn out to be a villain?” Earl said.  “And conveniently, he’s one of the last ones left.  I shot a couple of guys in suits at the hotel last night.”
 
   “Then we’ll have to catch him,” Mordecai said.
 
   “Someone needs to keep an eye on that researcher woman,” I said.  “Assuming Fiona doesn’t kill her first.”
 
   “Someone also needs to keep a close eye on you,” Steve said.  “These guys seem to think you’re a great sorcerer the way they’ve been following you around, and you do have a talent for finding certain things.”
 
   “If they want corpses they’ve shown no hesitation in creating their own,” I said.
 
   “I volunteer to watch Jaspar!” Zebulon said.  “We could have this wrapped up tonight!”
 
   “Not that soon,” Steve said.  “I still need to come up with a way to keep the chupacabras in their cave while I pour cement on top of them.”
 
   ***
 
   Fiona, who was happy to see Gregory again, had some ideas.  She was waiting in the marsh where the church had made great progress in building their wall.  Mordecai showed her the pictures he had taken.  We discussed our ideas for a while.  Fiona liked the idea of sealing the crack.  The only trouble was doing it without getting attacked.
 
   “We can use bait,” she said.  “Some of us can stand below the portal and make a fuss while you pour concrete, or whatever your plan is.”
 
   “Why will you be involved?” Cecilia asked.  “You’re never going to get down there with your leg.”
 
   “I will.  It’ll just take me a while.  And I’m going because I have the most experience with portals, and there are a few things I’d like to try.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Some of those runes look like they can be modified,” Fiona said.  “Do you see how they’re halfway between the markings on my portal and the signs in the tunnels?  With a line or two added or erased the spells can be changed.  If I can reverse the gate then eventually the chupacabras will be gone.  Then the only danger it would pose would be to really determined idiots sending themselves through a deadly portal.”  
 
   “That sounds reasonable to me,” Cecilia said.
 
   Steve had to go make arrangements with the surviving construction crew.  While he did that I went back to the Fry house and sorted through more stuff.  True to his word, Zebulon followed me.  While we did that, Earl and the sheriff oversaw hauling the bodies out of Bishop’s Corner.
 
   ***
 
   “We’re definitely getting a visit from the feds now,” Zebulon said as I sorted through the laundry.
 
   “I hope to be gone before that happens,” I told him.  
 
   “I don’t blame you,” he said.  “You live in California don’t you?  It must be a lot faster paced than here.”
 
   “I don’t mind a slow pace,” I said.  “It’s all the murders I don’t like.  It’s nerve-racking.”
 
   “Really?  You seem calm, all things considered.”
 
   “I’m not unused to violence, but there’s a limit.”
 
   “So this is about avoiding The Man?” Zebulon guessed.
 
   “Something like that,” I said.  “I try not to attract attention.  It’s why I joined the army during World War II even though I was old enough to miss the draft.”
 
   “I hate to tell you this,” Zebulon said, “but you look young enough to avoid the draft.  How old are you, anyway?”
 
   “About three hundred.  That’s how far back I can remember.”
 
   “Wow.  Did you fight in the Revolutionary War?”
 
   “No, I was barely aware that it was going on,” I told him.  “I was in Spanish territory at the time.”
 
   “So you’re not a native?”
 
   “It depends.  My earliest memories are of North Carolina.  Then I left and came back.  It ended up working in my favor.  It gave me a reason to get papers before they demanded so much documentation.  I would never have thought about it otherwise.”
 
   “That’s weird,” Zebulon said.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Papers are something you need in evil empires,” he said.  “Not the United States.”
 
   “Just try to get anything done without them,” I suggested.  “Or think back to all the times you’ve needed to show your driver’s license to get something done. I can’t let my passport lapse because I don’t have a birth certificate, and even if I knew where I was born, no one had birth certificates in the eighteenth century.”
 
   “I’d never thought about that,” Zebulon said.  
 
   “In some parts of the country they send you straight to jail just for not having valid ID,” I told him.  “Not that I think it’s likely here, but I also want to stay out of any system that might spot the missing pieces in my paper trail.”
 
   “I can see where you’re coming from,” Zebulon said.  “On the other hand, if your paper trail ends in Florida where are they going to deport you to?  I don’t think Spain’s going to take them back at this point.”
 
   “Countries can surprise you,” I said.  “After finally ending centuries of fighting over territory France tried to surrender to England when they weren’t even at war.  Anything can happen when money and politics are involved.”
 
   “I never heard about that,” Zebulon said.
 
   “It wasn’t one of either country’s finer moments.”
 
   “Are you going to spend the night here?” 
 
   “No.  I’m going to stay at the hotel.  Why?”
 
   “Just checking.  It’s probably safer at the hotel anyway.”
 
   “Do you have any idea why?”
 
   “There are more people there, and they installed security cameras a few years ago . . .”
 
   “No, I meant the mandatory bedtime,” I said.  “Everyone seems to know about it, but I haven’t heard why it happens.”
 
   “I’m not sure myself,” Zebulon said.  “It makes closing the bar interesting, I can tell you.”
 
   “It extends that far?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “And it doesn’t have any side effects?”
 
   “Well, weird dreams sometimes, but other than that no.  Jeremiah’s family has lived there for almost a hundred years, and none of them stood out as unusual.  If anything, Jeremy’s more normal than the rest of us.  He even left town for a few years.”
 
   “Hmm.”  I thought there was more to Jeremiah than met the eye.  Then again, the Whateleys had a habit of accusing each other of normalcy.
 
   “Hey, would you like to follow me to work tonight?” He asked.  “I could take the evening off to watch you sort towels, but the bar is less isolated.”
 
   “I’m not going to sort laundry all night,” I protested.  “I’m just trying to handle a bit at a time, and linens seem like they might be useful.  Most of this stuff is headed to either a thrift store or the dump.”
 
   “I’ll give you a discount,” Zebulon coaxed.  “I’ll pay for your dinner, too.”  I looked at the mound of sheets I hadn’t sorted yet and multiplied it by the other rooms in the house.
 
   “You’re on,” I said.
 
   As we left, I looked around the yard, checking for cultists, plant monsters, or anything else that might threaten Steve’s investment.  I could see a glimmer of light through the trees in the direction of Fiona’s house, and a brighter glow from the other side.  The other neighbor’s house was closer than I’d thought.  I wondered what secret obsession had driven them to live between a haunted town and looming cliffs.  On the way to the bar, I entertained myself with possible scenarios stranger than guarding a portal or digging a network of tunnels.  In reality, they were probably a retired computer programmer who liked their privacy or something else boring.  I didn’t bother asking Zebulon.  The truth would only be disappointing. 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 16: Goldfish uprising
 
    
 
   I was popular at the bar.  Everyone wanted to hear about the tunnel first hand.  It got overwhelming after a while.  I was regretting making an appearance, and the feeling intensified when Dr. Finch showed up.  Here was someone I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to again.
 
   “I heard you found something,” he said.
 
   “Yes,” I replied.  “A bunch of dead people.”
 
   “That must have been rough,” he said. “Can I buy you a drink?”
 
   “I’m done drinking for the evening,” I told him.  “I’ve got an early day tomorrow.”
 
   “Then why are you at a bar?”
 
   “For the company,” I said.  “What about you?  I thought you didn’t like this part of town.”
 
   “When I heard you recommend it I thought it might merit a second look,” he said.  “I’m afraid I don’t see the charm.”
 
   “It’s a bar,” I said, “they’re not usually charming.”
 
   “What I mean is the clientele doesn’t seem like your sort of people.”
 
   “And the people at the club did?”  I wondered who would be my sort of people.  The hotel bar was divided between young professionals at the bar itself and older couples eating at tables.  It was the sort of crowd I’d like to think I fit into, and if I ever gave up on trying to be normal this town or one like it was probably where I would end up.  Dr. Finch was fiddling with an ashtray now.  Zebulon was closer to the entrance, fixing drinks.
 
   “I suppose not,” he said.  “You struck me as someone who preferred quiet,”  ‘My kind of people’ was no people at all?  Dr. Finch sure knew how to give a compliment.  And he sucked at reading people.
 
   “You don’t get peace and quiet when you’re the center of the news,” was all I said.
 
   “That’s right,” he said, putting the ashtray down.  “It must have been shocking.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “Didn’t you say you were some kind of psychic?  The emanations must have been terrible.”
 
   “They were.”  Thinking back, I don’t think I did tell him I was psychic.  Dr. Finch must have been checking up on me.  If I’d needed a reason to be wary of him, I had one now.
 
   “I don’t see how you can bear to stay so near to such a terrible place.”
 
   “It isn’t like I’m moving in,” I said.  “I’m confident in the hotel’s security system.  What about you?  It must be just as shocking to have been on a tour so many people were killed on.”
 
   “Oh yes.  A certain amount of risk is implied in monster hunting.”
 
   “To me, it looked like the only monsters those people encountered were human.”
 
   “That happens too.  What other impressions did you get?”  Now he was being nosier than the locals.  Maybe he was one of those people who let their interest in their hobbies override good manners.  Or maybe all ritual murderers enjoyed talking about their crimes.
 
   “That they died badly,” I said.  “Really, I don’t like to talk about my gift, especially in public.”  And never with a guy I knew was a mass murderer.
 
   “Of course, of course.  Tell me, what were you doing down there?”
 
   “Monster hunting,” I said.  “Steve wanted to see the sights while he was here, and he’s my employer, so. . .”
 
   “And the locals?”  Dr. Finch’s voice seemed harsher.  It was almost like he didn’t believe me.
 
   “Even apart from his Jesticorps expense account, Steve’s richer than God,” I said mildly.  “If he wants to pay me to go sightseeing I don’t question his motives.  Or who else he hires.”  That was true enough.  I’d cut Steve a lot more slack on this trip than I usually did.  He seemed to be under a considerable amount of stress that I didn’t feel like adding to.
 
   “I see.”
 
   “How about you?” I asked.  “With all the murdering going on around here, are you going to cut your vacation short?”
 
   “No, no.  I’m sure my hotel is perfectly safe.”
 
   “So the prospect of Jason stalking the woods doesn’t bother you more than Bigfoot?”  He laughed.  
 
   “I can assure you, I’m prepared to deal with a human assailant.”  I knew that.  Some of his victims had tried to defend themselves.  Was there more to it?  Was he admitting he wasn’t human on some level?  I wasn’t cut out for investigating this sort of thing.  I wanted another drink now, and I really wanted Dr. Finch to get lost.  To that end, I shifted the topic.
 
   “Are you going to apologize to Dr. Cassidy?” I asked him.  I was curious, now that she’d been vindicated.  He looked annoyed.
 
   “My response was reasonable at the time,” he told me.  “She was hysterical.”
 
   “For a good reason,” I noted.
 
   “I was not hysterical,” Cassandra said coldly.  I jumped.  I’d had no idea she was in the bar.  “And I wouldn’t accept an apology if it was offered.”  Dr. Finch sneered at her.  It was the same look he’d had on his face when he was shooting tourists.
 
   “You’re still overwrought,” he said to her.  “It’s no wonder, with your students being killed.  Who knows what this incident will do to your funding.  Or your job.”
 
   Cassandra stared down at him.  Up until that moment, I’d dismissed her as a somewhat silly woman who didn’t understand what she was dealing with.  As she glared at Dr. Finch, I got the feeling that she knew exactly what she was dealing with now, and there was going to be hell to pay.  Dr. Finch stared into eyes that reflected death more surely than any shade I’d ever raised and seemed to pale a little.
 
   “What I meant was it’s been a terrible time for you, and-”
 
   “I know exactly what you meant,” Cassandra said.  “I hope you’ve enjoyed your vacation, Doctor.  If you will pardon us, I have some business with Mr. Windisle.”
 
   “Yes, excuse me,” he said.  Once he’d left the bar, she took his seat.  
 
   “He killed them,” she said.  She didn’t look at me.  She stared into the mirror over the bar instead.
 
   “Yes,” I told her.  “The police are building a case right now.”
 
   “I’d like a whiskey please,” she said to Zebulon.  “Why can’t they arrest him now?”
 
   “No physical evidence I would guess.”  Now she did turn to look at me, and I wished she’d dismissed me instead of Dr. Finch.
 
   “Do you still have a key to that dead man’s house?” she asked me.
 
   “Yes.  I’m still going through his things.”
 
   “I want back into his cellar,” she told me.  “I have some things I need to do, and my hotel room doesn’t have enough space.”
 
   “Is this about your rock measuring machine?”  She closed her eyes for a moment and nodded slightly.
 
   “You could say that,” she said.
 
   “Then I’ll let you in tomorrow morning.”  
 
   She smiled at me.
 
   “Thank you,” she said.  “It means the world to me.”  She stayed long enough to finish her whiskey and headed back to the hotel.
 
   “She’s up to something,” Zebulon said.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Are you sure it’s a good idea to let her use that house?”  
 
   I shrugged.
 
   “At least she isn’t going after him with an axe.  With the mood she was in, I didn’t want to get on her bad side.”
 
   “You’re right about that.  Are you really done drinking for the night?”
 
   “After that conversation?  I think I could do with another drink.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning there was a group of concerned citizens waiting for me in the lobby.  I greeted them. 
 
   “The FBI has finally taken notice of our situation and has a team on the way,” the sheriff said.  “Unless some miracle occurs, they’re going to consider you a person of interest.”  I nodded.  “I don’t want you to talk to them.” 
 
   I raised my eyebrows at that.
 
   “Why not?” I asked.  
 
   “What would you say?” He asked.  “You’ve been an eye witness to at least three murders in the last two weeks, and you were in the vicinity of a dozen more.  And every single one of them involved monsters or cultists.  There’s no way they won’t ask you a question that none of us want to be answered.”
 
   “I don’t see why they would,” I said.  “All the deaths I witnessed personally involved bullets, and no one’s trying to hide the radish monsters.  They’ve gone viral.”
 
   “I’m more worried about what they’ll ask when they run out of reasonable questions,” Sheriff Warren said.  “I don’t need them finding out we have a town full of witches and wizards.”
 
   “Even if I do tell them the monsters live in a magical cave won’t they dismiss me as a flaky psychic?” I asked.  “That’s what usually happens when I say something controversial.” 
 
    Earl shook his head.
 
   “They might, or they might see you as the kind of flake who might go crazy and kill people.  Especially since your alibi for quite a few of the murders is your stay in an enchanted hotel.”
 
   “Then they won’t care what I say because they’ll think I’m insane.”
 
   “I’ve put a spell on the police station,” Cecilia said, “so people won’t name you in their statements.  With luck, they’ll never know you were involved at all.”
 
   “That seems like a lot of effort,” I said.  Cecilia shrugged.  
 
   “You’re one of my best customers this month,” she said, “and you saved my life.  This is just payback.  But I don’t dare cast spells on federal agents, so it’s not a sure thing.”
 
   “Maybe I should just leave town,” I said.
 
   “I’m going to need you here a week or two longer,” Steve said, emerging from the lounge.  He gave no indication he’d heard the earlier part of the conversation.  “To no one’s surprise, my request for a new survey has met with resistance.”
 
   “What do you still need me for?” I asked.  Not that I wouldn’t love to spend months in Towenridge while Steve’s legal troubles were sorted out, but I did have other things I could be doing.  With what I had been paid so far, I could spend the next year on vacation. Preferably somewhere warm and sunny.
 
   “You can tell me if we’ve found all the corpses for one thing.”
 
   “Same with us,” the sheriff said.  “I’d like to hire you for that, once the FBI has left.  Now that we know they’re there it just doesn’t seem right to leave those people lying at the bottom of the hill.”
 
   “I can do that,” I told him.
 
   “In the meantime, keep a low profile.”
 
   “How low is a low profile?”  Theresa asked.  She’d been eavesdropping from the front desk.
 
   “Pretty low, I’d say,” Steve told her.  
 
   “Is the soda fountain low profile?” She asked.  “Because I want to go but my friends are busy, and Dad says I can’t wander around alone while a serial killer is on the loose, even if it is a half-day at school.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with it,” I told her.
 
   “Sure,” Cecilia said.  “I mean, why would the FBI be at the soda fountain?”
 
   ***
 
   Because they love ice cream soda, is why.  No sooner had Theresa and I sat down that afternoon than two men in black suits stepped in.  The youngest started laughing as soon as he entered.  They both had tans.  The one who was laughing was lightly browned; his companion looked orange.  The latter had dark hair that he wore greased back while the former’s hair was tousled and frosted.  I thought the FBI’s hair regulations were stricter than that.  I had heard that their standards had relaxed.  Or maybe this obscure little town had been sent substandard agents.  The laughing one was wearing sunglasses that were completely unnecessary at this time of year.  While his partner studied the menu, he went straight to the juke box.
 
   “Hey,” he said, “the songs are only a quarter!” His partner grunted in acknowledgment and continued ordering.  “They only have the oldies, though.”
 
   Theresa sighed
 
   “There goes the atmosphere.”
 
   “You can come back later,” I told her.
 
   “But you won’t be here!”
 
   “Did you want to talk to me about something?”
 
   “First of all, you shouldn’t take that job from the sheriff,” she whispered after making sure the agents were preoccupied with ordering.  “He didn’t tell anyone else to keep quiet or avoid anyone.  I think he’s up to something.”
 
   “I appreciate your concern,” I told her.  “I don’t see how I can get out of it though.  He told me not to leave town, and I don’t see him changing his mind before these gentlemen leave.”  She frowned at me.  
 
   “You should turn him down anyway.  All our most interesting guests disappear, and he never does anything about it.  Earl isn’t any better.  He spends most of the time he’s supposed to be patrolling visiting Fiona.”
 
   “Doesn’t she live in a dangerous area?”  I asked.  “Maybe she needs the help more than anyone else.”
 
   “Oh please,” Theresa said.  “They’re dating.  He’s visiting his girlfriend while on duty.” 
 
   “If you don’t like the way the police are doing their jobs have you tried complaining to your uncle?  He is the mayor.”
 
   “He said the same thing you did!”  Theresa said.  “Then he said it would all make sense when I got older, but I am older, and he still won’t take me seriously.”
 
   Now I was in a sticky position.  Since I had an ally, however young, I didn’t want to antagonize her.  On the other hand, if the Whateleys hadn’t explained to their daughter that those ‘interesting’ people were probably cultists it wasn’t my place to do it.  In the end, Theresa won.  She was trying to protect me after all.   
 
   “Sheriff Warren is trying to protect you, and so is your uncle,” I told her.  “If they don’t take an aggressive stance cultists would overrun your town.  That sucks for people like me, but it keeps you safe at night.”
 
   “You mean, it’s okay if you get killed because you might be a bad guy?”  Theresa wasn’t following my logic.
 
   “Well, no.  It’s not okay to kill me,” I told her.  “I’m just saying they have a reason to be paranoid.  Now, if that was the first thing you wanted to tell me, what was the second?”
 
   “It’s about that Dr. Finch.  He’s been sneaking around the hotel for the past few days.”
 
   “How do you know what he looks like?”
 
   “I didn’t at first,” she said.  “I saw him in the bar last night and I heard you and Zebulon talking about him.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this instead of your mom or dad?” She sighed and rolled her eyes.
 
   “I don’t want to bother them if it isn’t important,” she said.  “I thought you were investigating too.”
 
   “Not all investigations are created equal,” I said.  “I prefer to think of myself as doing a very particular version of land surveying.”  I ate some of my French fries.  “If Dr. Finch dies and gets buried at the construction site he’ll become my business, and I’ll ask him why he’s been sneaking around the hotel.”  She kicked me under the table.  Aren’t kids just adorable?
 
   “So is it important or not?”
 
   “Yes, it’s important.  Listen, there’s a ninety percent chance he’s a murderer.  If you see him outside the hotel don’t leave, okay?  Don’t follow him, don’t talk to him, just stay away.”  She nodded.
 
   “I’m not stupid,” she said.  “I just. . .we’re not usually the center of what’s happening.”  She poked at her lunch.  “Do you think this’ll be resolved before the reenactment?”
 
   “Isn’t that in a week?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I doubt it,” I told her.  “Steve has some things he has to deal with before construction is officially halted, and I have no idea how Fiona is going to manage.”
 
   “Is today dress like a pirate day?”  The shorter FBI agent asked.  Great, we’d caught their attention somehow.
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “Then why are you dressed like a pirate?
 
   “Because pirates are cool,” Theresa said.
 
   “Oh, are the two of you on a date?” he asked.  “How cute!” 
 
   “No way!  Theresa said.  “How old do you think I am?  He’s my babysitter!”  I laughed weakly.
 
   “A pirate is babysitting you?” he asked.  “I don’t know if I can allow that.”
 
   “Leave them alone, Lucky,” his partner said.  
 
   “You’re no fun,” Lucky complained.  “So what were you saying about a murderer?”
 
   “There is one,” I said.  “It isn’t safe for kids to wander around until they’re caught.”
 
   “People are being killed in my backyard!” Theresa told him.  “Plus, there were the fake police!”
 
   “That’s crazy,” Lucky said.  “So why does your babysitter think Dr. Finch is a murderer?”  Theresa gave him a look that I would describe as uncharitable.
 
   “He’s, like, the only person who’s gone on that illegal monster tour and come back,” she said.
 
   “What kind of monsters do you see on an illegal monster tour?” he asked her.
 
   “Illegal ones,” Theresa replied. 
 
   “I should have known,” he said.  “Perhaps we can have them deported.”
 
   “Are you real FBI agents?” she asked.  
 
   “Yes, we are,” the quiet one said.  Theresa sized them up.
 
   “You look less like FBI agents than the fake ones on TV.”
 
   “We did our best, but Scully was busy,” Lucky joked.  Theresa gave him a blank stare.
 
   “She was the skeptical agent on the X-Files,” I told her.
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard of that show,” Theresa said.  “It’s like Lost, right?”
 
   “Not really. . .”
 
   “No!  Don’t tell me watching the X-Files makes me old,” Lucky said.  
 
   “Okay, I won’t.”  Theresa went back to her meal.
 
   “At least I only watched it in reruns.”
 
   “You are real FBI agents, aren’t you?” I asked the quieter one.  He was tall and wide and despite his overall look, exuded an aura that screamed ‘federal agent.'  He nodded.
 
   “The police weren’t eager to take our word for it either,” Lucky said. “What happened to make you all so skittish?”
 
   “There was a shoot out,” I said.  “There have been quite a few lately.”
 
   “Then where are the reporters?” The big one wanted to know.  “I thought the police report was exaggerated.”
 
   “We don’t get respectable reporters around here,” Theresa said.  “And the ones showing up for the chupacabras are staying in the next town.”
 
   “Wait, there’s a town closer to the mall?” I asked.  
 
   “No, but it has more amenities,” Theresa said, “and it’s got paved roads leading to it.”
 
   “No kidding,” Lucky said.  “Your town is hidden pretty well.  I’m surprised you have so many tourists.””
 
   “I’m surprised they haven’t left,” the taller agent said.
 
   “They’re here for monsters,” I said.  “Who knows what they’re thinking?”  
 
   “Not much,” Theresa muttered.
 
   “I’m sure you’d like to get back to eating,” the taller agent said.  “I’m Agent Steiner and this is Agent Starr.  If you see anything suspicious call the police station, and we’ll be happy to investigate.”  I bet he wouldn’t have said that if he’d known how many suspicious things were going on in this town.
 
   ***
 
   Theresa was very quiet when we left.
 
   “Do you think they’ll get to the bottom of it?” She asked.
 
   “Your sheriff is already hiding things from them,” I said.  “So I’d guess not.  Then again, I don’t know how much you have to know about a murder to figure out who did it.”
 
   “But you know,” she said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Could you raise those guys as zombies to hunt down their killer?” She asked.
 
   “No,” I said.  That’s not how it works.  I can only work with spirits, not physical matter.  And based on my experiences with dogs, shades aren’t capable of revenge.”
 
   “You’ve raised the ghost of a vengeful dog?” she asked.
 
   “Sort of.  What I meant was that shades aren’t very specific.  A shade dog is like a prototype of all dogs.  If I raised Lassie as a ghost she’d bark and wag her tail and follow humans around, and since she’s a collie she’d probably try to herd things, but if Timmy fell down the well she wouldn’t have a clue what to do.”
 
   Theresa thought about that.
 
   “Can I see?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I want to,” she said.  “I have a bunch of goldfish buried in the backyard.  You could raise one of them.”
 
   “I don’t think that goldfish will work too well,” I said.
 
   “Please? I’ll give you all of my allowance.”
 
   “How much is your allowance?”
 
   “Ten dollars.”
 
   “That’s how much you think raising the dead is worth?”  She shrugged.
 
   “They’re only goldfish.  How about all my allowance for a month?” 
 
   We were in the hotel parking lot now.  I sighed.
 
   “I’ll do it for free,” I said, “since we’re friends and all, but don’t get your hopes up.”
 
   “Great!” she cheered.  “When do we start?”
 
   “First we need a shovel,” I said.  “They have to be exposed to air.  We’ll have to hope they haven’t rotted away completely yet.”
 
   “Oh, that’s all right.  The biggest one died just a few weeks ago.”
 
   ***
 
   Mrs. Whateley looked surprised when we came in to get the shovel.  When Theresa explained what we were doing, she insisted on coming along to watch.  I couldn’t blame her.  As far as I know no one’s made a goldfish themed horror movie, but can you imagine the possibilities?  And let’s face it, for a thirteen-year-old to have lots of dead goldfish those fish hadn’t been living the life of Riley.  Those guys can live for twenty years if they’re treated right.
 
   The goldfish weren’t buried deep, so I stopped Theresa as soon as I saw a fish bone.
 
   “I’m surprised there isn’t a smell,” Mrs. Whateley said.
 
   “Fish rot quickly,” I told her.  I reached out and touched the bone, then slowly pulled my hand away.
 
   “Look, Mom, it really is Barry!”
 
   “Wow,” I said.  Barry was ten inches long.  He had a standard comet body type and a nice calico pattern.  He was translucent like all shades, and like all shades he was attracted to me.  Which was good because as soon as Theresa tried to pet him he zoomed across the yard to hide in a tree.  
 
   “I guess you were wrong about him needing water,” she said.  She sounded disappointed.
 
   “Goodness,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “I had no idea he could move that quickly.”  She looked down.  “You certainly are good at raising the dead, Mr. Windisle.”  Theresa started laughing. “And my daughter is even worse at raising fish than I thought.”
 
   It had been a mass goldfish grave, and now the goldfish were rising up.  Barry must have been an exceptionally tough fish.  None of the other fish were anywhere near as big as him.  Most of them were in the three to the five-inch range.  The majority of them were comets; there were also orandas and bubble eyes.  All of them were surrounding me to the point that it was disorienting.  Sparks huddled against my neck.  He gave me impressions of swimming endlessly around the same plants, waiting for food to fall from above.  I got a general sense of contentment.  Then, I got a sense of being eaten.  
 
   Getting bitten by a shade is impossible, they’re just not solid enough.  It seemed that gentle nibbling was not out of the question, however.  I waved my arms over my head to brush them away.  Theresa laughed and held out her hands.
 
   “Try it, Mom,” she said as a few fish came over to her.  “They tickle!”  Mrs. Whateley smiled and held out a hand.
 
   “You’re right,” she said.  “Oh, Barry’s coming back.”
 
   “They don’t stay away from me for long,” I said.  “You can play with them for a while longer, but I have to put them back.”
 
   “What happens if you don’t?” Theresa wanted to know.
 
   “Not much happens to them,” I said.  “But I look weird.”
 
   At that moment, Agent Starr came around the side of the building.
 
   “There you are!” He called out.  “My partner and I want to rent a room if you’ve got any.  The other hotels are . . .” I could see him taking in the goldfish.  “. . . weirder.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “We do have rooms available.  You’ll have to pardon our flying goldfish infestation.  I assure you, they’re quite harmless.”
 
   “Flying . . . of course.”
 
   “There aren’t any on the fourth floor if you’d like to stay there.”
 
   “That would be great.  Do you have a smoking room?”
 
   “Our hotel is smoke-free, but you can smoke in the garden.  I can rent you a room next to the stairs if you’d like.”
 
   With Agent Starr there I didn’t dare try to stuff the goldfish back into their bodies, but I was tempted.  I pretended to be enjoying them as much as Theresa. 
 
   “I think Barry likes you,” she said.  “He’s swimming over your head.”  
 
   “Oh good,” I said. 
 
   When Mrs. Whateley and Agent Starr left, I started trying to put the goldfish to rest.  I knew it wouldn’t be easy since I had to match the right fish with the right bones, but I hadn’t appreciated just how hard it would be.  Barry, in particular, didn’t want to be handled again.  By the time evening came I still had a dozen or so fish swirling around me.  Theresa didn’t see what the problem was, and Zebulon was equally unsympathetic.
 
    
 
   “That’s what happens when you humor little kids,” he said as he handed me a drink.  “Don’t worry, they suit you.”  He snickered.  “They’re very cute.”
 
   “What the hell is that thing on your head?” Earl asked when he arrived.
 
   “A goldfish,” I said.  “His name is Barry.”
 
   “Alright,” he said after a moment.  “I take it it’s an occult goldfish.”
 
   “Oh yes,” I said.  “Behold, the fell power of necromancy.”
 
   “Isn’t he adorable?” Zebulon asked.  
 
   “So how was your day with the FBI?” I asked, ignoring the bartender.
 
   “Exhausting,” Earl said.  “Although they weren’t around much.  I think our town is stranger than they anticipated.”
 
   “They’re staying at this hotel,” I said.  “If the tourist stuff is too much, what kind of help are they going to be?”
 
   “Hell if I know,” Earl admitted.  “First they have to get up to speed.  I wouldn’t be surprised if they spent the next week re-interviewing people.  You should feel lucky you’re getting left out of it.”  I nodded.
 
   “Have you seen Steve lately?” he asked me.
 
   “No, he’s busy with his company.  I guess I should be glad,” I waved my hand at the goldfish.  “Now I’m not going to leave until I’ve returned Barry and Co. to whence they came.”
 
   The next few days were not productive.  Returning the goldfish proved to be more difficult than I’d expected.  They reanimated faster than I could put them back, and they could swim out of my reach.  They were as eager to get back to their body as any other shade if I could get them close enough, but unlike birds or insects they never got there on their own.  Next time I raised a fish it would be a catfish, or a halibut, or some other bottom hugger.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 17: Rugged Metropolis and Spaceship Ecstasy
 
    
 
   In between efforts to quell the goldfish uprising I sorted Mr. Fry’s worldly possessions.  While I was there, I tried to ignore the sounds Cassandra was making in the basement.  It sounded like she was forging her own robot army.  We’d carried her machine to the hotel in pieces, and I’d never seen it fully assembled.  Maybe it needed to be welded.  At least that would explain why she couldn’t work on it at the hotel.
 
   I was often joined by Cecilia or Zebulon.  They had both decided that I was like a helpless baby bird, unable to spend any time alone without getting into trouble.  I appreciated Zebulon visiting because he’d help me carry things to the garbage.  Cecilia just found a convenient pile of junk to lean on and made small talk.  
 
   “You know, if you swallowed your pride you could probably get one of those shows about hoarders to come help you with this,” Cecilia said one day.  “Steve could pretend to be the angry landlord who’s about to throw you out unless you clean, and we could be your relatives who are supportive but on the verge of giving up.  Then they’d haul this stuff away for free.”
 
   “Pretend?” I said.  “If I did this to his house Steve would do a lot more than evict me.  And I can’t believe you want to get on a reality show that badly.”
 
   “It could be heartwarming,” she said.  “On the last day you could experience a major breakthrough, and we’d all cry!”
 
   “And I’d be humiliated on national television.  No thanks.”
 
   “They’re always careful to say that the hoarder is mad as a hatter and not responsible for their bad behavior,” she argued.  
 
   “That’s not much better,” I retorted.  “How about, instead of trying to volunteer me for television, you tell me if there’s anyone nearby who’d be interested in buying some of this stuff.”
 
   “It’s not my kind of thing,” she admitted.  “The churches might take the sheets and other linens off your hands for free, but I don’t know what they’d do with them.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I said.  “I was going to toss most of those.  The sheets that were at the bottom of the stack are falling apart.  It’s all his unopened cleaning supplies and those magazines that I think can be sold.”
 
   “What is it with old people and magazines?” Cecilia asked.  
 
   “In ancient times, before the internet, those magazines might have been the only chance to read those articles,” I told her.  “I doubt every issue of Fantasy Cowboy had a story worth treasuring forever, but I can understand why he saved them.  I’ve got three decades of National Geographic in storage myself.”
 
   “Fantasy Cowboy?” Cecilia repeated.  “Do you mind if I read those?”  I looked at her expression.
 
   “Sure.  You’re probably in for a disappointment,” I told her.  “I can’t overemphasize how bad some of the pulp stories were.”
 
   “I’m hoping it will be bad,” she told me.  “And what’s this?  Rugged Metropolis?  Spaceship Ecstasy?  Boxing Fever?  Is this old-timey porn?”  I tried to smother a laugh.
 
   “I don’t know about Spaceship Ecstasy, but those titles evoked an entirely different kind of excitement in the 1930’s.”
 
   “If they hold up to the promise of their titles, you may have found yourself a customer.”
 
   “For two rooms full of pulp magazines?  I thought you wanted me to star on Hoarders.”
 
   “I’ll just pick out the good ones later,” she said.  She already had Fantasy Cowboy open.  “Oh, there are cowboys in Antarctica already.  Nevermind, I guess this is part of a serial.”  She started looking through the magazines for the previous installment.
 
   “By the way, Fiona wants to know if you’d like to come over on Sunday after church.  She wants company while she bakes for the reenactment.”
 
   “I doubt I’ll have anything else to do,” I said.
 
   “You should keep the fish around,” she said.  “I’m sure she’ll get a kick out of them.”
 
   “That won’t be a problem,” I said.  Sparks appeared to be reading over Cecilia’s shoulder while Barry took his usual place above my head.  “I don’t know if I’ll ever get rid of them at this rate.”
 
   “Good.”  
 
   I didn’t think it was good at all.  I’d taken more shit over these stupid fish than anything else I’d done in three hundred years of poor decision-making.  Cecilia definitely had a different worldview than I did.  Maybe it was because she’d grown up in Towenridge.  Maybe it was because she was a witch.  Speaking of which-
 
   “Could you tell me something?” I asked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “What does being a witch entail?” 
 
   She looked up at me.
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “I’ve never needed to.  You’re the first real witch I’ve met.”
 
   “Oh, cool,” she said, putting the magazine aside.  “For starters, I’m not psychic like you are.  All witches spells are the result of studying.”
 
   “Fiona said the same thing about wizardry.  She didn’t say much else, though.”
 
   Cecilia smiled.
 
   “No, she doesn’t talk about her work much.  That’s okay.  I can explain them both to you.”
 
   “Wizards are heavier hitters than witches, for starters.  You won’t catch me battling inter-dimensional monstrosities, and not just because it would ruin my nails.  You probably guessed that already.”
 
   I had.  Fiona wasn’t defeating eldritch horrors from beyond with kung fu or her charming personality.  I wasn’t buying her claim that she got them all with a shotgun either.
 
   “Apart from that, witches tend to use natural ingredients, preferably edible ones.  Wizards channel power from the environment, sometimes by building or carving stuff, and sometimes by using vital essences, which-
 
   “You mean blood, right?”
 
   “Yep.  Some schools of wizardry are big on blood.  Body fluids are a bit of a gray area, to be honest.  Blood is used almost entirely by wizards, spells that call for spit or pee tend to be witchcraft.”
 
   “Pee?”  I repeated.
 
   “Mostly pregnancy spells,” she explained.  “When it comes to killing stuff as part of a spell, human sacrifice is strictly wizards, and chickens are strictly witchcraft.”
 
   “Another big difference,” she continued, “is that wizards have more attack spells, and witches are all about defense.  Wizards can set people on fire from across the state if they have enough power.  If I want to hurt someone from a distance I have to get my hands on something that belongs to them, perform a ritual, get them to take it back, and then never know for sure if any bad thing that happens to them is the result of my curse or just bad luck.  On the other hand, you don’t want to mess with me in my home or my store.”
 
   “Wizards also tend to be more preoccupied with money than witches because wizardry is expensive.  They need exotic ingredients and special metals to do the most basic spells, and for really big stuff they need a stone circle or a power center, or a portal like the one we saw earlier, and for that they need land.  Whereas I could replace all of my favorite spell components for less than a hundred dollars at the supermarket.”
 
   “So Fiona is wealthy?”  
 
   Cecilia shrugged.
 
   “The Whateleys are one of those families that always seems to have money.  If you ask me it’s more than countered by being stuck in the same house her whole life.”
 
   “Is she really stuck?”
 
   “More by a sense of responsibility than anything else,” she said.  “And maybe guilt.”
 
   “What does she have to feel guilty about?”
 
   “Well, her parents died within a year of each other.  She might feel responsible.”
 
   “Tetanus is an odd thing to have an epidemic of,” I said, “but she did say they didn’t get their shots.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Maybe that’s why she’s such a good housekeeper,” I continued.  
 
   “You’re no slouch yourself,” Cecilia said.  “You’ve got the whole living room cleared out already.”
 
   “I’ve got motivation,” I said.  “Steve said all this could be mine, but he won’t want it in his new house forever.”
 
   “So you think he’s going to keep it?”
 
   “This house?  I don’t see why not.  He’s going to be here for another year at least.  Probably longer now that most of the construction crew he hired is dead.”
 
   “Hmm.”  Cecilia looked thoughtful.  “I’ve been meaning to ask you; how long have the two of you known each other?”
 
   Cassandra entered the living room, interrupting us.  She had dark circles under her eyes, and her clothes were coated with grease.
 
   “Are you going to be here much longer?” she asked. 
 
   “No,” I said.  “I’m going to have dinner with the Whateleys in about an hour.”
 
   “Oh.”  She stared at the living room.  “You’ve made a lot of progress.”
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “How is your project going?”
 
   “Better than I expected,” she said.  “I’ve hit a few snags here and there, but for the most part I’m ahead of schedule.”
 
   “That’s good and all,” Cecilia said as she stood up, “but you need a break dear.  You look awful.”  The corners of Cassandra’s mouth turned up.
 
   “I’ll take a break later,” she said.  “I still have work to do.  Maybe I’ll do some of those logic puzzles.”  Her eyes moved, tracking the goldfish.  “Is this the invasion Agent Starr was warning me about?”
 
   “Yes,” I said. 
 
   “How pretty.”  She held out her hand to touch Barry. This close up she looked like a ghost herself.  “I didn’t think ghosts would be pretty.”  Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed.  Fortunately, she was surrounded by laundry, so it didn’t do her any harm. Cecilia shrieked and batted at the nearest goldfish.
 
   “It wasn’t them,” I told her.  “I think she’s just tired.  I got the impression that she’s been here since yesterday morning.”
 
   “Wow,” Cecilia said.  “Then she really does need to rest.  Should we put her in one of the bedrooms?”
 
   “No, we’d better take her to the hotel.  This house isn’t exactly safe.”
 
   We were able to wake Cassandra up enough to walk to my car.  She held my arm for support the whole way.  It was already dark, so we had to go slow.  The wind was up this evening, and the trees around the house were creaking.  I’d have to mention it to Steve.  I knew he wouldn’t want his new house to get crushed even if he never intended to live in it.  
 
   I was looking around, trying to see if any trees were leaning towards the house when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye.  I tried to get Cassandra to hurry without letting her know something was wrong.  Just when I’d convinced myself that the rustling was just the wind, I heard it again.  
 
   “Cecilia?”  I said.  
 
   “I heard it too,” she whispered.  “Is it a ghost?”
 
   “No,” I said.  “Shades don’t hide from me.”  They couldn’t bear to leave me alone, more’s the pity.  I was very aware that the glowing goldfish circling my head were giving away my position.  
 
   “Let’s ignore it,” Cecilia suggested.  “Act like you didn’t hear a thing, and we’ll get into our cars and drive away.”
 
   “Do you think that’s safe?”
 
   “It’s worked for me before,” she said.  “If you start saying ‘who’s there?’ or ‘what’s that?’  that’s the alien’s cue to attack.”
 
   The rustling was coming from more than one direction now.  It was also closer.  
 
   We were at my passenger door.  With no other plan coming to mind I put Cassandra in the car and got her buckled in.
 
   “Now what?” I asked Cecilia.  “This door won’t close unless I slam it.”  Cecilia rifled through her pockets.    The rustling was definitely headed towards us.
 
   “I have some salt,” she said.  “I can make a quick circle of protection.  It’ll only help if whatever’s out there is magical.  If it’s a bear, we’re screwed.”  I felt like a weight had been lifted.
 
   “Of course,” I said.  “It doesn’t have to be cultists or monsters does it?”  Cecilia started scattering salt on the ground around us.
 
   “This is the wrong tactic to take,” I said as she chanted something and reached around me to pour more salt.  “If it’s an animal we just need to be assertive.”
 
   “And if it’s a chupacabra we should have run for it already,” she whispered.  “Get a grip.  Okay, we’re farther from the house than from either car and Dr. Cassidy is in no shape to run anyway.  If I run to my van, anything could get me before I unlocked the door, so let me into the back of your car.  I’ll unlock the driver’s side, so when you slam her door you can run around the car and get right in.  Then you can drive to the police station and make Earl investigate.”
 
   “We are going to feel so stupid if it’s a raccoon,” I said.  I was sure it wasn’t.  And just as I said it out loud my school of fish bunched together and darted back in to the house.  Wordlessly I unlocked the door for Cecilia.  She climbed in and nodded.  I slammed Cassandra’s door, and there was an earsplitting howl from the woods, and a chorus of eldritch voices screaming in a way that made my skin crawl.  I ran around to the front of the car and reached the driver’s side door just as Cecilia pushed it open.    I slammed and locked the door, put the key in the ignition, and turned on the headlights.  They illuminated a creature out of a nightmare.  
 
   It was a bipedal skeleton, dripping with gore.  It was at least fifteen feet tall.  I was too terrified to take in more details, except that it had a bestial head, and it was staring straight at me.  I hit the gas and drove into its knees.  
 
   “Reverse!”  Cecilia screamed at me.  “Reverse!”  Fortunately, the bone monster didn’t fall onto us; if it had we would have been crushed.  I put the car in reverse.  The creature howled again and came after us.  
 
   “Go faster!”  Cecilia said.  
 
   “We won’t get away if I drive into a ditch,” I reminded her.  I tried to calm my own racing heart before soothing her.  “With all the time it took us to get in the car while it stalked us it can’t be very fast.”
 
   “I don’t care!”  She shrieked.  “Go faster!”
 
   “What’s that?”  Cassandra asked groggily.  I was almost to the road when we were surrounded by blinding light and a thunderclap.  I hit the brakes in surprise.  When my vision came back the monster was lying in burnt chunks on the ground, and Fiona was standing behind it.  I put the car in park and groaned.  
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said when I got out of the car.  “I swear I usually keep these things confined to my property.”
 
   “That came through your portal?”  I asked.  
 
   “Yes, along with friends,” she said.  “Don’t worry about the mess, I’ll clean it up.”
 
   “Thanks for saving us,” I told her.  
 
   “It’s my job,” she said.  “If you live here you shouldn’t go out at night.  Escapees from my house aren’t the only dangerous things up by the cliffs.”
 
   “I know,” Cecilia said.  “I should have taken more care.”
 
   “Quite,” Fiona said.  “This place could use some landscaping.”  She looked at the hunks of the monster at her feet.  “Assuming anything can grow here.  I believe this was a hellbeast of some sort.  Their blood often fouls the earth.  Something to keep in mind before you waste time and money on anything elaborate.”
 
   “You mean before Steve wastes his time,” I corrected her.
 
   “Yes, if Steve lives here,” she said.  “Will you be coming over tomorrow Mr. Windisle?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” I said.
 
   “Excellent.  If you’ll excuse me, I have to get some cleaning equipment.”  She turned and walked back into the forest.  My school of goldfish came back to me, swimming around my head as if they hadn’t just abandoned me.
 
   “Well,” Cecilia said, “Fiona has a harder job than I thought.”
 
   “Was that lightning?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s a wizard, remember?  Wizards can do that.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  Let’s get in our cars and get out of here before anything else crawls out of the woods.”
 
   “Right.  And I’ll still meet you at the hotel?”  I looked into the car.  Cassandra was collapsed in her seat, seeming oblivious to everything that had just happened.
 
   “Yes please,” I said.  “If that didn’t wake her up I’ll need help getting her up the steps.”
 
   Cecilia followed me back to the hotel without further trouble and helped me get Cassandra to her room.
 
   “Is this a kidnapping in progress?”  Agent Steiner asked from behind us.  
 
   “No, just someone working too hard,” Cecilia said.  “What’s it to you?”
 
   “I am an FBI agent,” he reminded her.
 
   “And have you solved any crimes lately?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m getting there,” he said.  “Is that Dr. Cassidy?”
 
   “Yes, but she’s not in any shape to answer questions,” I told him.  Her head rolled against my shoulder.  “She’s pretty out of it.”
 
   “I see,” he said.  “When she’s awake, would you let her know I need to interview her?” He moved closer.
 
   “Sure,” I said.  
 
   Agent Steiner leaned over to check out her eyes.
 
   “Do you really think she’s just tired?” He asked.  
 
   “We know she hasn’t been sleeping,” I said. 
 
   “And she was talking right up until she collapsed,” Cecilia added.  “She woke up a little when Jaspar shook her, so it wasn’t a seizure.”  Agent Steiner continued staring at her face.
 
   “Maybe we should take her to a doctor just to be safe,” I said.  Now that someone else was involved leaving her alone didn’t seem like such a good idea.
 
   “Oh, I can stay with her,” Cecilia said.  “I have my new magazines to read.  You go have dinner.”
 
   “If you’re sure. . .”
 
   “I’m positive,” Cecilia said.  I helped her put Cassandra in bed and left.  Agent Steiner was still standing outside the room.
 
   “Have you known Miss Bishop long?” he asked me.
 
   “For almost three weeks now,” I said.  “Why?”
 
   “You seem awfully close.”
 
   “She’s easy to get along with.”
 
   “Hmm.”  He stared at the fish circling my head.
 
   “One of these was staring in my window last night.”  I looked up at them.
 
   “It’s better than cockroaches,” I said.  “At least goldfish are nice to look at.”
 
   “Sure, but flying goldfish are different.  What are they up to?”
 
   “Not much, I would imagine.  They’re not really there.  See?”  I took a swipe at Barry, and after an instant of resistance my hand passed through.  “Besides, they’re goldfish.  It’s not like they can bite.”
 
   “I suppose not.  The first hotel we tried to stay in had red food coloring in their drinking water.”
 
   “You went in?  I didn’t have the guts after looking at their signs.”
 
   “Lucky thinks the fish are the greatest thing ever.”
 
   “The greatest?  He’s easily impressed.”
 
   “He’s been trying to figure out how they’re doing it since he saw them.”
 
   “Oh, you think it’s a gimmick, like at the other hotels?”  Agent Steiner raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You don’t?”  I looked at my school of fish roaming the halls and sighed.
 
   “I’ve decided not to think about it as long as I’m still getting a good night’s sleep.”
 
   “Yeah.  I don’t think I’ve slept better in my life.  It’s odd.  The mattresses don’t seem different from standard hotel mattresses.”
 
   ***
 
   I’d been getting some grief over the phantom goldfish, but not nearly as much as Fiona gave me the next day.
 
   “How long have you been walking the earth?” she asked.  “Yet here you are, being bested by a bunch of dead fish.”
 
   “They’re trickier than they look,” I protested.  It seemed we were going to ignore the events of last night.  She hadn’t brought it up, and I couldn’t think of a graceful way of mentioning it.  She was rolling out pastry while I ‘helped’ by eating the fragments of pie crust she deemed not good enough.  She was making blueberry, blackberry, and pumpkin pies.  I’d wondered how she was planning to make food for hundreds of people in one day, but her oven turned out to be wider on the inside than the outside.  Every time she opened it I had to look away, or my eyes started to hurt.
 
   “They’re fish,” she said, “you should be able to trick them with your eyes closed.”
 
   “Gregory’s a squid, and he can get the best of you.”  Gregory seemed to be in heaven.  Every time Fiona looked away he ate another berry.  He was already almost as fat as he’d been after eating the chupacabra.
 
   “Squid are highly intelligent for their size,” she said, “goldfish are not.”
 
   “So, how’s the investigation going?” I asked her.
 
   “As well as it could be,” she said.  “After I deliver all this I’m going to go to the cave myself and see what I can do about the portal.”
 
   “How are you going to get down that hill?” I asked. 
 
   “I’m not going alone,” she said.  “Zebulon and Mordecai are coming with me.”
 
   “Not Earl?”  They seemed close, and he was a good person to have around if things got violent.  Which seemed likely if she was going to head down that hill.  If the cultists figured out what was going on it would be a piece of cake for them to set up an ambush for anyone leaving the tunnel.
 
   “Zebulon insisted on coming and I think those federal agents would notice if both men who recently shot somebody disappeared at the same time.”
 
   “Is there going to be trouble over that?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think so,” Fiona said.  “They both have witnesses swearing that it was self-defense.”
 
   “What about the man Earl shot in the swamp?”  I asked.  “I was the only other person there, and I haven’t given a statement.”
 
   “They don’t know about that one,” Fiona said.  “After he saw what was in that book, the sheriff made Mr. Smith disappear.” 
 
   “Do I want to know?”
 
   “You definitely don’t want to be in the hands of anyone who owns that type of thing, let alone carries it around with them.”  She started putting more pies in the oven.  “It’s full of nasty stuff for the sake of being nasty.”
 
   “Who has it now?”
 
   “I cut out the text and burned it,” she said.  “The cover is going to the Arkham Society of Cultural Anachronism.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “They do a different kind of historical reenactment.  They can fill it with blank pages and use it in their games.”
 
   It seemed like as good a plan as any, but I had to ask,
 
   “Didn’t you think of donating the whole thing to a library or a museum?”  She gave me a scathing look.
 
   “So some other sicko can learn how to make origami cranes out of living human skin?  This is the twenty-first century Jaspar.  We don’t need to save trash just because it was written on high-quality paper.  It can go in the garbage where it belongs.  Or in the case of that book, in seven separate bodies of water, each blessed by seven holy men from different religions.”
 
   “When you destroy a book you really destroy a book.”
 
   “I like to think I can learn a lesson occasionally.  If I’d been as thorough with the psychic cheese wasps, we both could have avoided a great deal of aggravation.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   “Are you going to the reenactment?” she asked with deliberate casualness.
 
   “Since I’m here I thought I might as well see what the fuss is about.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.”
 
   “Why are you going down to the cave right after the reenactment?” I asked.  “Wouldn’t it be better to wait a day and get an early start?”
 
   “It will be safest immediately after the reenactment.”
 
   “We didn’t worry about timing the last time,” I said.  “Should we have?”  Fiona seemed to search for the right words to say.
 
   “Whatever is in Bishop’s Corner follows cycles.  A few weeks ago it didn’t matter if you went down there and had a picnic.  Right now, it would be very dangerous even if there weren’t cultists to worry about.”
 
   And yet multiple people had told me that no one knew what was down there.  It was so hard to tell when the people in this place were acting on secret information when they were being superstitious, and when they were just being odd.
 
   “By the way,” she said as she started rolling out more pie crusts,” I heard about the conversation between you and the sheriff the other day.”
 
   “The one where he told me to keep quiet if I knew what was good for me?”
 
   “That’s the one,” she said.  “I wouldn’t worry too much about it if I were you.”
 
   “Why not,” I asked somewhat sharply.  I’d been worrying about it every time I passed the agents in the hotel lobby.  It didn’t help that Agent Starr liked making small talk.
 
   “Mordecai told them everything when he was questioned,” she said.  “And by everything I mean he told them that our town is full of witches and cultists, that the hotel is haunted, and that the woods are crawling with monsters.  From what I heard they didn’t take it well.  As a Whateley and the mayor, there’s no way Sheriff Warren can bury him out in the woods, and you couldn’t possibly do more damage than he did.”
 
   I was stunned.  Mordecai hadn’t struck me as naïve or stupid enough to do something like that.
 
   “How’d the sheriff take it?”  I asked.  Fiona sighed.  
 
   “I said there’s no way, but I’m afraid my cousin came very close to earning himself a shallow grave.  I expect things to be tense tomorrow.  Not nearly as tense as they would have been if my boyfriend had killed you to keep you from talking though.”
 
   I felt very cold.  It was one thing to suspect people had been thinking about killing me, another to know.
 
   “You’re talking about Earl right?”  
 
   She nodded.  
 
   “That was before Mordecai marched into the police station yesterday afternoon and gave his interview.”
 
   “He did that yesterday?”  I asked.  Agent Steiner hadn’t shown any sign of having a truckload of crazy dumped on him earlier in the day.  Come to think of it, Mordecai didn’t seem different either.  “He seemed his usual self at dinner.”
 
   “Mordecai’s always been the quiet, determined one,” Fiona said.  “If you want to know why he did it you’ll have to ask him yourself.  He refused to explain himself to me.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll do that,” I said.
 
   I spent the rest of the day surrounded by the smell of baking, talking about nothing in particular and feeding Gregory blackberries whenever Fiona’s back was turned.  Earl stopped by for a while and told stories about his alleged antics as a train robber.  I didn’t bring up the plan to kill me.  It seemed petty, and he was an excellent storyteller.  I left looking forward to the reenactment. 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 18: So, fire is a major theme?
 
    
 
   The next morning I woke up early.  The hotel lobby was crowded with people.
 
   “When does this thing start?” I asked Jeremiah.
 
   “Eleven,” he said.  “We’re having unusually good weather for it, too.”
 
   He might say that, but I was glad I’d bought a pirate coat and a turtleneck.  I could see my breath and I wasn’t even outside yet.  I found the FBI agents in the dining room.  Agent Starr was cradling his head in his hands.
 
   “It’s stalking me,” he was saying.  “And what’s going on today?”
 
   “The Battle of Jericho,” I told him.
 
   “There it is!” He said, pointing at me.  “It was there again last night, too!”  I realized he was pointing at Barry.  “Your fishy minions are stalking me!”
 
   “They’re not my minions,” I said.  “They won’t do a thing I want them to.”  I got extra coffee and made myself some toast.  Mrs. Whateley wasn’t making breakfast this morning.  She was too busy with the reenactment.  
 
   The agents left eventually, Agent Starr staring at the fish as he went.  He seemed afraid to turn his back on them.  Perhaps he’d taken some of Mordecai’s interview to heart.  After breakfast, I moved down to the library.  I wasn’t concerned with a good seat nearly as much as I was with not freezing.  
 
   Thanks to it housing the central heating unit the basement was warmer than the lobby.  The library wasn’t much to write home about.  There was a selection of books about Washington State and a bunch of thrillers and romance novels.  There was an encyclopedia set, and the dictionary I’d been looking for earlier.  I opened it and looked up interstitial.  The first definition was the usual non-definition; pertaining to, situated in, or forming interstices.  Talk about unhelpful.  The next definition was something about cell membranes.  The most likely definition seemed to be the last one; an imperfection in a crystal caused by an extra atom.  I didn’t know what significance that had when it came to cryptogeology, and I still didn’t know what cryptogeology was.  Maybe they’d picked it because it sounded impressive.
 
   The dictionary had taken me as far as I cared to go, so I turned my attention to the local interest books.  The ones covering geography concentrated on the active volcanoes in the area.  The repeated references to the Cascades as a volcanic mountain range reinforced my feeling that a limestone cavern was not only unusual, but unlikely.  Perhaps interdimensional portals could change the composition of rock?  If so, alchemy might be worth looking into as well.
 
   Steve found me while I was still reading.  It was the first time I’d seen him in a week.  He looked tired.
 
   “I see you’ve made progress on the house,” he said after we’d greeted each other.  “I stopped by on my way here.” Fiona must have done a bang-up job cleaning up after herself if that was all he had to say.
 
   “It might even be clean in a decade or so,” I told him.  “What have you been up to?”
 
   “Jesticorps is going to undergo some organizational changes,” he said, “and they’ll have to be complete before the company can go forward with the mall.”  It was news to me that it was back on.  I said as much.
 
   “It’s the view of the people in charge that the problems we’ve encountered are not insurmountable,” he said, frowning.  “They’ve gone for an angle I think you’ll appreciate; since chupacabras are not native to the United States they should be viewed as an invasive species.  In other words, not only can we kill them in order to build the mall, we’re obligated to.”
 
   “Wow,” I said.  “Do you work for an enormous set of brass balls?”  Steve laughed.
 
   “It seems that way, doesn’t it?”  He said.  “I’m sure there will be several more rounds of investigations and arguments.  It shouldn’t be that hard to find a biologist who’s willing to officially name our hostile natives chupacabras in exchange for a pile of money.”  I shook my head at the ridiculousness of the whole thing.
 
   “And the fact that chupacabras don’t really exist isn’t going to interfere with this plan in any way?”
 
   “I don’t know where the logic is,” he said, “so don’t ask me.  I’m the one who said we should give up on the location because of the monsters in the first place, remember.”
 
   “You’re right,” I said.  “Sorry.”
 
   “Did you find out who was behind the cover-ups?”
 
   “Oh yes,” he said.  “The entire legal team was embroiled in a cult.  None of them are wizards themselves.  Sadly for the value of our stock, they were more than open to taking suggestions from one.”
 
   “Were they open to a suggestion from you that they cut it out?”  
 
   “Of course not, but I believe I can get them to see the light.”  He took a seat next to me.  “I’ve taken care of all the cultists I could identify.  There’s not much I can do about the office politics, so for now I’m going to relax and watch the wrath of God descend on Jericho.”  I decided to bring up something I’d been wondering about for a while.
 
   “You’ve been so caught up in the mall, have you thought about the portal at all?  I heard it might be something you can use.”  He smiled and ruffled my hair.  
 
   “Nope.  How could I travel the world if I was tied to a fixed power source?  You can’t just drain the power into a bucket and carry it with you.  Nor can you hook yourself up to multiple sources.  If you could, every nation on Earth would be ruled by a wizard masquerading as a God Emperor.  Once you drain energy away from a source, your life force is tied to that power source and won’t come untied without a great deal of tedious work on your part.  The tying also ties you to the location, which is probably the real reason why Fiona rarely leaves her house.  It is, literally, draining.  My power source isn’t as strong as hers, or the portal under the mall, but I can carry it around with me like Iron Man carries around the battery for his robot suit.”  I stared at him.
 
   “That is the dorkiest thing I have ever heard you say.” 
 
   He laughed.  
 
   “Anyway, it’s fine to say something is powerful, but that power appears to be summoning chupacabras.  Not terribly useful to a land developer.  What about you?  You could do something with all the ghosts at the site.”
 
   “What?” I asked.  “Sure my ghost animal army would be frightening until someone realized it was impotent.  Then I’d be locked up to rot somewhere the ghosts wouldn’t bother anyone.”
 
   “It seems like necromancy should be more useful,” he said.  “By the way, why are you surrounded by dead goldfish?”  I looked at my watch.
 
   “Oh look, the reenactment will start soon.  We’d better go get seats.”  Steve chuckled and let it go.
 
   ***
 
   As far as I could tell the entire town came to the reenactment.  I couldn’t see the field of battle from where I was sitting.  It didn’t matter; the wall towered over the crowd.  Plywood or not, I was impressed by how big it was.  It stretched all the way across the marsh and curved slightly to give the illusion that it was surrounding a city.  Torches guttered along the top.  They must have been gas powered or electric because real torches could never have stood up to the wind that was sweeping across the field.  There were even guards.  I knew from watching it be assembled that most of the guards were dummies, but it was an impressive effect.  There were two sturdier platforms behind the wall where actors could stand, and a raised stage in front of our seats where the rest of the acting part of the event took place.
 
   The first part of the reenactment consisted of Joshua and the defenders trading insults and arguing about who had which God on their side.  In the scenes where Joshua received instructions from God, God was played by a pillar of smoke and light rising from behind a fake tree.  The chariots driving around the city were paper mache carried by the jogging chariot drivers.  The trumpets were indeed deafening.  So deafening part of me wasn’t surprised when the wall collapsed like an accordion and burst into flames.  The cheers of the conquering army were matched by the applause of the crowd, which only increased when the dust settled to reveal the fallen city of Jericho, represented by tables of food.  The actors used poles to clear away some of the debris, and we made our way to lunch.
 
   “That was fantastic,” Steve said.  He’d picked up an entire turkey leg and was gnawing on it.  “It sure beat seeing the Passion for the hundredth time.”
 
   “I’m glad you liked it,” Cecilia said.  “We’re already planning for next year.  We’re going to do something more low-key, like Elijah versus the priests of Baal.”
 
   “So fire is the major theme?”
 
   “We do like to fit in explosions wherever we can.  Besides, Elisha versus the annoying children is too gruesome for a festive occasion, and where would we get that many bears?”  I agreed that she had a point then asked her about Dr. Cassidy.
 
   “She said she was just tired,” she said.  “I got her to promise to rest but who knows if she will?  I doubt she’s here.”
 
   I left them alone and concentrated on trying some of everything.  It wasn’t easy, but since I’d had a few pieces of pie the day before I had a head start.  For the most part the food was Thanksgiving fare; roasted, baked, or steamed meat, pies and cakes and tarts, over a dozen versions of stuffing, and any kind of casserole you could think of.  There were some items I wasn’t used to.  The profusion of Jell-O themed side dishes told me that more than a few of the town’s residents could trace their roots to somewhere significantly less demon-haunted.
 
   As I walked out of the wreckage to sit down and eat, I saw Dr. Finch in the crowd.  I walked in a different direction.
 
   Earl sat down next to me.
 
   “Did you like the show?” he asked. 
 
   “It was really something,” I said.  I now regretted getting a fruit and Jell-O salad; it was bleeding into my mashed potatoes and making them sweet.
 
   “You’re putting on a show yourself,” he said.  He waved a hand at the goldfish.
 
   “I’m working on it,” I told him.
 
   “You might want to work harder,” he said.  “Even around here there’s a limit to how openly weird you can be before people start to talk.”
 
   “I will.”  He fiddled with a piece of pie for a moment.
 
   “To that end, how would you feel about going back into that cave with Fiona?”
 
   “Why?
 
   “Those agents are getting more preoccupied with the phantom fish than they are the murders.  I want them, and you, out of sight for a while.”  He leaned closer to me.  “Besides which, I don’t know if you’ve noticed but Mordecai and Zebulon have got no common sense at all.”
 
   “I had,” I admitted.  “I heard about what Mordecai did yesterday.”  Earl grimaced.
 
   “That was unnecessary,” he said.  “If he’d just spoken to me in private we could have avoided that whole scene.”
 
   “So you know why he did it?”  I asked.
 
   “I have my suspicions.”  He went on with his original topic.
 
   “Fiona’s practical enough for ten people, but she can barely walk at the best of times.  I think Zeb tends to forget that.”
 
   “I get you,” I said.  “I don’t have anything better to do anyway.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.  I appreciate it.”  He got up and moved off into the crowd.  
 
   Shortly thereafter, Dr. Finch moved into the vacant seat.  Ah, the real reason I wouldn’t mind spending the rest of the day in a tunnel.  
 
   “These villagers sure can put on a good show, can’t they?” He said.  Even if I wasn’t convinced he was evil, I wouldn’t have liked Dr. Finch.  Who calls people villagers?  Unless they come from a village, it’s ridiculous.
 
   “Yes, they can.  I was very impressed.”  He didn’t look impressed.  He looked like he had been forced to stand in a cold, smoky field and eat turkey at gunpoint.
 
   “It was almost as good as a real battle.”
 
   “It was better,” I said, “since no one got killed.”
 
   “Oh, the day is still young,” Dr. Finch said.  “Those fires aren’t out yet and I don’t see the fire department out here.”  I wondered if he was trying to make a sick joke, or if he thought this was a normal conversation.
 
   “Everything’s soaking wet,” I told him.  “I don’t see a fire getting bigger in the middle of a mud pit.”
 
   “You never know.  There could be hidden pockets of methane or the structure could collapse in an unexpected way.”  As he talked about all the terrible things that could happen, I stared over the embers at the partiers and wondered if he and his cultist friends had done something to the wall.  I put my hand in my pocket to touch Sparks.  He’d been napping, and it took him a moment to start squirming around.  I received a sleepy reassurance that the swamp was just a swamp.  All along the edges strange and disturbing things abounded, but here there was just an annual spectacle and frogs.
 
   “Why did you come here today?” I asked Dr. Finch.  He looked surprised at being interrupted.
 
   “I thought I’d take in some local color before I left.”
 
   “I thought you despised the locals.” He gave me an insincere smile.
 
   “I don’t want the whole college to know how I spend my vacations.  I like to visit one or two local attractions, so I have something innocuous to talk about.”
 
   “I see.”  I was glad Cassandra was working on her machine again today. I was trying to resist punching this smug jerk.  God only knows what she would have done.
 
   “Speaking of local attractions,” he said, “you seem to be attracting some attention yourself.”  I stared at him blankly until I remembered the goldfish.  
 
   The fish were an unusual challenge, but this wasn’t the first time I’d had to deal with someone seeing shades when I didn’t want them to.  I wasn’t about to screw around with the FBI, but with Dr. Finch I was willing to be mean.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.  His eyes flickered between me and the goldfish.  The light of the dying fire was making them gleam like stained glass.  They were exceptionally beautiful and painfully obvious.
 
   “Your entourage of course.”  I cocked my head to the side.
 
   “Entourage?”
 
   “The fish.”  I scanned the ground, then the sky, then looked to the tables.
 
   “The only fish here are at the buffet,” I told him.
 
   “The fish in the air!  You can’t not see them!”  
 
   I looked at him pityingly.
 
   “Are you wearing many layers under that jacket?” I asked him.  “We’ve been outside for a long time now.”              
 
   “I’m not hypothermic!” He exclaimed.  “You’re surrounded by flying fish!”
 
   “I’m sure you can see flying fish,” I said gently.  “You should go inside and have some hot cider.  I’m sure Officer-” I realized I didn’t know Earl’s last name   “-Earl can escort you.  Let’s go find him.”
 
   “Don’t give me that,” he said, angry.  “You must be able to see them.”
 
   I stood up.  “Let’s just go find Earl,” I said.  “Oh, look, he’s closer to the fire than us.”
 
   “Stop that!”
 
   “Stop what?” Mordecai asked.  He was looming over both of us, the fire reflecting red in his hair and eyes.
 
   “He’s pretending he can’t see the fish,” Dr. Finch said.  Mordecai looked around then looked into my eyes.
 
   “What fish?” he asked.  Dr. Finch looked like a kettle about to boil.  I could see steam coming out of his ears though that might have been because it was so cold.
 
   “Fine,” he spat.
 
   “Are you alright?” Mordecai asked him.  “We have a heater in the parking lot.”
 
   “Don’t you start too!”
 
   “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Mordecai pressed. “Every year someone gets overexcited in one way or another.”
 
   “God!”  Dr. Finch stormed off.
 
   “At least he’s headed in the right direction,” Mordecai said as we watched the professor head towards the fire.  “That was a nasty joke though.”
 
   “Thanks for going along with it.”
 
   “No problem, it was fun.  I hear you’re coming with us to the cave?”
 
   “Yes.  Earl asked me to.”
 
   “You’re going to need to pack.  With Fiona along we’ll definitely be gone overnight.”  Not to mention we were starting out hours later than before.
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Come on, I’ll walk you back to the hotel,” he said.  I looked down at my plate.  I could do with some more turkey, and replacement mashed potatoes.
 
   “Don’t worry; we can stop to have seconds before we leave.  Fiona is staying until the end so she can get her dishes back.”  I put my plate to the side and stood up.  In that case, a walk would be good for my appetite.
 
   “I’m surprised you’re a free man,” I commented as we walked.  “I heard you said some crazy things to the federal agents.”  Mordecai smiled.  
 
   “Being delusional isn’t a crime,” he said.  “It isn’t even enough to get me thrown out of office.  Sheriff Warren was pissed, though.”
 
   “I can imagine,” I said.  “Why’d you do it?”
 
   “This is the twenty-first century, and I want our town to continue to grow and prosper.  That won’t happen if we can’t deal with public scrutiny, or if we treat every visitor as a dangerous revolutionary.  Also, I was ganged up on by Theresa and Zebulon.”  He glanced at me.  “I think they were expecting me to have a quiet talk with the sheriff.”
 
   “Evidently they thought wrong.”
 
   “They’re not old enough to understand politics,” Mordecai said.  “Secrecy leads to corruption.  That’s why I’m glad you’re coming to the cave with us.  I want someone there who isn’t a Whateley.”  Zebulon was an Akeley, but I knew what he meant.  Someone who wasn’t a clone.
 
   ***
 
   We were almost to the garden behind the hotel when the ground started shaking.  I looked around for the source of the commotion.  Mordecai grabbed me by the collar and shoved me to the ground.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   “Earthquake!”
 
   “Oh, shit.”  The shaking got stronger, and I heard a noise like a truck moving toward us and then away as the shaking faded.  
 
   “Wow.”  I stood up when Mordecai did.  “Was that a big one?”  He stared at me incredulously.
 
   “I thought you lived in California.”
 
   “Only recently.  I used to live on the East Coast, and they hardly ever have earthquakes there.”
 
   “No, that was not a big one.  The last one we had was much bigger, and it was only a 3.2.  At most this one might have knocked some pictures off the walls.”  He looked up at the sky.  “I wonder if going underground is such a hot idea right now.  I’ll have to speak to the others.”  We turned and went back to the party.
 
   People were talking about the tremor, but no one seemed worried.  Cecilia and Mrs. Whateley were picking up plates that had fallen off the table.  
 
   “While it’s probably nothing,” Fiona said.  “I think we should wait until tomorrow just in case.”
 
   “Wait until tomorrow for what?” Steve asked.
 
   “Going to the portal cave,” I told him.  He frowned.
 
   “Isn’t it sealed off from this side?  I don’t see what the point would be.”
 
   “Wouldn’t you prefer it if it were sealed entirely?” Fiona asked.  “You’ve been talking about resuming construction.  I can’t imagine your bosses appreciate radish monsters.”
 
   “No, they don’t,” Steve said.  “I guess you can’t do any more harm to the mall, but have you considered other possibilities?  What if you open that tunnel up to the chupacabras and they get into town?  Or worse, what if something about the portal keeps them in the area, and they leave as soon as you change it?”  Fiona was clearly taken aback.
 
   “We still don’t have any way of killing these things.  We’ve got theories, but no actual kills.  Do you really want to be trapped in a tunnel with monsters that are faster than you and have a taste for entrails?”
 
   “Of course not,” Fiona said.  “It won’t come to that.  If I don’t know what I’m doing, I won’t do anything at all.  I’ve got a lot of experience with portals, and if I can do something about this one, I will.”
 
   “I intend to flood the area with quick drying cement,” Steve said.  “And if that doesn’t keep the veggies down I’m giving up on the whole project.”
 
   It occurred to me that Steve’s plan was almost as poorly thought out as Fiona’s.  The area I’d outlined weeks ago was huge, covered in trees, and barely level enough to do major construction on.  Even if he could quickly cover the area in cement, I couldn’t imagine how anyone could safely build on top of it.  Then again, an honest surveyor might not authorize building a mall on top of a cave in the first place.  I was glad I wasn’t in Steve’s shoes.
 
   “So we’re definitely not going spelunking tonight?” I asked.  “Because if not, I’m going to have more pie now.”
 
   “No, we’ll start early tomorrow morning if there aren’t any more earthquakes,” Fiona told me.
 
   I stayed longer, eating as much as I could, and when it started to get dark I went back to the hotel.  The FBI agents were in the lobby when I entered.
 
   “Is everyone in town at that bonfire?” Agent Steiner asked.
 
   “Most of them,” I said.  “Why?”
 
   “Even the sheriff disappeared,” Agent Starr said. “And the hotel staff.” This seemed to concern him much more.
 
   “It’s a big event for them.  If you didn’t go, you missed out.”
 
   “We were busy solving crimes,” Agent Steiner said.  “It doesn’t take an entire police department to watch people burn down a wall.”
 
   “Did you see the hotel manager?” Agent Starr asked.
 
   “Yes.  He’s managing the burning rubble.  Did you need something?”
 
   “More coffee.  Whatever their brand is, it’s awesome, and we’re out.”
 
   “I’ve got some in my room,” I told him.  “I only drink coffee at breakfast anyway.”  I suppose I shouldn’t have invited FBI agents to my room, but all I had in there was clothes.  Agent Starr stared at the fish nervously and refused to get in the elevator with them, so we walked up to my floor.  When we got to my room, the door was already open.  I stopped walking.
 
   “I know I closed my door this morning,” I said.  
 
   “Maybe the maid left it open,” Agent Steiner suggested.
 
   “It’s just me, Mr. Windisle,” Dr. Finch’s voice said from inside the room.  So much for the hotel being a secure location.  I hadn’t considered anyone breaking in during the day.  Then again, on any other day he would have had to get past a manned front desk.
 
   “Great.  What the fuck are you doing in my room?”
 
   “I wanted a chance to be alone with you,” he said, “but you’re always around other people.  Why don’t you come in and we can have a private chat?”  Yeah, right.
 
   “Why don’t you come out here?” I suggested.  There was some shuffling behind me.
 
   “He’d better not be naked in there,” Agent Steiner whispered.  Agent Starr sniggered and darted into the room.
 
   “FBI!” He called out, holding up his badge.  His voice sounded much deeper and harsher when he shouted.  I wondered if he practiced.  “Put your hands in the air and- oh shit!”  He dropped his badge and pulled out his gun.
 
   Whatever was in the room with him started howling, and Agent Starr opened fire.  Agent Steiner pushed past me, took one look into the hotel room, and also started shooting.  I backed up a little and looked up and down the hall.  It was deserted so far.  The school of fish was crowding close around me, and Sparks was nestled under my chin.  The howling continued despite the gunfire.  I heard a crash of breaking glass; then Agent Starr was running back out of the room.
 
   “It got out the window!” He said.
 
   “Stop!”  Agent Steiner yelled from inside my room.  “It’s gone around the side of the building.  You aren’t going to catch it.”
 
   “It?” I asked.  
 
   “What the hell was that, anyway?” Agent Steiner asked as he backed out of my room.
 
   “It sounded like Dr. Finch,” I said.  “What did he look like?”
 
   Agent Starr laughed.
 
   “Well, he was naked,” he said, “but you wouldn’t have liked the view.  There were tentacles and too many eyes and teeth in strange places.”  That didn’t describe anything I’d ever encountered.  I thought back to the trophy room downstairs.  I hadn’t seen any tentacles, but tentacles don’t leave bones behind.
 
   “I wouldn’t want a naked man lying in wait for me under any circumstances,” I said, “but are you sure about all that?”
 
   “Quite sure,” Agent Steiner said.  “Even if we were hallucinating the slime we were firing real bullets and yet there’s no body.  And he was definitely here because his clothes are.”
 
   “What?”  I pushed past him.  
 
   My hotel room was a wreck.  The bullet holes were a problem, of course.  There was also the aforementioned green slime everywhere.  The thing had busted up the window frame escaping, and Agent Steiner was right.  The outfit Dr. Finch had worn to the reenactment was laid out on my bed. 
 
   “What was he going to do if I came in?” I wondered aloud.
 
   “I don’t know,” Agent Starr said, putting his hand on my shoulder and pulling me out of the room, “but I’ll tell you, when I went in there nothing but his head looked human.  It was something straight out of a horror movie with a really good special effects team.”  I groaned.  
 
   “Now, do you happen to know why Dr. Finch would have broken into your room?”  I thought back to all my interactions with him.
 
   “I’ve only spoken to him a few times.  He kept trying to get me to go on a tour of the marsh.  I played a bit of a prank on him this afternoon.  Overall, we’re barely acquaintances.”
 
   “What was the prank?” Agent Steiner asked.  
 
   “I pretended I couldn’t see these fish when he asked me about them,” I said, waving at them.  “Mordecai Whateley was in on it too.”
 
   “Then we’d better find him,” Agent Steiner said.  “You come with us.”  I considered protesting that I didn’t want to go back outside again, but my room was ruined.
 
   Mordecai hadn’t left yet, and no one at the reenactment had seen anything unusual.
 
   Of course, the FBI agents told everyone they were looking for a crazy naked man, not a shape-shifting monster.
 
   “Goodness,” Cecilia said, “who would have guessed Dr. Finch was also a pervert?”
 
   “I know,” Earl said, “I was sure he was just a murderer.”
 
   “We’ll get you a new room right away,” Jeremiah said.
 
   “Thanks.  Has anyone checked on Cassandra?  She should be told that her coworker has gone crazy.”
 
   ***
 
   She was at Obadiah’s house and didn’t seem surprised by the news.
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” she said.  “I had a feeling something was going on, so I took precautions.”
 
   “Are they shape-shifting monster precautions?”  I asked.  “Because for those FBI agents to become instant believers he must have done something really impressive.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve modified my machine and it’s performing much better now.  I’ll have plenty of warning if he shows up here.”
 
   “He isn’t a rock monster,” I told her.
 
   “My machine is more versatile now,” she replied.
 
   “If you’re sure,” I said.  “You should get some more rest.  You still look exhausted.”  She smiled at me, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 
 
   “I’ll go to sleep soon, don’t worry,” she said.  “I’ve learned my lesson about overworking.”
 
   The Whateleys couldn’t fix up my room before nightfall, so they upgraded me to a suite.  In addition to being roomier and more luxurious it had a hidden staircase leading down to the Whateley’s rooms.
 
   “Most people would consider that a negative,” Jeremiah told me, “so I rarely rent these rooms.  I’ll leave our side unlocked so if someone breaks into your room again you can get out.”  I thanked him and hoped I wouldn’t need the escape route.  
 
   I try to be tidy, so none of my things had been lying out to get covered in slime.  Just in case Dr. Finch tried to visit me again I stayed up until midnight, packing whatever I might need for a night in a cave and checking the locks on the door.  Judging by the lights I could see in the opposite wing, I wasn’t the only person staying up.
 
   ***
 
   That night I dreamt that I was standing at the top of the hill, staring down into Bishop’s Corner. The trees seemed darker than before and swayed in a breeze I couldn’t feel.  As I looked at them more closely, I realized that they were made of smoke.  They began to break up and drift into the sky, revealing a bronze gate surrounded by turkeys.  Fire began blasting out of the gate and when it died down the turkeys had been replaced with thousands of Jell-O salads.  I couldn’t decide if the dreams I was having in this hotel were amusing or disturbing.  One thing was for sure; they were making me hungry. 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 19: If this all goes wrong, do you think you can run three miles?
 
    
 
   The next morning the lobby was crowded again.  I guess I wasn’t the only person who’d trusted the sleep spell surrounding the hotel to protect me.
 
   Zebulon met me in the lobby with a backpack.
 
   “Are you going somewhere?” Agent Starr asked.  
 
   “Just a hike,” I said as I collected water and food from the buffet.  
 
   “Are you sure that’s a good idea?  There’s a monster looking for you, you know.”
 
   “Where we’re going he won’t be able to find me,” I said.
 
   “What about your boss?” Agent Steiner asked. 
 
   “He’ll be able to do without me for a day or two.”
 
   “Isn’t he waiting on surveyors again?” Zebulon asked.
 
   “I hope not,” I said. “The last expert he hired got eaten, remember?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Agent Starr said.  “Didn’t this all start because of some rumors about a chupacabra?”
 
   “And some very convincing video,” I said.  “Come on; let’s get this filled so we can go.”
 
   “The video looked like cheap special effects to me,” Agent Starr said.
 
   “Doesn’t it always?” Zebulon said.
 
   When we got out to the smoldering wall, he stretched.  
 
   “The ground is still shifting, but we’re going anyway,” he told me.  “Our magic experts all agree that the tremors are magical in nature and not warning signs of The Big One, so we’re trusting to luck.  I’m glad we’re starting out this morning.  It gave us a chance to get Fiona’s wheelchair down last night while she was busy.”
 
   “Right,” I said.  “Who’s going to guard her portal while she’s gone?”
 
   “Earl and your boss volunteered to try.”  Since Steve had admitted he wasn’t in Fiona’s league magically speaking, I didn’t find that comforting.
 
   Fiona’s chair may have been in the position, but Fiona was still at the top of the hill and not looking happy about it when we arrived.  Mordecai turned to us with a look of relief on his face.
 
   “Can you give me a hand?” He asked Zebulon.  “I can’t get her down on my own.”  Fiona’s expression would have frozen lava at that moment.  She still greeted me politely.
 
   “Can I help?” I asked.
 
   “How about you help Fiona from above and I’ll stand guard?” Zebulon suggested.  
 
   ***
 
   While Fiona’s bad leg gave her a slight limp on level ground, it was useless as we tried to get her down the hill.  She didn’t have enough range of motion with her leg brace on to climb down the hill and when she took it off her leg wouldn’t support her.  In the end, she slid down with me steadying her from the side and Mordecai pulling on her feet from below.  We were all muddy and out of sorts by the time we got to the base of the hill.  
 
   The bottom of the hill had changed.  We had to duck under crime scene tape to get into the tunnel, and most of the brush had been cut down.  The entrance to the tunnel was still hidden.  As far as I could tell no efforts had been made to force it open.  With so much of the surrounding area searched by experts and a clear line of pristine grass showing where the aura of the forest became impenetrable the space the cultists had to search had shrunk.  I was surprised they hadn’t been able to find the entrance yet.  If the threat of being caught by the police was enough to keep them away maybe they weren’t as tough as I’d thought.
 
   Sparks shared some more images to disabuse me of that notion.  Dr. Finch had kept his human form when dealing with the tourists and still none of them had escaped.  I stood at the edge of the trampled area and stared into the forest.  It made my skin crawl just standing there.  There was still something mesmerizing about it.  Sparks’ chatter faded away as I tried to see into the darkness beneath the trees.  When Zebulon shouted that the tunnel was open, I felt like I’d been jolted out of a trance.  I rejoined the others after one last look.  
 
   “You shouldn’t do that,” Fiona scolded me.  “It’s tempting fate.”  I looked back at the forest and shrugged.  
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   I felt an extra chill creeping along my spine.  I turned back to the forest.  There was something out there.  I had to remind myself that whatever it was was staying in the forest.  I turned my back on it again and tried to put it out of my mind.  
 
   ***
 
   Since I didn’t have much else to do, I took the first turn pushing the wheelchair.  Mordecai made sure the tunnel was sealed behind us.
 
   We made much slower progress than the last time, mainly because of the wheelchair.  There were places where the floor wasn’t even and Fiona had to get up and walk while we carried the chair.  Then Mordecai and Fiona would argue with each other until she sat back down.
 
   “It isn’t an endurance test!” He told her.  “You won’t get a gold star for walking the whole way, so just sit!”
 
   After a mile or so this sort of thing became tedious.  It took all day to get to the cave.  When we stopped at the entrance, Fiona insisted on getting out of the wheel chair again.
 
   “What are we going to do if there’s a chupacabra waiting for us?” I asked.  “They’ve had weeks to figure out how to get through that gap and we still aren’t sure how to kill one.”
 
   “I’m going to try fire,” Zebulon said.  “We’ve got no reason to believe they aren’t flammable.”
 
   “You should stay out here,” Mordecai said to him.  “We’ll let you know if we need you for anything.”
 
   Fiona, with Gregory perched on her shoulder, limped into the cave.  Nothing attacked her.  After looking at the ceiling for what seemed like forever, Mordecai followed her.
 
   “I think I will stay back here,” Zebulon said. “I don’t really want to watch them do wizard stuff anyway.”  He turned to me.  “So if this all goes wrong, do you think you can run three miles?”
 
   “No. Can you?”
 
   “Sure.  While my cousins were all learning to do magic, I was playing outside.”
 
   “I’ve never been physically fit,” I confessed.  “No matter what I try I never get stronger.  I’ve tried endurance training, and I don’t improve, I just collapse.”
 
   “I guess that’s how it is for some people,” Zebulon said.  “Although in your case it would help if you could put on some weight.  You can’t build muscle if you’re starving yourself.”  I glared at him.
 
   “I have a very fast metabolism,” I told him.  
 
   “Sorry,” he said.  He didn’t look sorry at all.
 
   The ground shook again.
 
   “Shit!  I hope this stops soon!”  Zebulon braced himself against the tunnel wall, but he didn’t look nearly as spooked as I felt.  Forget getting crushed by debris, what if the tunnel had collapsed between us and the exit?  I’d rather be eaten by radish monsters than be trapped underground again.
 
   “Do you think it’s related to this portal?”  I asked, looking for a distraction.  He shrugged.
 
   “Like I said, I didn’t study magic like the rest of my family.  I wouldn’t be surprised, though.”
 
   “Okay,” Fiona called from the cave.  “Jaspar, would you come here, please?”  I looked at Zebulon.
 
   “Good luck,” he said, holding up his giant handgun.  “I’ve got you covered.”  His idea of covering me would do me as much damage as any chupacabra, but I just nodded.
 
   Nothing happened when I went through the entrance.  Fiona was wearing her colorful robe from earlier.  In the middle of the cavern, she had drawn something on the ground and had Gregory sprawled in the middle of it.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked.
 
   “Sympathetic magic,” she said.  “It’s the easiest kind. Since Gregory isn’t from this world, I can use him to recalibrate the portal.  And since he’s such a staunch vegan a connection to his world should be an improvement over what we’ve got now.”
 
   “If you can force a portal to connect to Gregory’s home, why haven’t you done it before?”
 
   “I told you, the portal in my attic doesn’t have any location keys in it, it’s entirely random.  It’s much easier to switch from one fixed location to another than to regulate a portal from scratch.”  I looked down at Gregory.  I wasn’t an expert on land squid, but he didn’t look happy.  He was light beige, and his color barely changed when he saw me.
 
   “I thought the plan was to turn this thing off.  What made you decide to send Gregory home instead?”
 
   “I don’t think I can shut it down,” Fiona said.  “It’s more powerful in person than it looked in the photos.  My original idea isn’t going to work at all.  At least Vegan Land Squid are an improvement over entrails-eating radish monsters.”
 
   That was hard to argue with.  At the same time  . . .
 
   “What are you going to do if giant land squid start wriggling around your town?  Or the interstate?” I asked.  “What if someone tries to eat one?”
 
   “I doubt it will come to that,” Fiona said.  “According to my grandfather’s journal Gregory headed straight back to the portal as soon as he hatched, it was just too late.  I don’t think the squid want to come through.”
 
   “Fine.  So what am I here for?”
 
   “If things start to go bad it will take the two of us to shut down the process,” she said.  “If it looks like things are going wrong I want you to grab Gregory and get out of here.”
 
   “That’s your plan if something goes wrong?  Run?”
 
   “When you get to the exit you can seal the door,” Mordecai said.  “If we’re all right we can open it from this side, but the chupacabras probably can’t.”
 
   Have I mentioned that I’m not a prize physical specimen?  Any plan that depends on me running for my life is a bad plan.  Unfortunately, we were already here, and I was outnumbered.
 
   “Okay,” I said.  I reached into my pocket and pulled out a strawberry.  “This is for the road, I guess,” I said to Gregory.  He grabbed it and changed colors rapidly.  I crouched down just outside the portal.
 
   “By the way, why am I doing this instead of Zebulon?”
 
   “He doesn’t have the sense to run,” Mordecai said.  “And you seem to have some resistance to magic.”  As a school of goldfish swam over Gregory’s head, I considered arguing with that.  I’m no wizard, though.  Maybe portal magic and necromancy had even less in common than I thought.
 
   I don’t know about creating one, but changing the destination of a portal involves a lot of chanting and drawing on the ground.  By the time they were done, I wasn’t sure I could reach Gregory without stepping on their drawing.  It was a scale model of the portal floating above us at about a fifth the size.
 
   “If anything feels wrong, head towards me,” I told Gregory.  
 
   “Shh,” Mordecai said.  “We have to concentrate.”  He started reading from a scroll while Fiona gestured in the air.  So much for him being normal.  I assumed it was wizardly gesturing, but she looked like she was reporting on the weather, and the portal was her green screen.  Sparks didn’t like any of this and hovered under my chin the entire time.
 
   After more chanting than I was comfortable with, I started to smell something sharp and metallic.  I realized I had no idea what this exercise ‘going wrong’ would look like.  It was too late to ask now.
 
   The drawings on the floor were glowing and shifting.  I looked up, and the patterns in the portal were shifting as well.  There was a deep groaning sound similar to the earthquake from earlier, and the portal changed color.  The noises stopped, and our lights dimmed.  The portal was still a barrier between us and the roof of the cave.  Gregory was still in the middle of the circle.
 
   “What was supposed to happen?” I asked.  There was a high whistling sound, and I was knocked off my feet by thirty pounds of warm, feathery portal penguin.
 
   As I shouted and tried to shove it off me, Fiona cheered.
 
   “It worked!” She said.  “We’ve changed the location.  Now we just have to figure out where it changed to.”
 
   “It changed to wherever these things come from!” I said.  “Now help me get them off!”  Mordecai made some clicking noises and clapped his hands, but the portal penguin wasn’t a dog, and it wasn’t distracted.  I’d managed to keep it from standing on me.   Every time I shoved it away it tried to climb back on.  When I got to my knees, it hopped onto my back and started barking in my ear.  Its flapping almost knocked me over again, so I grabbed a stalagmite and pulled myself upright. With my back to the stalagmite and Fiona laughing in the background, I considered my opponent.  It had backed off and was flapping its wings and wagging its tail.  As I stood there, another one fell from the portal.  And another.   
 
   “I don’t see how this is an improvement,” I remarked.
 
   “They’re a side effect of adjusting the portal,” Fiona said.  “Sorry, I should have warned you.  They’re why portals are almost always on the floor.  These creatures are always searching for a way in, and they can come through the underside.  So whatever we did, the portal should still be facing the other way.”
 
   “That would have been good to know earlier,” I said.  The three portal penguins were looking up now, barking and whistling.  I looked up and saw that the portal was covered in chupacabras.
 
   “They aren’t going through,” I observed.  “Why not?”
 
   “We may have been wrong about their nature.  Perhaps they’re a sort of portal guard, or some other type of inter-dimensional creature that has a resistance to portal magic.”
 
   “If that’s true then how did they get here in the first place?”
 
   “They could be prehistoric creatures whose only remaining viable habitat just happens to be above a portal,” Fiona said
 
   “Then this was a waste of time, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Just wait,” Mordecai said.  I watched as vines began to snake down the walls, reaching for us and the portal penguins.
 
   “Wait for what?” I asked.  “To see if they can dig through rock to get to us?”  The portal flashed again, and I lost sight of the radish monsters in the glare.  Multiple thumps and squawks heralded the arrival of more portal penguins.
 
   Sparks abandoned his position under my chin, and as I watched him flutter away slimy tentacles wrapped around my neck.
 
   Before I could do more than scream, Gregory had undone the top button of my shirt and climbed inside.  I agreed with the sentiment, but if you’ve never had a squid wrapped around your waist at a stressful time in your life I envy you.
 
   I looked up again, trying to see what had frightened Gregory.  Of course, he could have been upset by the portal penguins.  I think real penguins eat squid in the wild.  Something shifted on the other side of the portal.
 
   “Holy shit,” Mordecai whispered.  “How big is Gregory going to get?”
 
   Then I saw it.  The dark mass rising above us was a group of tentacles.  It was hard to see exactly what was going on, but the vines that moments before had been reaching for us were disappearing.
 
   “I guess the adults like the taste of chupacabras too.”
 
   “Come on, Gregory,” I said, “this is your chance to go home.”  If anything, Gregory held on tighter.  I couldn’t blame him.  Mordecai seemed sure that thing was a grownup land squid, but for all I knew it was their god or some other dimension’s generic squid monster with a taste for sentient vegetables.  Or Gregory came from a Squid World and his species was on the bottom of the food chain.  I checked the exit again, and it seemed clear of otherworldly appendages.
 
   “If that was your entire plan I think we should go,” I said.
 
   “Yes,” Fiona agreed.  “That should be fairly permanent.  We can try to get Gregory through later.”
 
   I didn’t think Gregory wanted to go at all, but I wasn’t going to argue with her.
 
   Zebulon looked relieved when I was the first one through.
 
   “From the noise I was sure you were being killed,” he said.
 
   “There was a lot going on,” I said.  “The other two should be coming.”
 
   Mordecai looked very pleased with himself.  I suppose as mayor he didn’t care if the mall was built as long as the threat was eliminated.  I suspected Jesticorps wouldn’t be as happy with the results.  Steve might not be too happy either.  At the rate this group traveled, he was going to see the giant squid long before we got back into cell phone range.
 
   “I think we should get a little farther away before we sleep,” Mordecai said.
 
   “Yes,” Fiona agreed.  “We should get farther down the tunnel before those creatures find the exit.”  She sat down in the wheelchair.  “Have you got all your fish?” she asked me.
 
   “Not that it matters, but yes.”
 
   “Then let’s go.”
 
   As we went down the tunnel, we were followed by an alien cacophony, and the sound of grinding rock.
 
   “Maybe we should just keep going,” I said, even though I was exhausted.  “We can carry Fiona and leave the wheelchair for later.”
 
   “No way,” Zebulon said.  “It’s past midnight already.  We’ll just fall asleep in the marsh if we get out tonight.”  We went maybe half a mile before calling it a night.  I didn’t sleep well.  The fish never stopped moving, and knowing what was behind us made it difficult to relax.  That and having a squid crawling around under my shirt.  I tried to get him to go back to Fiona, but he refused.  I think he was mad at her.
 
   I dreamt of the bronze gate again.  This time it was ajar, and black mist was pouring out.  With no food around to distract me, I reached out to pull the gate open further.  The hand that stretched out before me wasn’t mine.  I tried to pull back but the hand wasn’t under my control anymore, and the gates were flung wide.
 
   I screamed.  I tried to call for Steve, but the name that came out of my mouth was Sparks.  Instead of the specter, my amber moths appeared a thousand times their real size, fluttering around me.  The black mist damaged their wings, but they managed to shut the gate for me before disintegrating into ash.  If there was any more to the dream I don’t remember it, thank God.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 20: Trees vs. tentacles
 
    
 
   When I woke up, everyone else was already awake.  Fiona was pacing back and forth, occasionally swearing.  Mordecai looked like he wanted to go back to sleep as he drank canned coffee.  Only Zebulon was in good spirits.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” He asked me.
 
   “Don’t I get breakfast first?”
 
   “Of course,” Mordecai said.  “I’m not going anywhere until I’ve finished mine.”
 
   “And I need to stretch before I get back in that chair,” Fiona said.
 
   “I thought you were morning people,” Zebulon said.
 
   “I am a morning person,” I told him, “if I’ve had a good night’s sleep.  Sleeping on bare rock while listening for monsters doesn’t count.”  I left out the nightmare.  I’d thought the dreams of the gate were connected to the hotel.  If I was still having them when I left this town, I was going to be pissed.  
 
   If the others noticed me behaving oddly, they didn’t say anything.  The canned coffee was far too sweet for my tastes.  I drank it anyway.  Gregory finally cooperated, crawling out of my shirt to eat breakfast.  I put him on Fiona’s lap and left them to settle their differences.
 
   On a whim, and to dispel the last traces of my dream, I checked my amber pendant.  It was clouded with black ash.  I held it up to the nearest light.  To my relief, I could see the moths still inside if I squinted.  Did that mean my dream was partially real?  I wished the moths could speak and tell me what had happened to them.  I held the pendant tightly for a moment and moved it to my breast pocket.  Not like that could protect my pets from a dream.  It couldn’t hurt, either.
 
   Eventually, we were all ready to go.  We took turns pushing the chair.  It seemed like harder going today, probably because we were all tired.
 
   Along the way, there was another tremor.  It didn’t seem to have any effect on the tunnel, but it I was relieved to get to the exit.
 
   When I opened the door, it was to find Agent Steiner pointing a gun at me.
 
   “Come out with your hands up!” He said.  I put my hands up, dropping the hex key as I did so.  It bounced, and landed on his foot.  He yelled, jumped back, and his gun went off.  For a moment, I thought he’d shot me.  Then my heart started beating again.
 
   “Oh, shit!” Agent Starr said.
 
   “Goddammit!” Agent Steiner said.  He dropped his gun. Zebulon scooted out from behind me and picked it up.  He put the safety on, unloaded it, took off the slide assembly, and tossed it to the side.  I thought that last part was excessive.
 
   “What the hell was that for?” he asked.  
 
   “Did anyone get hit?” I asked.
 
   “No, it went above our heads,” Mordecai said.  He was sprawled across the wheelchair, covering Fiona with his upper body.  We stayed where we were for a while, staring at each other and waiting for the adrenaline to subside.  Steve and the sheriff were there too, as well as some men I didn’t recognize who were wearing hard hats.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Mordecai asked when the ringing in our ears died down.
 
   “A bunch of you Whateleys disappeared with a guy who’s new in town, and suddenly there are strange things happening,” Agent Steiner said.  “We thought there might be a connection.”
 
   “They thought you were going to be sacrificed,” Steve told me.
 
   “To what?”
 
   “Whatever the giant tentacles are attached to,” he said.  
 
   “What?”
 
   “At the mall,” he said with deceptive calm.  “There are tentacles, longer than the trees are tall, writhing out of the ground.  Well, they would be taller than the trees, but there aren’t any trees within reach of them now.  They’ve eaten them all.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said.  “They haven’t eaten anybody, and I don’t have to come up with an excuse to halt construction now.  I can just show footage of the giant tentacle monster, and that will be that.”
 
   “I hope so,” Fiona said.
 
   “So, did you sacrifice anybody?” Agent Starr asked.
 
   “No,” Zebulon said.  “We didn’t even shoot anything, unlike some people.”
 
   “Sorry about that,” Agent Steiner said.  He did sound sorry.
 
   “Were you waiting for us all night?” Fiona asked.
 
   “Not waiting, exactly,” Sheriff Warren said.
 
   “We tried to tunnel in from the side,” Steve said.  “We didn’t make much progress.”
 
   “Why would you do that?” she asked.
 
   “We didn’t want to ruin the door,” Agent Starr said.
 
   “Some of us didn’t want to ruin the door since we knew you were all innocent,” Sheriff Warren said.  “Some people were in favor of blowing it up.”
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t,” Mordecai said, “since we weren’t planning on sacrificing anyone.”  He glared at the sheriff.  “I wonder how anyone could have got the impression that we meant Mr. Windisle harm.”
 
   The sheriff and Mordecai helped Fiona get her wheelchair out of the tunnel.  Agent Starr tried to look past them.
 
   “So where does the tunnel lead?” he asked.
 
   “Underneath the construction site,” I said.
 
   “Really?  Could the killer have used it?”
 
   “That depends on what you mean by use, and which killer you’re talking about,” I told him.
 
   “Then we’d better check it out,” he said.
 
   “I’m not going back,” I said.  “I want to take a shower and get some sleep.”
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Fiona said.  “Between the earthquakes and the giant squid this tunnel is becoming very unstable.”
 
   “It looks solid to me,” Agent Starr said.
 
   “Still not going back,” I said.  I walked past them.  It was hard to walk towards the forest, but I only needed to get around the crowd.  It seemed harder today than yesterday like the air was thicker.  That chilling effect was back too.
 
   While they argued behind me about exploring the tunnel, I stared into the forest.  Something caught my eye, and I looked more closely.  At first I thought it was an elk until I realized there were too many antlers.  After another, longer look I realized it had to be a mask.  I was staring at the skull of some large creature stuck at the front of a ball of antlers.
 
   As I’ve mentioned before, I’m the king of road kill, so I’m familiar with the appearance of the skull of just about every animal in North America, but I couldn’t place this one.  The giant antler ball was supported by something dark and amorphous.  Pseudopods formed from the darkness and solidified into hands.  Each hand pointed up and away from the forest.  I can take a hint, so I turned back to the group.
 
   “We should all leave now,” I said.
 
   “It’s our job to investigate,” Agent Steiner said.  “You’re free to go though.”
 
   “No, we all need to leave,” I said again.  “I’m uh . . . I’m picking up negative psychic emanations.  Strong ones.”
 
   “Oh please,” Agent Starr said.  “You aren’t really psychic.”  I looked back at the bone puppet.  Black arms still pointed up the hill.
 
   “Fiona?” I said.  “Would you mind leaving the wheelchair for another time?”
 
   “No, I can come back for it,” she said.  “I have to walk across the marsh anyway.”
 
   “Then let me help you up.”  
 
   She stared at me suspiciously.
 
   “Sure.”  When I got to her, she whispered “What’s wrong?”
 
   “When you look at the forest, do you see anything odd?”
 
   “No, it looks just like it did before . . .” Her eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Now that you mention it, there is something odd about it.  It looks like the air beneath the trees is boiling.”  She turned to the others and then to me.  “You’re seeing something else, aren’t you?”
 
   “We need to get out of here.”
 
   “Very well.”  She pushed through the brush and began crawling up the hill.  Zebulon joined her.
 
   “One of you has to stay behind to take us into the tunnel,” Agent Starr said.  Sheriff Warren looked towards the forest.
 
   “I think it can wait,” he said.
 
   “It looks like we won’t be doing any more work here gentlemen,” Steve said to his work crew.  He knew better than to argue with me.  “Take what you can carry now and we’ll come back for the rest of it tomorrow.”  I looked at the forest again.  The hands seemed closer than before.  Sparks left my jacket and flew up the hill, the goldfish following closely behind.
 
   “I’m not staying,” Mordecai announced.  “I’m tired too.  Besides, it isn’t a short trip.  You won’t be able to make it there and back before nightfall, and we don’t have any supplies left to lend you.”
 
   “You’re awfully keen to keep us out,” Agent Starr said.  “What is down there?”  The hands were definitely coming closer.
 
   “Maybe I believe in spooks,” he said.  “I’m going home.”  A familiar warble saved me from trying to convince the FBI agents to run.
 
   “What’s that?” Agent Starr asked an instant before he was bowled over by a portal penguin.
 
   “Holy shit!” Agent Steiner said.  “How many of those things are there?”  
 
   I looked down the tunnel.
 
   “More than there used to be,” I said.  “And more are coming.”
 
   “Okay, running away seems like a good idea now,” Agent Steiner said.  He wrestled the portal penguins off Agent Starr and pulled him to his feet.  We shoved our way through the remaining brush and started climbing the hill.
 
   “I’ve got the key,” the sheriff said.
 
   “Great,” I said.  “Not that it matters.  I don’t think anyone’s going to wade through those guys to get in.”
 
   “Maybe, maybe not.  When they leave, we can seal it back up.”
 
   Climbing the hill was made more difficult when the portal penguins followed us.  They were just as eager to climb as us and had no problem using us as stepping stones on the way up.  I caught up with Fiona and tried to keep them away from her.  This was easy since the damn things preferred to climb on me.  We were the last two up.  The portal penguins dispersed into the marsh, and I looked back down the hill.  The dark mass filled the valley now, the skull in the middle tilted up to look at us.  A few dark hands rested against the side of the hill but didn’t move further.  I got the feeling that this thing, whatever it was, was what made the forest seem so unwelcoming.  It also reminded me of the dark mist from my dream.  I put my hand over my amber pendant protectively.  Steve joined me at the edge of the hill.
 
   “What’s going on down there?” He asked me.
 
   “What do you see?”
 
   “I see a mirage; the entire valley is shimmering, and I can’t make out the ground.  How about you?”
 
   “I see darkness,” I said.  “Let’s get out of here, and I’ll tell you what happened in the cave.” 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 21: Nailed shut from the other side
 
    
 
   Steve seemed to be cheered up by what I told him.  He hadn’t known what to think when the giant tentacles were reported.  No one had been near the site so he couldn’t say for sure if any of the chupacabras had escaped.  I didn’t like that.  Not that it mattered in the grand scheme of things.  This town had enough reasons to stay away already.  
 
   That night my dreams were back to food related silliness.  I didn’t see the bronze gate at all, though I remember searching for it.  
 
   The next morning Theresa and her mother had a pleasant surprise for me.
 
   “I have an idea about how to get rid of the goldfish,” Mrs. Whateley told me.
 
   “I’m all ears.”
 
   “We’ve refilled their tank,” Theresa said.  “Since they’re fish, maybe once they get into the water they’ll stay there.  Then you won’t have to worry about laying them to rest since they won’t be bothering anybody.”
 
   “It’s worth a try,” I said.  “Where’s the tank?”
 
   “In the smoking lounge,” Theresa said.  “I’m surprised you haven’t been there.”
 
   “I don’t smoke.”  After seeing the trophy room, I’d lost interest in exploring the rest of the hotel.
 
   “You can’t smoke in there now,” Mrs. Whateley told me.  “To be honest, it’s a room whose time has passed.”
 
   The smoking lounge had all leather furniture, fancy bookshelves, and a big brass fireplace with a mural of Mount Rainier mounted over it.  The fish tank took up an entire wall.  If I could get the goldfish in the tank, there would be plenty of room for all of them.
 
   “Impressive,” I said as I walked towards it.  “No wonder you had so many dead fish.”
 
   “It is, isn’t it?” Mrs. Whateley said.  “Its original occupant was an electric eel.”
 
   “Goldfish are better,” Theresa said.
 
   “They are.”  I walked forward, holding my breath, as one fish, then another, entered the tank.  Once in they seemed content to stay.
 
   We had waited almost an hour before the last fish entered the tank.  
 
   “It worked,” Theresa said, surprised.
 
   “The real test will be when I try to leave,” I said.  I started to do just that.  As I slowly backed out of the room, the fish stayed where they were.  I kept backing up until I was out of the room and closed the door.  I exhaled.
 
   “I think that did it,” I said.
 
   “Great!” Theresa cheered.  “Now I don’t have to worry about my fish dying!”
 
   “I’m glad that’s worked out,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “By the way, Mr. Windisle, I was talking to Cecilia yesterday, and she said you’d found Mr. Fry’s old magazine collection.”
 
   “Yes, I did.  It’s mostly pulp fiction.”
 
   “I know.  Do you happen to know if he had the complete run of Rugged Metropolis?”  
 
   I stared at her.
 
   “No, I haven’t looked through them all yet.  Why?”
 
   “Oh, there was a story in there that I’d always wanted to finish,” she said. 
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.  “And I’ll try to find it for you before I leave.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Rugged Metropolis, Mom?” Theresa said.  “Does Dad know you’re reading that kind of thing?”
 
   “It’s not like that,” Mrs. Whateley said.  “It’s very educational.”
 
   “Sure, Mom.”
 
   “Why don’t you go watch the front desk, dear?”
 
   “Yes, Mom.  Thanks for taking care of my fish,” she said to me.  
 
   “Thank you for helping me get rid of them,” I said to her.  She turned and ran up the stairs.
 
   “How much longer are you going to stay?” Mrs. Whateley asked me.
 
   “Not much longer,” I said.  “I doubt it will take a psychic to convince Jesticorps they need to find a new site for their mall now.”
 
   ***
 
   With that in mind, I went back to the Fry house and started sorting magazines.  Cassandra emerged from the cellar to watch.  She seemed more rested than the last time we met.  Maybe she had learned something from her fainting spell.
 
   “How’s your machine coming along?” I asked her.
 
   “Better than I expected,” she said.  “Thank you for that logic book, by the way.  Working on the problems has really helped me clear my mind.”
 
   “That’s nice.  Have you seen Dr. Finch around?” I hadn’t forgotten that a shape-shifting monster wanted a private word with me.
 
   “Oh, I’ve done better than see him,” Cassandra said.  “I’ve spoken to the real Dr. Finch, or at least someone else claiming to be him back at the university.  I thought he was being a bigger dick than usual, and it turns out that it’s because he went on a real vacation this year in Hawaii, and never intended to come here at all.”
 
   “That’s unexpected,” I said.
 
   “Yes.  He wanted to come up here and confront the imposter, but I think I convinced him to stay put.”
 
   “If he comes here, he’ll probably get shot faster than he can say ‘I’m not a monster,’” I said.
 
   “Indeed.  He was able to help me make some modifications to my machine.  My initial tests have been promising.”
 
   “What sort of modifications?”  She just smiled.  Ah, mad pseudoscience, another reason to get the hell out of town.
 
   “So, how is your sorting going?”
 
   “It could be better,” I told her.  “I have a few rooms cleaned out, and I think I’ve got everything I want, so it won’t be a big loss if I have to toss the rest into a dumpster.”  She winced.
 
   “Have you found any more logic problems?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Could you check before you leave?”
 
   “Sure.”  
 
   She wandered back outside.  I looked at the stacks of magazines and books.  I wasn’t going to have time to go through them all.  I started boxing up the magazines for Cecilia.
 
   When she arrived, she wasn’t happy to see me alone.
 
   “You know we haven’t got rid of all the cultists,” she scolded me.  “Plus, there’s something weird going on with Cassandra and her machine.”
 
   “Mrs. Whateley might be interested in some of these,” I told her.
 
   “Yes, I heard.  In light of our friendship, and because it isn’t my favorite genre, I’m giving her all of Rugged Metropolis.  And don’t change the subject.  You shouldn’t go anywhere alone until we find the Finch monster.”
 
   “I guess you’re right.  Will you escort me back to the hotel then?”
 
   “Sure,” she said, “if you can wait an hour or two.  I was just here to check up on Dr. Cassidy before heading to Fiona’s.  She said she has something she wants to discuss with me.”
 
   “I can wait,” I told her.
 
   ***
 
   Tired of sorting junk, I headed up to the attic.  The maps were still laid out on the table.  I hadn’t decided what to do with them yet.  Giving them to the sheriff’s department seemed like the right thing to do.  On the other hand, there might be a local historian or collector who would be interested in them.  I examined the top map.  It was of the northern half of town, including this and Fiona’s house.  There were thick red lines indicating tunnels Obadiah had dug himself, black lines for tunnels his ancestors had created, blue, green, and purple lines for power, water, and gas, and broken black lines for tunnels of unknown origin.  I checked carefully and was relieved to see that none of the broken lines came near the house.  There weren’t any tunnels shown on Obadiah’s property.  I frowned and checked the map more closely.  I knew that wasn’t right.  When I’d communicated with the specters, I’d seen Obadiah leaving a tunnel and heading straight for his house.  I checked the map to see if there were any obvious places for another tunnel to connect to the town’s network.  Nothing jumped out at me, unless he’d made a tunnel to Fiona’s house.
 
   With nothing better to do until Cecilia returned I went downstairs, put my coat on, and headed for the backyard.  If anything my original impression of the yard being unkempt had been generous.  It was overgrown with junipers and blackberries, the mass of greenery getting higher and thicker until thorns formed an impenetrable wall the height of the house.  The only clear spot was where Fiona had killed that bone monster with lightning.  True to her warning even the plants she hadn’t scorched were withering.  
 
   Based on what I’d glimpsed in Obadiah’s memories the tunnel was buried somewhere in the middle of the yard.  I took out my amber pendant to help me search.  Sparks was still sleeping in my jacket, and the skies were overcast, so there was no bright light to agitate the moths.  I swung the pendant lightly as I waded into the junipers.  I didn’t know if this would work now.  The amber seemed clearer than it had yesterday.  I hoped I wasn’t imagining it.  Eventually, one side pulled more strongly than any other.  That meant at least one of my moths was still viable.  I followed the tug and found an opening in the wall of blackberries, kept clear by latticework.  Inside I was invisible from the house or the road.  In the little clearing with me was a wooden plank with an iron ring in the center of it, lying on the ground.  I tugged on the ring and found the plank moved easily.  I dragged it to the side to reveal a set of wide, shallow stairs leading down.  
 
   I checked my watch.  Even if Cecilia came back in an hour, I had plenty of time to explore.  I tucked the pendant away and descended into the darkness.  
 
   I didn’t have to make my way in the dark for long.  There was a light switch even with the top step, and it was in working order.  At the base of the stairs, the tunnel widened so much that I could have driven a truck through it.  The floor was perfectly even, and the walls were tiled like a subway station.  I don’t have a good sense of direction, but it seemed to me that the tunnel was heading away from Fiona’s house.  For some reason, this didn’t strike me as a bad sign, and I continued to the other side.  It wasn’t a long walk.  There was a ramp on this end instead of stairs, and the opening was a regular particleboard door.  There was a steel bar lying across it.  I lifted it aside and found the door unlocked.
 
   The room on the other side was an unfinished basement.  It contained a wood burning stove, a water heater, and not much else.  Unlike the tunnel, the room smelled and felt musty.  The door leading to the rest of the house was slightly ajar.  I climbed the stairs and peeked into the main part of the house.  
 
   My first thought was that this was not Fiona’s house.  There were no interior walls on the first floor, and the windows were boarded up.  In the low light, I could see that the carpet at least was new.  There were blankets strewn across the floor, and pizza boxes stacked against the walls.  It was only natural for the owner of this house to eat takeout; they had no kitchen.  I realized that this was the third house by the cliff, the one I hadn’t been in, and with the owner I hadn’t met.
 
   As I thought that I heard footsteps above me, and I realized I was breaking and entering.  I headed back into the basement and towards the tunnel.  Before I reached the tunnel door, the basement door was flung open.  Against my better judgment, I turned to look at the house’s occupant.
 
   “Mr. Fry is dead,” said a young male voice above me, “so who are you?  No, what are you?”
 
   I could have asked the same question.  Everything about this person was red.  His long disheveled hair, his one visible eye, his horns, the barb on the tip of his tail, and even his skin had a reddish tinge.  That’s right, he had horns and a tail.  His tail was my most immediate concern.  It was long enough to reach across the basement and the barb at the end was uncomfortably close to my face.
 
   “I don’t know what I am,” I told him honestly.  “What are you?”  The tail pulled back.  With the threat of impalement removed for the moment, I took a close look at his face.  He had something of the Whateley look about him, but he wasn’t an exact copy like the rest of them.  I was barely surprised when he answered me.
 
   “I’m Noah Whateley’s familiar.  My name is Legion.”  I mentally rolled my eyes at yet another biblical name, and almost missed it when he hopped down a few steps to get closer to me.
 
   “Is Noah Whateley home?”  I asked.
 
   “Of course not,” he said, surprised.  “Noah Whateley is dead, and good riddance.  I would never have agreed to be his familiar if I had known how long the old bastard was going to live.  Obadiah had been taking care of me, but he is dead now too.”
 
   “So you’re alone in the house?”  He nodded.  The tail came back.
 
   “Don’t get any ideas,” he said.  “I can be quite dangerous.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” I said.  
 
   “Are you dangerous?” he asked.
 
   “No, unfortunately.”
 
   “Oh.”  The tail retreated again.  “I thought you felt dangerous.”  He jumped down the rest of the stairs.  “Ah-ha.  I wondered how you got past the spells on the door, but now I see you’re wearing one of Obadiah’s coats.”
 
   “There are spells on the door?”  It was news to me.
 
   “That’s right,” he said.  “Most of the time they keep anyone from getting in or out.  I broke through them a few weeks ago, but the Whateleys chased me back in here.  That’s okay, I like it here.  As long as I get fed I don’t really care if I leave.”
 
   “Which Whateley?”  
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “Does it matter to you?  They’re all the same to me.”  He grabbed my hand.  “I do like company though.  Come upstairs, and I’ll feed you.”
 
   I found myself being dragged up the stairs, and up another set of stairs onto the second floor.  There were walls here, and it was much tidier.  He led me into a formal dining room, and I found myself sitting at the head of the table with a plate of cold pizza and a glass of flat soda, with the familiar named Legion staring at me from the other side of the room.
 
   “Thanks for the meal,” I said, at a loss for any other words.
 
   “I don’t know what you are,” he said, “which is odd.  I’m well studied on various kinds of supernatural entity.  I was a wizard’s familiar after all.”
 
   How nice to know I’d stumped an expert.  At least he told me that before I got my hopes up.  I’ve always wanted to know what I really am, and where I came from.  I make occasional visits back to the Trenton family mausoleum in the hope of finding answers.  It’s one of the reasons I gave fishing a second try.  Maybe Legion wasn’t as much of an expert as he thought.
 
   “I’ve never had a problem passing for human,” I told him.
 
   “Of course not,” he said dismissively.  “If I wore a hat and kept my tail under control so would I.  Or any of dozens of humanoid creatures.  Bees and ants don’t notice the disguised intruders in their midst either.  There’s still a vast difference between an ant and a spider pretending to be an ant.”
 
   “Hmm.”  I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I changed the subject.
 
   “What happened to Noah Whateley?”  Hey, I didn’t say I changed it to a safe subject.
 
   “He was murdered,” Legion said, “or should I say executed?”
 
   “Executed?”  I repeated.  Legion leaned on the table.  
 
   “He was an evil wizard,” he explained.  “A very ancient evil wizard.  He founded this town, performed some experiments, and left for a century or so.  He said that once his experiment had reached its final stage he wouldn’t need me anymore.  Naturally his experimental subjects weren’t terribly thrilled when they discovered his plans for them, and despite his great power he lacked the foresight to see that the same aura that allowed his homunculi to grow and reproduce would also give them the power to resist him.”  Legion paused to stuff an entire piece of pizza in his mouth.  “Personally I think his real blunder was not taking into account the sort of temperament it takes for a mundane person to travel across the world and make a new life for themselves.  The descendants of such people aren’t going to give up their bodies on someone else’s say-so.  He’d hatched his plan in a European town that’s barely entered the sixteenth century, let alone the twenty-first.  The people living there wouldn’t notice if their neighbors were replaced with look-alikes.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that the Whateleys all look alike because they’re clones?”  I asked.
 
   “Something like that,” he said.
 
   “No wonder they don’t like cultists,” I said.  And no wonder he’d said all Whateleys were the same to him.  “Do they know that?”
 
   “That would be why they killed my master,” Legion said.  “Sadly for me, since they are copies, as long as they’re alive all of his spells are still in working order, so the protections he placed on this house to keep me in are still in effect.  If they weren’t I imagine, his clones would have tried to kill me as well.”
 
   “Why was Obadiah an exception?”  I asked him.
 
   “Obadiah got along with everyone,” Legion said.  “Even evil wizards.  They struck up a friendship, and Noah Whateley put protection spells on his house in exchange for keeping an eye on me while he was off pursuing other interests.  So I made friends with Obadiah myself.”  His one visible eye gleamed.  “I told Obadiah all about my master’s plans to take over the bodies of his descendants.  He wouldn’t let me out of this house afterwards, but I don’t have to obey anyone’s orders now.”
 
   “That’s good for you,” I said.  “If you don’t mind me asking, who’s keeping you in pizza and soda now?”
 
   “He still is,” Legion said.  “He left me some things in his will.  Now that I’ve retrieved them I’m set for as long as I’m stuck in here.”
 
   “His things?  You’re the one who broke into Cecilia and Steve’s places, aren’t you?”
 
   “I only broke into the store,” he said.  “I couldn’t break into the wizard’s place if I wanted to.  That bitch ignored Obadiah’s will and sold things that are rightfully mine, so I took them back.”
 
   “Like his jackets?”  I asked.  Legion nodded.  He was suddenly standing next to me.  I couldn’t get used to how quickly he moved.
 
   “You may keep that one,” he said.  “I don’t need it.”
 
   “But you do need the red one?”  He smiled.  His teeth were sharp like a shark’s.
 
   “I like red,” he said.  “Perhaps I can let you have the purple one.”
 
   “That’s okay,” I said, “black is enough for me.”
 
   “If you’re sure,” he said.  He frowned at me.  “You’re so pale it washes you out.  I doubt purple would be any better.”  He was back at the opposite end of the room.  “I have the ones that created coins and gems, and I have contacts who are accustomed to making unconventional currency exchanges with few questions asked.  Should you find the method of activation, your coat produces candy coins.”  I raised my eyebrows.
 
   “Seriously?”  I asked.
 
   “Seriously,” he confirmed.
 
   “What kind of frivolous spell is that?”
 
   “I found it delightful,” Legion said.  “How long can you stay, by the way?”
 
   “Another half hour,” I said after checking my watch.  “I’m expecting company.”
 
   “Are you moving in next door?”
 
   “No, I’m just cleaning out some of Obadiah’s stuff.  Do you want any more of it?  He has a lot of blankets.”
 
   “No,” Legion said.  “I am quite comfortable.”  He was beside me again.  “Who are you expecting a visit from?”
 
   “The woman whose store you broke into.”
 
   “Hmm.”  He sat on the table.  “If you vanish she won’t let it go,” he said.  “I met her before, and she’s stubborn.”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Promise me you’ll visit again and I’ll let you leave.”
 
   “Of course,” I said.  His tail wrapped gently around my neck.
 
   “Don’t just say it to get out of here,” he warned me.  “I can leave here if I want to badly enough.”  I breathed shallowly.  
 
   “I’ll come back,” I promised.  “I’ll even bring food if there’s something you like better than cold pizza.”  The tail withdrew, to my great relief.  He seemed to be thinking.
 
   “A cheeseburger,” he said, “and fried potatoes, either chips or fries will do.”
 
   Now that he’d got me to promise to come back he seemed to be in a hurry to get rid of me.  I found myself escorted back to the basement and into the tunnel.
 
   “Don’t forget that you promised,” he said as I closed the door.
 
   “I won’t,” I said.  I hesitated before barring the door.  If he could come after me, I didn’t want to insult him.  I decided to go ahead and bring the bar down on the grounds that Obadiah had, and it hadn’t done him any harm.  
 
   I was at the base of the ramp when I recovered from whatever madness had prompted this little adventure.  I was suddenly very aware that I was in a tunnel, underground, and that no one I trusted knew where I was.  My mouth went dry, and the walls seemed to swim around me.  There was a slight bend in the tunnel, and I couldn’t see the stairs on the other side.  What if it wasn’t open anymore?  What if there were cultists there?  I turned and went back to the door.
 
   Legion was understandably surprised to see me again so soon.
 
   “I can’t go through the tunnel again by myself,” I told him.  “May I use your front door?”  He looked surprised and delighted.
 
   “You have a weakness!”  He said.  “Does this mean you have a superpower too?”
 
   “I see dead people,” I told him, sitting on his living room floor.  I felt better in the open room, but it was still dark and enclosed.  “Do you have to cover your windows?”
 
   “I suppose not,” he said.  “Noah did it.  People have been sniffing around here lately, so I haven’t taken them off.”
 
   “People like Whateleys, or cultists?”  I asked.  It would be just my luck if he was involved with Dr. Finch.
 
   “They didn’t smell like Whateleys,” he said.
 
   “You have a phone right?”  He nodded.  “A landline?”  he nodded again.  “May I use it?”  He nodded a third time.  
 
   “As long as it’s a local call.  I don’t have long distance.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Are you going to call the witch woman?”  He asked.  
 
   “Yes.  If there are cultists around, I want a ride out of here.”
 
   Cecilia was still at Fiona’s.  Neither of them was happy to hear of my little adventure.
 
   “What were you thinking?”  Cecilia scolded me.  “You’ve been doing so well!  You’re lucky there wasn’t a devil or something at the end of that tunnel!”  I may have neglected to mention meeting Legion.  “I’ll come get you.  When I drive up, come straight out and get into the van.”
 
   “She’s bossy, isn’t she?”  Legion said. 
 
   “You’ve met her?”
 
   “Noah took me to her shop a few times.  They talked about herbs.  If you’re going out the front door, you’ll have to help me get it open.  When I was chased in here, it was nailed shut from the other side.”
 
   Not by anyone who knew what they were doing with a hammer, fortunately.  Between the two of us and with the aid of a crowbar we were able to get it open before Cecilia arrived.  I was cursing and examining the cuts on my hands from pulling out nails and missed Legion slipping away into the back of the house.
 
   “Don’t forget to come back,” he said from upstairs.  “But don’t bring that bossy witch with you.”
 
   Cecilia scolded me some more when I got into the van.  She reminded me that no one would have known where to look for me if I’d been trapped.  It was clear she thought the house was abandoned.  I wondered if Fiona was equally ignorant of her other neighbor.  I could see his lights from Obadiah’s house, but the cliff curved outward.  They might be hidden from her.  The short drive kept Cecilia’s lecture brief.  We piled the magazines into her van.  As we worked, I thought I heard strange noises coming from the basement.  I was getting used to the sound of the machine, but this sounded like chanting.  I went to the hatch and listened.  It was Dr. Cassidy’s voice, overlapping with a lower, male voice.  There was something structured and familiar about what she was saying.  Finally, I placed the chanting and relaxed.  She was reading logic problems out loud.  The other voice was just her machine.  I swung one of the hatches open, letting it slam into the ground so she would know I was there.  The chanting stopped, and her voice drifted up to me.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   I told her I was leaving.  She followed us to the driveway and waved as we left.
 
   “I’ll have my machine completed soon,” she said, “I think you’ll be impressed with the new version.”
 
   “I’ll look forward to it,” I told her.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 22: More cultists, or the men in black?
 
    
 
   The hotel parking lot was full when we got there.  There were some cars I recognized, but most of them were new.  Cecilia stopped her van by the side of the road, and I did likewise.
 
   “What do you think?” She asked.  “More cultists or the men in black?”
 
   “It could be tourists,” I suggested.  “You’ve been expecting more ever since that video went on the internet.”
 
   “True,” she agreed.  “But all at the same time?”
 
   “Maybe they’re having a convention.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”  As we were talking, a man got out of one of the cars.
 
   “I recognize him,” I said to Cecilia.  “He cornered me at the sports store.  He said chupacabras had killed his brother.”  Cecilia squinted.
 
   “I don’t know him,” she said, “Not that that means anything.  Most of the construction crew wasn’t from around here.  He’s sure acting suspiciously.”
 
   “Do you think so?”
 
   “He must have been sitting in his car for a while if we didn’t see him pull in, and he looks like he’s hiding something.”  We continued to watch as he made his way into the hotel.
 
   “Why’d he corner you?” she asked.  I told her about his search for someone to blame.  Her eyes widened.
 
   “His brother was eaten by chupacabras and he doesn’t blame . . . the chupacabras?”
 
   “Don’t look at me like that,” I said.  “I don’t understand it.”  I sort of did.  If he wanted to fight someone, it would be a lot easier to win a fight with me than a radish monster.  Besides, they were gone now.  Probably.
 
   “The day’s not getting any younger and no one’s coming out,” I said finally.  “Let’s go in and see what’s going on.”
 
   “If you really think so,” Cecilia began.  She was interrupted by a scream from inside the hotel.  I started towards the hotel.  Cecilia grabbed my arm.
 
   “Wait,” she said.  The door of the hotel was flung open, and the man came back out in a rush.  He didn’t make it to the sidewalk.  A tentacle shot out of the hotel and wrapped around his waist.  He screamed again and was yanked back into the hotel.
 
   We looked at each other.
 
   “Maybe before we go in we should call the front desk,” I said, “and ask them if that really just happened.”
 
   “But then they’ll know we’re on to them,” she said reasonably.  “I know!  Let’s go to my place.  I’m a witch, remember?  We can spy on them with magic.”  I didn’t know how witchcraft would help in this situation, but I agreed.  Before we went inside, I called Steve.
 
   “What’s up?” he asked.  “Is there a problem with the house?”
 
   “No, we saw something suspicious at the hotel, so Cecilia’s going to spy on the front desk with witchcraft.”
 
   “Okay . . . mind if I come and watch?”
 
   I asked Cecilia.
 
   “Go right ahead.”
 
   I unloaded the magazines from her car while Cecilia redid her hair and changed clothes as we waited for Steve to arrive.
 
   “Is that necessary?” I asked her.
 
   “Of course,” she said, “it’s important to be in the appropriate state of mind when doing witchcraft.”
 
   “I’ll take your word for it.”
 
   Steve showed up looking excited.
 
   “No one’s answering the phones at the hotel or the bar,” he said.
 
   “Let’s find out why,” Cecilia said.  I thought it had something to do with the tentacle monster, myself.  She sat us down at her kitchen table.  She poured a line of salt out onto the tablecloth in a rough circle, then placed a blue mixing bowl in the middle of the circle.  She filled the bowl with water and added hot chocolate mix.  It clumped on the surface, and she stirred it until the center was clear.
 
   “It’s a packet I took from the hotel,” she explained.  “It makes focusing easier.”  When the water settled, it revealed an image of the hotel lobby.
 
   “Looks like it was the men in black,” I said. 
 
   “It’s like a small army,” Steve said.  “Are the Whateleys drug runners or something?”
 
   “No!” Cecilia said.  The picture changed.  Mr. and Mrs. Whateley were being interrogated.  Men wearing gloves and face masks were exploring the hotel.  Zebulon was also being questioned.  My old room was being ransacked.
 
   “Do you think it’s the FBI?” I asked.  “We didn’t really answer any of their questions yesterday.”
 
   “I did make a scene when the giant squid appeared,” Steve admitted.  “I would have thought they’d be more focused on that than anything that happened at the hotel.  I haven’t heard a word about them wanting access to the construction site today.”
 
   “It was probably a mistake to rent to those to agents,” Cecilia said.  “They must have seen one too many strange things and called in reinforcements.”  I think she meant the goldfish, but I was thinking of the trophy room.
 
   “The Whateleys will be all right then, won’t they?” I said.  “It doesn’t look like they’ve noticed the goldfish, and there’s nothing else weird in the hotel, is there?”
 
   “What about your necromancer gear?” Steve asked.
 
   “I keep it with me at all times,” I said.  “It’s mostly natural ability, anyway.”
 
   “If they’re interrogating people in the hotel they might want to question you,” Cecilia told me.  “My spells are only on the police station.”
 
   I stared at the image.  That was a lot of FBI agents.  
 
   “Should I get it over with or should I go into hiding?” I wondered.
 
   “Hide,” Steve said.  “Sure, it’ll look bad, but do you really want to end up in Gitmo?”
 
   “What?”  Cecilia said.  She sounded shocked.
 
   “You may not have noticed, but Jaspar isn’t exactly human.  That’s the kind of loophole Homeland Security’s been exploiting for years.”  I winced.  
 
   “You don’t have to say it out loud,” I told him.  “At least one of those men isn’t human either.”
 
   “That changes things,” Cecilia said.  “Hmmm.  I could cast a ‘don’t notice me’ spell on you, but you wouldn’t be able to check out of the hotel.  And you’d almost certainly get in a traffic accident.”
 
   “Maybe I can get you a new identity,” Steve offered.  “I know some people who do good work on short notice.”
 
   “I don’t want to give up my life!” I protested.  “I’ve got things going well for once and my job depends on my reputation, which I’ll lose if I change my name.  Besides, we can’t hear what they’re saying.  Maybe they aren’t interested in me.  I can spend the night somewhere else, and get my stuff when they leave.”
 
   “I don’t think you understand -” Steve began.
 
   Whatever I didn’t understand was interrupted by a knock at the back door.
 
   “FBI, open up!” Someone whispered on the other side.  Cecilia looked out the windows in alarm.
 
   “Hide!” She told me.  She shoved me into her linen closet and shut the door.  There was barely enough room for me between the shelves and the door.  There was no way I was staying in there, even for a second.  When I tried to open the door, I found that thanks to the shelves my hands were trapped below my waist.  I was stuck in here until the door was opened from the outside.  I tried not to scream, and I was beyond relieved when the door opened again almost immediately.
 
   “False alarm,” Cecilia said.
 
   Agent Starr and Agent Steiner were standing in the kitchen.
 
   “Never, ever do that again,” I told Cecilia.  I focused on getting my breathing back to normal and my heart rate down.  I hate enclosed spaces.
 
   “Sorry, I panicked.”
 
   “Well, don’t.”
 
   “I’m glad to see you guys,” Agent Steiner said.  I guess Steve had left the room, too.
 
   “Those aren’t FBI agents,” Agent Starr said after glancing into the mixing bowl.  “Or at least some of them aren’t.”  He did a double take.  “Is this a magic bowl?”
 
   “How do you know?” Steve asked, ignoring the agent’s question. 
 
   “One of them is dead,” Agent Starr said.  “I went to his funeral over a year ago, and unlike some people around here he didn’t have an endless supply of identical relatives.”
 
   “Could it be Dr. Finch?” I asked. 
 
   “I hope not,” Agent Starr said.  “That thing was immune to bullets.”
 
   “Are you sure?  No one’s seen it since you shot it.”
 
   “I was watching,” Agent Steiner said.  “Believe me; it didn’t act like it had been injured.”
 
   “Okay, so they’re fakes,” Cecilia said, concentrating on the important thing.  “What brings you to my house?”
 
   “They sent us to arrest Earl,” Agent Steiner said.  “One of them said he was at the witch’s house, and you’re the only witch we’ve met.”
 
   Cecilia groaned.  “That kind of sexism is so obnoxious, even if it is coming from doppelgangers.  All female magic users are not witches!”  Agents Steiner and Starr looked at each other.
 
   “So . . . whose house were we supposed to go to?”
 
   “Why should we tell you?” I asked.  “Considering everything that’s happened, I can’t imagine anything good happening to Earl if he’s taken away by the cultists.”
 
   “Neither can I,” Steve said.
 
   “We weren’t really going to arrest him,” Agent Starr said.  “That’s why we came to the back of the house.  We need him to help us.”
 
   “They’ve got hostages,” Agent Steiner continued.  “At this rate, any SWAT team we called would turn out to be zombies or leprechauns or something.”
 
   “Plus, Earl’s had experience with this sort of thing,” Agent Starr said.  “Have you seen his rap sheet?”
 
   “I’m telling you; you’ve got him confused with someone else,” Agent Steiner said.  “He can’t be that old.”
 
   “I’ll call the female wizard and ask her what she thinks,” Cecilia said.
 
   Earl was indeed with Fiona.  He seemed amenable to sorting out the fake FBI agents.
 
   “But let’s wait,” he said.  “Give it until nightfall.  If they aren’t human, they might not recognize the Whateley's value as hostages.”
 
   “And if they are?” I asked.  “Don’t forget, this is the same cult that’s been murdering people in the marsh at night.  We can’t wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “You’re right.”  Earl was quiet for a moment.  “They’re at the police station too so we can’t get any weapons from there, and there are too many for what we’ve got with us.  Zebulon stores most of his collection at the hotel, so we have to assume that if they weren’t well-armed before they are now.”
 
   “So what are we going to do?” Cecilia asked.
 
   “They’re studying all the supernatural phenomenon right?” Earl said.  “So we’ll lure them out with some supernatural phenomenon, and pick them off one by one.”
 
   “Where are we going to get supernatural phenomenon on short notice?” Agent Starr asked.
 
   “Fiona and I spent the morning rounding up all the portal penguins we could find.  We were going to send them back to whence they came, but we can use them as a diversion instead.  We’ll release the whole truckload of them in the hotel parking lot.”
 
   While we waited, I went back to the Fry house along with Steve, to let Dr. Cassidy know what was going on.  Steve didn’t care about what the doctor was doing and didn’t want either of us to go at first.  Cecilia insisted that he go with me, since I clearly couldn’t look after myself.  It stung; I’ll admit.  
 
   The chanting was louder than it had been a few hours ago.  The male voice was stronger.  Steve and I stood at the entrance to the storm cellar and stared at each other.
 
   “I’m not armed,” I said.  “How about you?”
 
   “I have a few wizard tricks prepared,” he said.  “I’d intended to use them at the hotel.  This seems more urgent.”
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “Do you want to go first?”  
 
   He shook his head.  
 
   “You’d better.  She’s interested in you.  In cases of possession that can give you an advantage.  If nothing else, the possessor might stay calm to try to trick you.”  I took a deep breath and descended into the cellar.
 
   Just like last time, Cassandra stopped chanting when she became aware of me.  Something in my coat started wriggling.  Both Sparks and my amber moths were reacting to something in the room in a negative fashion.
 
   “Back so soon?”  Cassandra asked, as if she hadn’t just been reciting logic problems like an evil philosophical spell.
 
   “There’s trouble at the hotel,” I said.  “I know you said the logic problems helped you relax, but this isn’t what I’d call relaxing.”  She pouted.
 
   “It works for me,” she said.  “This book you gave me is amazing though.  I think it holds the key to making my machine work.”
 
   I doubted that.  Or if it did, the machine would do whatever the logic ghost wanted it to.
 
   “Do you always recite logic problems aloud when you’re working them out?”  I asked.  
 
   “No,” she said.  She was staring at me appraisingly.  “It seemed right for these.”  She drifted closer to me.  Her voice lowered.  “You’ve been somewhere you shouldn’t have, haven’t you, Mr. Windisle?”
 
   “No,” I said.  It wasn’t a lie, technically.  Legion hadn’t been upset by my breaking in, so it was okay retroactively.  That was the story I was sticking to, anyway.
 
   “Yes you have,” she said.  That deeper voice was back again.  I tried not to freak out.  “Such a shame.  I thought you were so proper it wouldn’t matter that you had Obadiah’s favorite coat.  I’m rarely wrong, you know.”  She was close enough to touch me, and I knew what was going on.
 
   “Only when it counts, eh, Noah?”  I said.  Cassandra straightened as if I’d slapped her.  “Obadiah didn’t care for logic problems, but he would never throw away a gift, would he?  How many other people are holding onto traps you made?”  Cassandra was glaring at me.  “How many paths to immortality did you try to pursue?”  I put my hand on Cassandra’s face.  I could feel it, nebulous as any other shade.  This time, I didn’t press it gently into place.  I grabbed it and yanked.  Cassandra looked at me with a dazed expression, then at what I was holding.
 
   “What’s that?” she whispered.
 
   The ghost of Noah Whateley glared at me, his hands clutching at my arm, trying to break my grip.  He was taller than me, and in life he would have been much stronger than me.  As a shade, his strength was nothing compared to mine.  I should have felt superior.  The only trouble was now that I’d caught him I had no idea what to do with him.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Steve said, taking it all in.  “I’ve never encountered a real ghost before.”
 
   “Neither have I,” I said.  That had to be what this was.  Noah Whateley was far too articulate in death to be a shade.  He was cursing me in languages I didn’t even know.
 
   “Is there any end to the Whateley clan?”  Steve asked.
 
   “Not while this man is around, I’m guessing,” I said.  I sighed.  “Are you all right, Dr. Cassidy?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” she said.  “Did you pull that out of me?”
 
   “Yes, and please, accept my apology for giving you a cursed book.”
 
   “Oh no,” she said.  “I did ask for it.”  I returned my attention to Noah Whateley.
 
   “What will it take to get you to rest in peace?” I asked him.
 
   “I’ll never rest!”  He told me.  “Never!”
 
   “Call Fiona and ask her if she knows where he’s interred,” I told Steve.  “No, wait.  Let’s go next door.  I think I know someone who can help us out.”
 
   “Fiona is at Ms. Bishop’s,” Steve reminded me.
 
   “No, the other next door,” I corrected him.  “I know a shortcut.”
 
   Finding out he owned yet another property with hidden tunnels proved too much for Steve.  He didn’t say a word as we all trekked into the tunnel and over to Legion’s house.  Once he realized where we were, Noah Whateley really began making a fuss.  I barely touched the basement door when it was flung open.  Legion looked upon the ghost of his former master with unholy glee. 
 
   “We’re going to be best friends, Jaspar,” he told me.  “You bring me such nice surprises.”  He was wearing the red coat and a pirate hat.  I hoped it would be enough to fool Cassandra.  She’d followed us and was muttering to herself about assessments and analysis.  Legion reached out and grabbed the ghost.  Noah Whateley screamed and heaped verbal abuse upon his former servant.
 
   “Follow me if you’d like,” Legion told us.  Since I was still holding onto the ghost, I didn’t have much of a choice.  Steve followed me.  Dr. Cassidy pulled out a tape measure.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to intrude,” she said.  “I’ll just wait out here.  Do you have a pen by any chance?”
 
   “Take care,” I told her, handing her one.  She got busy measuring the tunnel.  I suppose she hadn’t given up on her machine, even after all this.
 
   Legion led us upstairs, through the dining room and down a hallway until we reached a workroom of some sort.  Steve took in the powders and vials lying out with interest.  Legion went straight to the desk in the back of the room and picked up a bell jar.
 
   “I ordered this the day you died,” He told Noah Whateley.  “I know every experiment you’ve done, you see.  Even things you did so long ago you don’t remember them.  Please let go of him, Jaspar.”
 
   Once I did, he seized the still shouting ghost and stuffed it into the jar.  I was amazed that it fit.  When Legion capped the jar, it glowed red.  A bead I hadn’t noticed earlier rose to float in the middle of the jar.
 
   “Perfect,” Legion said.  He put the jar back on the desk and flung his arms around me.  I hugged him back gingerly.
 
   “Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?”  Steve asked. 
 
   “That was a piece of Noah Whateley’s soul,” Legion said after releasing me.  “He was an evil wizard.  Now he’s dead, but he’s still evil, and I trapped him in that jar.”
 
   “I see,” Steve said.  He looked at the desk.  “Do you make a habit of trapping dead wizards in jars?”  Noah’s jar was one of many on the table.  It was the only one with a floating bead in it.
 
   “These are all for Noah,” Legion said.  “He scattered pieces of himself all over the place.  Someday I’m going to catch them all.”
 
   “Ah,” Steve said. “You’re a familiar, aren’t you?”  Legion glared up at him.
 
   “What’s it to you?” he demanded.
 
   “Nothing.  This is why I don’t have a familiar, is all.”  He turned to me.
 
   “How long do you think Dr. Cassidy was possessed?”  I tried to think.
 
   “She was still herself when she collapsed,” I said.  “Maybe since she started rebuilding her machine?”  That led me to something else.  “She and the real Dr. Finch are going to have a hard time dealing with each other after this.  They’ve both been talking to fakes.”
 
   “They’ll get over it,” Legion said.  “Whoever they are.  You didn’t bring me a cheeseburger, did you?”
 
   “No,” I said.  “Sorry, I didn’t expect to come back till later.  I actually have some pressing business tonight.”
 
   “Oh.  Then come back tomorrow.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Steve stared at everything as we made our way out of the house.  Cassandra had moved further down the tunnel, so we had a moment to ourselves.
 
   “You’ve been visiting a loose familiar without telling me?”
 
   “I only met him today,” I said.  “And it’s lucky I did.  I had no idea what to do with Noah’s ghost.  I don’t even know where his grave is.”
 
   “Now that you’ve promised, you’d better get him that cheeseburger.  Familiars are dangerous when crossed.”
 
   “I figured as much,” I said.  
 
   “But it might be good for you to have a friend your own height.  You even match in those coats.”  I punched Steve’s shoulder.
 
   “What are we going to do about Dr. Cassidy?”  I asked him.  “I don’t think she should be alone while we take back the hotel.”
 
   “I’ll stay with her,” he said with a sigh.  “It’s clear I need to pay more attention to what’s going on on my property.”  
 
   Staying with Dr. Cassidy would prove easier said than done.  She wasn’t in the tunnel anymore.  After some searching and phone calls, we found her back in the storm cellar, glaring at her machine.
 
   “Just look at this,” she said when we arrived, ignoring our questions about her health.  
 
   “Tell me you exorcised that son of a bitch!  If you haven’t, I’m going to kill him!  I don’t know what’s been done to my poor machine!”  To me, it looked as incomprehensible as ever.  
 
   “You might try calling Dr. Finch,” I told her.  “I believe he was consulted about some of the details.”
 
   “Oh yes,” she said, “the two of us need to have a long chat.  We’ve been working in the same building for twelve years, and neither of us can spot an imposter!”
 
   I left the two of them to puzzle over the machine and returned to Cecilia’s.  I was just in time to eat dinner and triple check that the portal penguins were ready to go.  The others were only moderately interested in hearing about the doctor’s episode.  I kept the details light; I told myself it was to avoid distracting anyone.  At sunset, we set out for the hotel.
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 23: Get off my porch, alien filth
 
    
 
   There were problems immediately.  The portal penguins didn’t want to leave the truck at first.  They only left when I came over to help Agent Steiner haul them out.  Then the fake FBI agents started coming out of the building sooner than we expected.  One of them pointed his gun at one of the penguins, and Earl shot him.  The agent didn’t even flinch, just aimed again and fired.  He missed, but it was enough.  You know how I’ve been talking about how soft and fluffy the portal penguins are, and how they hadn’t been anything more than a nuisance up until this point?  They’re hiding some serious hardware under all those feathers.  I went from struggling with an armful of overexcited down pillow to watching as a pack of vicious killers surrounded the agent.  It was like Jurassic Park with more barking.
 
   “Was that part of the plan?” Agent Starr asked.
 
   “Don’t ask me,” I said. 
 
   It’s hard to describe a monster being torn apart by a pack of angry alien turkeys, but that was what was happening.  Some of the other fake agents rushed out to help.  The portal penguins ignored them, but Earl didn’t.  Not all of them had guns, but the ones who did returned fire.  I decided the most useful thing I could do was hide, so I crawled under Earl’s truck. 
 
   The portal penguins were winning their fight with the monster.  It may have been immune to bullets, but it wasn’t immune to being disemboweled and eaten.  In light of this, I was not entirely happy when a portal penguin started sniffing around the truck.
 
   Earl was in his element.  Watching him gun down men who were only probably mass murderers, I could believe he used to hijack trains for a living.  He dropped behind a car to reload, and shots came from the hotel.  Agent Steiner fired back.  He must have borrowed a gun from somewhere.  As far as I knew his gun was still in pieces at the bottom of Bishop’s Corner.  I shoved a portal penguin’s beak away from my face and worried about Theresa.  
 
   I didn’t know how many cultists were in the hotel.  It had looked like over a dozen when we were looking into the mixing bowl.  It seemed likely that they were concentrated in the lobby to deal with our attack.  I started crawling under the cars until I got to the edge of the parking lot closest to the bar.  There didn’t seem to be anyone around, so I ran to the side of the building.  The bar entrance was open, and I went in.  Some of the portal penguins followed me.
 
   The bar was deserted.  I went to the interior door and peered through the glass.  I couldn’t see anyone in the lobby.  I opened the door a crack, and a portal penguin barreled through.  There was cursing on the other side of the door and a gunshot.  The portal penguin squeaked.  I backed up, and the remaining penguins surged forward.  The cursing turned to screams.  I listened for any more voices.  After a minute of silence, I entered the lobby.  I hurried through since even if all the cultists were dead Earl was still out front shooting.  I checked behind the front desk, and no one was there.  The dining room was also empty.  When I looked out the window into the garden, I saw the Dr. Finch imposter and two cultists.  One of them was carrying Theresa, and one was forcing Zebulon to walk forward at gunpoint.  They were headed towards the forest.
 
   I didn’t give it much thought.  I ran downstairs to the trophy room.  This is where they had taken the man we’d seen earlier.  Someone had decided that he was expendable, and bits of him were scattered all over the floor and some of the trophies.  I tried not to vomit and reached for the weirdest, most intimidating trophies I could see.  I avoided the ones that had guts on them.  I didn’t want to raise a person, after all.
 
   ***
 
   Seeing the elderly Mr. Whateley’s trophies in the flesh didn’t make them look any less alien.  I tried not to look too hard at what I had raised.  Instead, I stood still long enough to get their attention, and then ran for the door.  Even though they were insubstantial, I could hear clattering and scraping behind me as I ran up the stairs.  Praying that Earl hadn’t come in yet, I ran into the lobby and, accompanied by the excited baying of the portal penguins, I ran out the back door.
 
   Of course as soon as I did the cultist with the gun turned and started shooting at me.  He missed.  Instead of trying again he screamed and started firing wildly at the creatures behind me.  The cultist who had been carrying Theresa dropped her and ran into the marsh.
 
   The Finch creature turned and sneered at me, then his eyes widened as he saw the pack of monsters following me. I ran to where Theresa was lying on the ground.  To my relief, she was awake.  She’d only been tied up and gagged.  I untied her legs and turned to Zebulon.  He was struggling with the cultist for control of the gun.  Both of them were having a hard time staying on their feet as portal penguins ran around them.  
 
   The shades I’d raised ran through me before I could decide what to do next.  It was an unpleasant experience, like my soul had been shoved through a wall of gelatin.  Instead of me, they focused on Dr. Finch.
 
   I was worried now, because I thought that as soon as they attacked my bluff would be called.  Instead, when one of them butted him, Dr. Finch went flying back.  Another bit his sleeve and seemed to pass right through.  Dr. Finch screamed, and something dark began dripping down his shirt cuff.  It seemed that whatever he was made of was vulnerable to shades.  I wasn’t sure what to make of that.
 
   Dr. Finch got back on his feet again and ran towards town at a speed I wouldn’t have thought possible.  The shades followed him, leaving me with one cultist to deal with.
 
   Or not.  They’d tied Zebulon’s hands in front of him, and he’d won the battle for the gun.  He put a bullet in the cultist, and that was that.
 
   “What happened?” I asked him as I untied him.
 
   “It started out as another round of questioning,” he said, “once those first two guys were sent away they put us in handcuffs and started asking where the portal was, and how we’d got rid of the chupacabras.  Stuff the FBI wasn’t supposed to know about.  Then that fake doctor showed up and said that they could get their answers from the witch just as easily and that Earl needed to be eliminated.  They were going to shoot me, but one of them had a James Bond moment and decided that shooting was too good for me, and they should throw me into the forest like the others.  Which was where we were at when you showed up with your minions.  Thanks for that, by the way.”
 
   “And Theresa?”
 
   “Dr. Finch said they needed to try a younger sacrifice.  I guess they weren’t murdering people purely for the hell of it.”
 
   “No.  What happened to the Whateleys?”
 
   “They were locked in one of the hotel rooms.”  We went around the hotel, going slowly and making plenty of noise.  Not that we could have avoided it with the portal penguins following us.  The Whateleys had been rescued and were thrilled to see Theresa.
 
   “Good job everyone!” Earl said.  “Now we just have one more thing to clear up.”  He looked at me as he said it.
 
   “Where’s Dr. Finch?” I asked.
 
   “He ran past us with a pack of demons behind him,” Agent Starr said.  He did look like a man who’d seen a pack of demons.  “None of them stopped when we fired at them.  They didn’t even slow down.”
 
   “We can’t assume that he’ll leave never to return, and even if he did, he’s killed too many people for me to ignore,” Earl said.  He moved closer to me.
 
   “’Sides, you can’t let all those things run around loose.”
 
   “So where would he go?” Agent Starr asked. 
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” I said.  “The mall.  If whatever’s coming out of the ground there could defeat the radish monsters it stands to reason it could take out the demon army.  He might think it’s worth the chance of getting eaten himself.”
 
   “Excellent,” Earl said.  “Then you’ll ride with me, Agents Steiner and Agent Starr can follow in their car, and Steve can meet us there as a representative of Jesticorps.”
 
   “What about me?” Zebulon asked.
 
   “You are going to the hospital,” Earl said.  “And no arguing.  Who knows what that guy is made out of?  You need to get checked out.”
 
   “And me?” asked Cecilia.
 
   “Stay at the hotel and make sure nothing else weird happens,” Earl said.  “Fiona will be joining you as soon as she can.”
 
   Cecilia wasn’t happy about it, but she agreed to stay.  I called Steve to let him know where we were headed.
 
   “We’ll meet you there,” was his response.
 
   “Why?”  I asked.  “Are you going to do something wizardly?”
 
   “No, we’re going to do something scientific.  Dr. Cassidy’s magic rock detecting machine has been converted into an energy nullifier of some sort.  She’s beyond angry about it, so tread carefully around her.  Despite her frustration we both think it might come in handy under the circumstances.”  Since I had no idea what Dr. Finch was or how to kill him, I had to agree.  It gave me an idea though.  The portal penguins were still flapping around the hotel grounds.  I coaxed one over and picked it up.  It took some convincing to get Earl to let me bring it into his car.  The seat was cramped with the alien bird on my lap, but it would be worth it if I could get it to attack Dr. Finch.  The federal agents agreed to go to Steve’s place and help him pack up Dr. Cassidy’s machine, and off we all went.
 
   As we headed to the construction site, Earl revealed the real reason he wanted me along for the ride.
 
   “You’ve got to get those things back,” he told me.  “We’ve got enough weird shit roaming this town without adding to it.”
 
   “Of course,” I said.  And I meant it.  Besides, those things wouldn’t go back to the hotel, they’d follow me.  And they looked too much like the dark thing from the forest for me to be remotely okay with that.
 
   Before we left town, I got a call on my phone from an unfamiliar number.
 
   “Go ahead and answer it,” Earl said.  “It might be Dr. Finch calling to surrender.”
 
   “I’m not that lucky,” I said.  It turned out to be Legion.
 
   “Someone’s here,” he said, sounding amused.  “They’re trying to get in.”
 
   “Through the tunnel or the front door?”  I asked.
 
   “They’re trying the doors and windows,” he said.  “They don’t smell human.”
 
   “It must be Dr. Finch,” I said.
 
   “Where?”  Earl asked.
 
   “Up by the cliff,” I told him.  “At the house on the far side.”
 
   “He said your name,” Legion said.  “He doesn’t sound happy.  Should I let him know you’re not here?”
 
   “Talking to him might not be a good idea,” I said.
 
   “Sure it is,” Earl said.  “Whoever that is can stall him until we get there.”  He slammed on the brakes and turned the car around.
 
   “Someone already had the same idea,” Legion said, “I can hear a car pulling up.”
 
   “I’ll bet it’s the FBI agents,” Earl said, “they must have taken the wrong driveway.”  I could hear a car horn in the background and the voice of Dr. Finch.
 
   “Maybe you should head to the basement,” I told Legion, “if this goes the way I think it will they’re going to start shooting any minute now.”
 
   “Bullets can’t hurt me,” Legion said.  “I hope you aren’t too attached to the men in the car.  I think they’re outclassed.”
 
   “How fast can we get there?” I asked Earl.
 
   “We’re about a half hour away,” he said.  “That road is hard to navigate in the dark.”
 
   “Dammit.  Is there any way you can tell the guys in the car to get out of there?”
 
   “I could try,” Legion said.  I heard creaking as he opened the front door.
 
   “Hey, mortal scum!”  he bellowed.  “Get lost if you value your puny souls!”  There was some more indistinct shouting.
 
   “That wasn’t what I meant,” I said.  
 
   “It worked,” he reported.  “They’re backing their car up.  Dr. Finch is standing right in front of me.  He appears to be upset.  Would you like to say something to him?”
 
   “Sure.  Tell him to drop dead.”
 
   “Okay.  Jaspar wants you to drop dead.  Now get off my porch, alien filth.”
 
   Earl’s radio started making noises.  He turned it on while I listened to Dr. Finch yelling through the phone.
 
   “There’s a devil in your town!”  Agent Starr shouted.
 
   “It’s just one thing after another, isn’t it?”  Earl said.  He pressed a button.  “I think you went to the wrong house,” he said, “did you get the scientist?”
 
   “No.  Did you hear me?  We found Dr. Finch, who has tentacles again, and he was fighting a devil!  We need a priest or something!”
 
   “Don’t worry about the devil for now,” Earl said.  “Did you see the demon army?”
 
   “No, we didn’t!”
 
   “They must have taken a different route,” I said. 
 
   “Or they spread out into town.  We need them all in one place if we’re going to use some gadget on them.  Just get to Mr. Trenton’s house like we talked about, and I’ll worry about the devil.”
 
   “If you’re sure . . .”
 
   “Sure I’m sure,” Earl said.  “I’ve made house calls there before.  I can handle it.”
 
   “You have?” I said.
 
   “I’ve never met the current owner,” he admitted, “but he’s called the Sheriff’s office about trespassers.  I guess he wasn’t pulling my leg.  Is he really a devil?”
 
   “I can see how someone might come to that conclusion,” I said.  Dr. Finch was still yelling.
 
   “Did he say you’re getting a priest?” Legion asked.  “I’d prefer Pastor MacReady if you’re going to try an exorcism.”
 
   “Do you think he can exorcise Dr. Finch?”  Begging for divine intervention hadn’t occurred to me.
 
   “Who knows,” Legion said, “I do know Father Hollister has a heart condition he shouldn’t aggravate.  By the way, Dr. Finch is threatening to eat your eyes the next time he sees you.”
 
   “My minions will eat his first,” I said.  If they ever caught up with him.  I listened to Legion repeat me.
 
   “Oh, he’s looking around,” Legion said.  “He looks nervous.  Do you have minions?”
 
   “At the moment, yes,” I said.  “Don’t let them into your house if they show up.”
 
   “Thanks for the timely advice,” Legion said.  “Here they are.  And there Dr. Finch goes, and there they go.”  I could hear more shouting.  “He runs quickly for an alien.”
 
   “Did they come from the road?”  If they had, I would have expected to hear about it from Agent Starr.
 
   “No, they came from behind the house.”  Now that they were out of sight Legion’s interest waned.  “Will I see you tomorrow?”
 
   “As long as I’m not dead or in jail.”
 
   “You can tell me what’s going on then,” he said.  He hung up.
 
   The radio crackled to life again.
 
   “Dr. Finch just passed us,” Agent Steiner said.  “He wrecked our car.”
 
   “Are ya’ll all right?”  Earl asked.
 
   “Yes.  He didn’t have time to do more than flip our car.  He was being chased by those demons again.”
 
   “The mayor was right!”  Agent Starr shouted.  “And our car is totaled.”
 
   “Then get to Mr. Trenton’s place and hitch a ride with them,” Earl said.  “I’m going to get off the road and wait for the doctor.  If he goes to the construction site, we’ll wait for you before confronting him.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Agent Steiner said. 
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked.  “They might have injuries they’re not feeling yet.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  We need the extra firepower.  There we go!”
 
   Dr. Finch was sprinting past us.  In the twilight, his extra appendages appeared as a mist surrounding him.  The army of dead monsters charged after him.  The portal penguin whistled at the crowd as it galloped and hopped by.  Earl pulled out and followed as quickly as he dared. 
 
   The road out of town was as bumpy as I remembered it and longer than the underground route.
 
   “Do you think we can catch up with him if he stays on the road?” I asked as we hit the freeway. 
 
   “I don’t know,” Earl said.  “Whatever he is, that thing can really move.”
 
   “What about the shades?”
 
   “We’ll see when we get there.”
 
   Or we wouldn’t.  It was dark outside now.  The mountain blocked the lights from town, and I could see more stars than I had in years.  It wasn’t much light to go on.
 
   When Earl reached the parking lot and cut the engine, I couldn’t see anything inside the car, much less outside.
 
   “Can’t you turn the lights back on?” 
 
   “What?  You can’t see in the dark?” he asked.  
 
   “No.  Why would you even think that?”
 
   “I thought all supernatural types could.”
 
   “Well, I can’t.”  He turned the headlights on.
 
   “What were you planning on doing in the dark?”
 
   “It’s not that dark.”  It was pitch black.  Maybe Earl could see in the dark.  Based on his stories he was much older than he looked.  It wasn’t that big of a stretch to think he might not be human either.  
 
   “Whatever you say.”  We sat in the car for a bit.
 
   “Do you have any idea what to do next?” Earl asked.
 
   “Hope those antler beasts have gored Dr. Finch to death, and all we have to do is lure them back to town.”
 
   “I meant if they hadn’t.”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   By this time, Steve and the FBI agents had arrived and parked.  In the headlights, Cassandra looked ghastly.  Late nights and wizardly possession had taken a toll on her.
 
   “I have a plan for dealing with him,” she said.  Steve opened up the trunk of his car to reveal her machine.  She’d removed some of Noah’s enhancements and added a few of her own.
 
   “It turns out that this is what’s been causing the earthquakes,” Steve said.  He sounded impressed.
 
   “After that last little talk Dr. Finch and I had,” Cassandra began, fiddling with the machine while she talked, “I got a bit angry, so I repurposed the machine.  As you gentlemen pointed out, its original function wasn’t that useful anyway.  This version not only detects, it also disrupts extra planar energy.”  I assumed that was a cover story for the FBI agents.  Perhaps Noah was planning to use it on Legion.  If the familiar’s attitude towards his master had been obvious before his death, I couldn’t blame Noah’s ghost for taking precautions.  Lucky for us he hadn’t finished in time.
 
   “How is that going to work, exactly?” Agent Steiner asked.  Cassandra looked at him.
 
   “Do you realize that Dr. Finch is a monster?” She asked.
 
   “Not much point pretending otherwise,” Agent Starr said.
 
   “He’s not human,” Agent Steiner agreed.
 
   “Well, this machine can take advantage of some special properties of local geography to hopefully send him back where he came from, or at least give him something to think about.”
 
   “That works for me,” Earl said.
 
   I wasn’t sure it worked for me.  I might be an extra planar traveler after all.  And I had a suspicion that ‘back to whence he came’ was another way of saying that Dr. Finch was about to be taken to a farm in the country where he would be very happy playing with all the other monsters.
 
   Still, I hadn’t felt anything but the ground shaking when she’d been testing her machine earlier.  Surely I would have if it was going to hurt me?
 
   “How close do you have to get to him to use this?” Earl asked.
 
   “If he’s standing close enough to a lodestone I could do it from here,” Cassandra said.  “I’ve been trying to get him for days now, but stabilizing the output has been difficult.”
 
   “Then we’ll go check,” Steve said.  “If he’s still around the . . . hole in the ground, he’s only a few hundred yards away.  You get the machine set up, and we’ll call you when we see him.”
 
   “Who’s we?” I asked.
 
   “You and me,” Steve said.  He sounded surprised that I asked.  “You’re the one in tune with the spirits, and we’ve also got to find those things.”
 
   “I’ll come too,” Earl said.  “You’re going to need someone with a gun.”
 
   We headed into the trees.  I left the portal penguin with Dr. Cassidy.  It sat up and warbled, and stayed put.  Perhaps it didn’t like the giant tentacles.
 
   “What’s this about a lodestone?” Earl asked.
 
   “It’s our cover story for the feds,” Steve explained.  “Lodestones and leylines.  Just borrowing some New Age terms and using them for the latest thing in geology.  It’s all very technical, you know.”
 
   “I do know,” I said.  “Why am I really coming along?”
 
   “Dr. Cassidy talks a good game, but I’m not entirely sure that machine of hers won’t zap you too, and the parking lot is right over the tunnel she’s going to use to focus the energy.  If we follow the path, at least you won’t be standing directly on top of it when the power goes on.”
 
   “Great,” I said.  “If I don’t get zapped by this it’s going to be a long time before I accept another job offer from you.”
 
   “I’m sorry about all this,” Steve said.  “I really had no idea so much weird shit was going to happen.  I mean, even when I was hunting down the board of executives I had no idea my direct supervisor was a tentacle beast until I saw him in the parking lot getting torn apart by fluffy velociraptors.”
 
   “Speaking of tentacle beasts,” Earl said, “That’s one big damn tentacle.”  I looked up.  And up.  He wasn’t kidding.
 
   “It seems bigger than before,” I said.
 
   “I think it’s a different one,” Steve said.  I couldn’t make the tentacle out clearly, but I could see its outline against the stars as it curled and uncurled.  “They’ll occasionally disappear .”  I flinched as we heard the sounds of shattering wood.
 
   “I guess you can’t build a mall here, after all,” I said.
 
   “Doesn’t look like it.” Steve moved forward.  “We’re at the edge of the safe zone now.  How do the spirits feel about that?”  Sparks had left my coat and was floating above the caution tape.
 
   “I don’t think they’ve changed their opinion,” I told him.
 
   “It can’t be helped,” Earl said.
 
   We went forward.  Beyond the motion of the tentacle, I could hear rocks scraping together, and a low gurgling.
 
   “Well hello again Dr. Finch,” Earl said.  “I do believe you’re trespassing.  This is private property.”  A gurgle was the only response.  “Or is there some other name you’d prefer to be called?”  I opened my phone and called Dr. Cassidy.
 
   “He’s here,” I told her.
 
   “Great, keep him there.  The machine isn’t quite ready, but it should only be a few minutes.”
 
   “Where’d the monsters go?” I asked Dr. Finch.
 
   “Those were your doing, weren’t they?” came the reply.  It sounded a lot like Dr. Finch, but with an underlying unpleasantness, like the words were being dragged through wet gravel.  I was surprised by the difference.  Perhaps the thing was losing control of its vocal chords.
 
   “Yes,” I said.  “You didn’t give me a lot of options.”
 
   “You could have shot the humans,” the Finch thing said.
 
   “And you would have what?  Surrendered?”  I didn’t even bother mentioning that I didn’t have a gun.
 
   “To humans?  Of course not!”
 
   “And you wouldn’t have let your prisoners go, either,” I said.  “See what I mean?  No options.”
 
   “You could have listened when I tried to talk to you,” it said.  As it spoke, Earl and Steve were moving closer.  I followed them.  I was a little curious about what this thing looked like, and I had a feeling I wouldn’t get a chance to look at its corpse.  If shades could hurt it, it was not entirely substantial.
 
   “Just because it’s their home doesn’t mean the humans have some claim to this planet.  They can be cleared off easily enough, and it’s high time someone did!”  Oh good, he was insane.  Now I didn’t have to feel bad about whatever Cassandra’s machine was going to do to him.
 
   “You thought the portal to evil radish land was a good way to accomplish that?  Why?”  I asked.
 
   “Don’t play stupid,” the Finch thing said.  Its voice was degrading further.  Was Cassandra’s machine going to be necessary?  “You’ve been held back too.  If you’d helped me instead of them, or just minded your own business, we’d have been successful.”
 
   “Now you’re being bitter,” I said.  “I didn’t do anything Nancy Drew couldn’t have done eventually, and that’s setting a very low bar.”  Earl snorted.
 
   There was a light coming from the ground.  At first I was worried, but as my eyes adjusted I realized that unlike the chupacabras who’d had to work with the natural topography, the squid had torn right through the ground.  The light was coming from the cave below us.  In the excitement earlier we had forgotten to turn off them off.  Since the cave was inaccessible, it didn’t seem likely we’d get a chance to do it now.  I wondered how long they would last.
 
   The Finch thing was next to the crack in the ground.  It looked like, despite our efforts, he’d got his wish and had access to the portal if he could get past the giant squid alien.  I had more important things on my mind.  The beasts I’d raised were still there.  It seemed that the giant squid was holding them at bay.  I couldn’t avoid getting a clear look at them.  The one that had run me down earlier stamped the ground, its serpentine tail lashing.  Literally serpentine.  Its body was a mishmash worthy of Greek legend, with hooves and talons and feathers and scales all adding up to something that shouldn’t have been able to stand, let alone walk.  Its head was another matter.  Its neck stretched and compressed as it paced and ended in a hole filled with teeth.  
 
   Another shade made a soft sucking sound as it circled the light.  It had a head with many antlers, and dozens of thin red tongues flickered out of its mouth.  It had the colorful body of a caterpillar.  Perhaps worst of all was the triclops I’d noticed earlier.  It was held up on spider legs, but instead of fangs it had grasping little hands.  It didn’t help that when the tentacle twitched our way, the triclops tried to hide behind me.  I’d got used to some weird things in the previous month, but some creatures just can’t be endearing no matter what they do.
 
   “What were you hoping to accomplish anyway?” Steve asked.  “Other than creating the most deadly mall in America.”
 
   “A wizard like you should know,” Finch said.  “There are worlds of pure energy, and I know how to harness them.  All that’s needed is a portal that can be tuned, and the one who controls it can become God.”
 
   “How can you say you’d be able to use it when you can’t even get a tunnel-locating spell to work?” I asked.  “After over thirty tries, I might add.”
 
   “You knew?” it said to me.  It dawned on me that the Finch thing knew even less about me than I knew about it.
 
   “I might be a little better than Nancy Drew,” I conceded.  I saw the Finch thing lurch to its feet.  The triclops scuttled out from behind me.
 
   “You could have joined us,” it said.  “You could have helped us rule.  Your master helped us although he didn’t realize it.  Surely your revenge against him would be completed more easily if you took our side!”  Wait, did he think I was Legion?  If that was true, why hadn’t he said so earlier?  And how could he still think that after Legion answered the door at Noah Whateley’s house?  It didn’t seem to matter now.  He continued his rant.  “It’s too late now; you have to pay for what you’ve done.”  He raced towards me.  The triclops scuttled in front of me.  Okay, it was probably after the only meal it could get, but I warmed up to it a little.  Earl drew his revolver.
 
   “You might want to rethink that Mr. Finch,” he said.  “Ever since you reached the top of the suspect list there’s been a bullet in this gun with your name on it.  If you agree to quit trying to take over the world and return to your home dimension, I won’t shoot.”  The Finch thing laughed.  
 
   “Bullets will never work on me,” it said.  “In the shadow of this beast, neither will the creatures you’ve summoned.  I may yet succeed.”
 
   No sooner had he spoken than there was a deep groan like steel grinding against ice, and the tentacles shot down into the ground.
 
   “You were saying?” Steve said.  I put two and two together and started to back up.
 
   The groaning stopped as soon as the tentacles disappeared; the earth began to shake.  I hit the ground while Earl kept his gun aimed at Finch.  The Finch thing screamed and turned towards the crack in the ground.  At first I thought it was wobbling in haste, but soon I realized it was shaking due to the quake.  The ground shook harder; Dr. Finch wobbled more, and at last it lost concrete form entirely and dissolved into a puddle.  The antler beast and the tooth creature immediately went to the puddle and began tearing at it.  The earth continued shaking for another minute or so.
 
   “Was that it?” Earl asked once the shaking stopped.
 
   “I think so,” I said.  Steve ignored the shades and walked to the pit.
 
   “Fantastic!” He said.  “It looks like the quake took out the portal!”
 
   “Really?”  I stood up and went over to the pit.  Somehow the lights were still on, and I could see to the floor of the cave.  There was a roiling darkness flowing into the cave, but the portal was nowhere to be seen.
 
   “We could have saved ourselves some trouble if we’d known what Cassandra’s machine could do earlier,” I commented.  
 
   “Yup.”  Earl scratched his head.  “Deliberately starting earthquakes has got to be against the law.  Under the circumstances, I don’t know if I should arrest her or not.”
 
   “You’re going to have to fill this in anyway,” I warned Steve.  “That thing from the forest is in there.”
 
   “A minor problem compared to everything else,” Steve said.  I didn’t know about that.  I was getting the same queasy feeling as I’d had in my dream.  In my opinion, we’d solved one problem and created another.  “Shall we round up your pets now?”
 
   “Yeah.”  I turned to find that we were surrounded.  “Honestly, I was expecting that quake, and whatever caused it, to take care of them for me.”  I was glad for the support, however hideous.  Being jostled by shades kept me from being mesmerized by the black mist again.
 
   “They must not be extra planar,” he said.  
 
   “They look plenty alien to me,” Earl said.  “I can’t say I feel very good about knowing these things are native to this area.”
 
   “Maybe they were from the forest,” I said.  As I spoke, the triclops scuttled towards the hole in the earth and dropped into it.
 
   “Hey!”  I leaned over and looked down.  It hit the floor, righted itself, then headed towards the darkness.  As I watched, it melted into it.
 
   “That’ll save some time.”  The caterpillar thing followed suit, and one by one so did the other creatures.
 
   “What do you think that means?” Earl asked. 
 
   “Beats me,” Steve said.  “Maybe the spook that keeps you all out of that forest is some kind of ghost itself.”
 
   “Or it’s made of the same stuff as them,” I said.  We waited a bit, but none of the creatures reemerged.
 
   “Maybe they came from the forest, and they’ll stay there, like the goldfish you tricked into that aquarium,” Steve said.
 
   “I’m willing to take that chance,” I said.  “Anything that means I don’t have to go down there.”  I turned to go back to the parking lot, to find Sparks fluttering in the air.  He zipped around me a few times and dove into my pocket.  
 
   “And the good news is, the spirits think these lands have been cleansed,” I said.  I could still hear the screams of animals, but as long as Sparks was otherwise calm the noise didn’t bother me.
 
   “Good for them,” Earl said.  
 
   At the car, we just told them that the machine had taken out the demon army as well.  Cassandra was glowing with triumph.  I couldn’t tell if it was because her machine had worked or because the Finch monster had been destroyed.  She was full of plans to redesign it and do more field testing.  Earl suggested she do it somewhere else.  Agent Starr was disappointed; in the excitement the portal penguin had vanished.  He couldn’t say if it had run away or if the machine had zapped it too. 
 
   


 
   
 
  


Chapter 24: Most crypto-zoologists aren’t totally insane, you know
 
    
 
   Mr. and Mrs. Whateley were very grateful to me for rescuing their daughter.  They offered to let me stay at their hotel for free any time that I liked.  Zebulon offered to buy me a gun, which I declined.  I’d had enough shootouts to last me a century at least.  I did go target shooting with him again.  I stayed in town a few more days, in part to sort the rest of Obadiah’s possessions, but mostly to make sure those shades I’d raised didn’t return to the hotel.  On the second day afterwards, Fiona invited Steve and me to her house for lunch.
 
   “We’ve reached an agreement on the mall,” Steve announced as Fiona set out drinks and sandwiches.
 
   “It’s on again?” I said.  “Jesticorps can’t take a hint, can they?”
 
   “Not when there’s money to be spent,” Steve said.  “I’ve received official word that nothing short of Christ himself returning in all his glory will halt construction now that the chupacabras have been dealt with.”
 
   “It’s more likely to be declared a Superfund site than a wildlife refuge now,” Fiona said.  “And if Jesticorps is willing to pay for the cleanup I’m not going to keep protesting.  Exposing and ending the evil alien threat is enough for me.”
 
   “That was your angle from the beginning wasn’t it?”  I said.  “You knew something was there.”
 
   “I suspected,” she said.  “Mostly because it was a stupid place for a mall, no offense intended.”
 
   “None taken,” Steve said.  “We’re going to take precautions now that the shoppers won’t notice.”
 
   “Like what?” I asked. 
 
   “For starters, a concrete plug over the hole.  Then Cecilia has agreed to put some witchy protection on the ground.  With a few alterations to the design to make the building resistant to alien invasion, we’ll be good to go.  I’m thinking of making the seal grotesquely extravagant.  If it’s over the top enough, we might become a tourist destination.”
 
   “What about the darkness from the forest?  Won’t it frighten away shoppers?”  Steve shrugged.
 
   “We’ll put it in the middle of a courtyard,” he said.
 
   “No one’s seen it except you,” Fiona said, “and it’s never hurt anyone.  If it bothers you stay away from the mall.  That’s what it wants.”
 
   “There’s one thing I still don’t get about Dr. Finch’s motivations,” I said.  
 
   “Yes?”  Fiona prompted me.  
 
   “Why was he searching Cecilia’s shop and Steve’s and my things?  The key was too big to hide where he was looking, and we never found a map of the tunnel or anything else useful.”
 
   Fiona sighed.  
 
   “If I told you he was looking for Obadiah’s stash of chocolate coins would you believe me?” she asked. 
 
   “No,” I said.  If Legion was right, I had that anyway.
 
   “I have an ancestor who was not nice,” she said.  “Several of them, actually.  It’s possible that Obadiah ended up with some of his things either through tunneling -” she looked at me to gauge my reaction – “or because the late wizard Noah Whateley, my former neighbor, gave it to him.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” Steve interrupted, “are you saying there might be more magical booby traps in that house?”  She nodded.
 
   “I apologize for not warning you earlier,” she said, not looking apologetic at all.   “Until you told me about the logic book I thought they would be more eldritch in nature.  Or at least look valuable.  It seems Dr. Finch thought the same if he broke into the store but not the house.”
 
   “Are there any other unwelcome surprises about that house you care to share?”  Steve asked her.  She shook her head.
 
   “I never visited Obadiah at home,” she said.  “No one did.  If we had, we wouldn’t have let him bury himself in junk like that.”
 
    “How much longer are you going to stay in town?” she asked me, changing the subject.  
 
   “Oh, a few more days,” I said.  “I’m still not done sorting through Mr. Fry’s stuff.”
 
   “You don’t have to finish all at once,” Steve said.  “When I made the offer I didn’t realize I’d bought a hoard.”
 
   “I wonder how his sister-in-law would feel if she knew how many valuables were left in the house.”
 
   “I paid her enough that she shouldn’t have room to complain.”
 
   “Should and would are two very different things,” Fiona reminded him.
 
   “True,” Steve agreed.
 
   I noticed that Fiona had glossed over an important detail; Dr. Finch couldn’t have broken into Obadiah’s magically protected home if he’d wanted to.
 
   “How is Gregory feeling?” I asked.  He had been banished to the kitchen after trying to eat the entire fruit salad she’d set out.  “He missed his chance to go home.”
 
   “He seems fine.  To be honest, I’m not sure he understood much of what was going on.”
 
   ***
 
   That evening I took Theresa to the diner again, this time for carry out.  She viewed my extra burger and fries with suspicion.
 
   “Do you have a date tonight?” she asked me.
 
   “No,” I told her.  “I’m eating with a friend.”
 
   “Thanks for saving my life,” she told me.
 
   “No problem.”  I stuck my hand in my coat pocket to get my car keys and felt something hard and round instead.  I pulled it out, and Theresa gasped in delight.  “I suppose this is for you,” I told her, and handed over the chocolate coin.  She took it with a smile.
 
   I tried to repeat the trick again after I dropped her off at the hotel with no luck.  Legion was pleased with the cheeseburger and unsurprised by the coin.
 
   “Perhaps giving them away is the key,” he said.  “Think about giving me a coin, and try again.”
 
   Sure enough, a coin appeared in my pocket.
 
   “It’s too bad I don’t have any nieces or nephews,” I said, giving him the coin.  “Now I’ve got an endless supply of candy, and no way of using it without looking like a creep.”  He seemed puzzled.  I tried to explain, and we spent the rest of the night discussing the modern world, and the mall.  He seemed keen to check it out.  He also seemed keen to continue our acquaintance.  He gave me his phone number and made me promise to call him at least once a week.  I remembered Steve’s warning and promised anyway.  It didn’t seem like a difficult promise to keep.
 
   That night I dreamed of the bronze gate again.  It was wide open.  A column of black mist extended high into the red sky, each tendril of mist ending in a dark hand.  I tried to run only to find myself surrounded by shades.  They were solid now and try as I might I couldn’t push through them.  The column of darkness crashed to the earth, washing over me.  I felt colder than I ever had before.  I opened my mouth to scream, and darkness rushed in.  
 
   As quickly as it arrived it disappeared, leaving a closed gate, a clear blue sky, and a field full of shades.  This time when I shoved them out of my way they rushed to obey.  
 
   I woke up cold and confused.  My amber pendant was clear again, and all the moths were in place.  Full night’s sleep or not, I couldn’t take much more of this.  I looked out the window.  At least there weren’t any more lights in the marsh.
 
   ***
 
   The next day Steve tracked me down at the bar.
 
   “You’ll never guess who wanted to talk to me,” he said.
 
   “Who?  More cultists?”
 
   “Nope,” he said.  “The elusive Mrs. Fry.  She was hysterical.  It seems she heard some of the real story of what happened to her brother-in-law.  She couldn’t make up her mind if she wanted to get his things back because she’d misjudged him all these years, or never wanted to see them again because she’d had such a traumatic experience.”
 
   “She had a traumatic experience?”
 
   “But of course.  Remember how you said she and Abner Whateley were in cahoots?”
 
   “I vaguely remember something along those lines,” I said.  “Did you find out the details?”  Steve grinned.
 
   “She didn’t reveal the whole sordid mess, but she did feel the need to unburden herself about the terrible deal she made with that evil man who bombed the construction site.”
 
   That was part of the cover story we were repeating.  Not that I’d felt the need to lie.  Agent Steiner and Agent Starr were adamant that they could not put the real sequence of events in their official report.  To minimize our further involvement the late Finch monster had been labeled a terrorist who’d stolen the real Dr. Finch’s identity to blend in.  Homeland security would now get involved, but that was a problem for any remaining cultists and whoever had given the creature a fake ID.
 
   “So he tried to buy the property before Jesticorps did,” I said.  “His scheme went off without a hitch, so why didn’t the sale go through?”
 
   “That’s just it,” Steve said.  “She wasn’t broken up about Obadiah’s death.  She’s convinced Abner’s death was her fault.  She was all set to sell to Dr. Finch when someone from Jesticorps showed up with ten times the money.  There were other heirs to the estate, and it was a ton of money, way more than the land would ever be worth.  She couldn’t resist all the extra zeroes.  Realistically, once the offer went public, she couldn’t have sold to Dr. Finch without prompting investigations from the other heirs.  She thinks that the cultists took their anger out on Abner.”
 
   “He would have been in a tight spot,” I said.  “If selling the land for cheap was part of the payment for killing Obadiah Dr. Finch must have felt cheated as well as disappointed.”
 
   “You know what this really means don’t you?”  Steve asked me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “There were two groups of cultists involved in this.”
 
   “Oh no,” I said.  “Do you think we got them all?”
 
   “No way,” Steve said.  “I’ll be watching my back for a long time after this.  You’d better do the same.”
 
   “I will,” I said.  Not that I meant it.  I was headed back to Anaheim.  There were fanatics there to be sure, but there were interested in rollercoasters, parades, and a much more wholesome kind of magic.
 
   On that note, I went down to the smoking room to watch the goldfish one last time.  They’d been beautiful specimens in life.  With the aquarium light on their transparent bodies glistened like moving gems.  If I could repeat this stunt reliably I might have a profitable new line of work.  The ASPCA didn’t care about fish, so my no maintenance fish tanks wouldn’t cause controversy.  When I tried to leave Barry, my original fishy nemesis, swam through the glass to follow me.
 
   “Oh no,” I said.  “No, no, no.  Get back in there.”  To my shock, he obeyed.  “Come here, Barry,” I called.  He swam back to me.  “Now go back to the tank.”  I experimented with other fish.  I didn’t need to know their names, just thinking about the one I wanted to order around was enough.  Somehow, I’d become stronger while I was here.
 
   I quit playing with the fish before anyone could come down the stairs and catch me at it.  If this was because of my dreams, then Jeremiah might be able to explain it.  I could never ask him though.  This was exactly the sort of thing Sheriff Warren was concerned about when he’d been thinking about having me killed.  I’d just accept my good fortune and get the hell out of town.
 
   ***
 
   Finally, after saying my goodbyes and getting all my clothes back from the cleaners, Sheriff Warren told me I wasn’t needed for any more interviews and Steve was satisfied with my work.  I packed up my things and prepared to go back to California and warmer weather.  Cassandra caught me in the parking lot as I was putting the last suitcase in my trunk.  She’d come to let me know all of her equipment was out of Steve’s house.  She was looking much better.  I hadn’t realized how much of her pallor had been from worry and stress.  She looked ten years younger, and the shadows under her eyes were gone.  If I hadn’t exorcised her myself, I never would have known she’d been possessed.  She smiled at me as I followed her to the back garden.
 
   “I see you got rid of the goldfish,” she said.
 
   “Yeah, it was sad to see them go but I couldn’t steal Theresa’s pets.”  She laughed.
 
   “I’m sure,” she said.  “Listen, I’m sorry about trying to conscript you earlier.  I really appreciated everything you did for me.”
 
   “Don’t mention it,” I said.  “Gregory might never speak to you again though.”
 
   “Gregory?”  
 
   “The baby squid alien.”
 
   “Ah.  I’m sorry about that.  I was looking for anything to distract me.  Crypto-zoology is my real passion you know.”
 
   “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Well, it is.  The only thing positive that’s come out of this is that I’ve been invited to speak at a crypto-zoology convention this spring.”
 
   “About the giant squid or the chupacabras?”  She grinned.
 
   “About the fluffy bird monsters,” she said.  “Most crypto-zoologists aren’t totally insane, you know.”
 
   “You could have fooled me,” I said.  “Wait; were you even there to see the portal penguins?”
 
   “I saw one for about five minutes while I was trying to start my machine,” she reminded me.  “I’m hoping someone will fill in the details for me.”
 
   “I might be able to,” I heard myself say.  “I was attacked by one.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “It was terrifying.”
 
   “I’ll bet.”
 
   “I’ve got to get going if I want to be in California tonight,” I said.  “You can call me if you want to talk about them more.”
 
   “I’d like that,” she said.  She ran her fingers through the leaves of a rosebush.  The only flowers on it at this time of year were dead.  “The convention will be in Lafayette.  Louisiana is beautiful in the spring.”
 
   “I’ve never been to Louisiana,” I said.
 
   “Hmm.  Well, it’s something to think about,” she said.  “Enjoy your trip home, Mr. Windisle.”  She went back to the hotel.
 
   “You go, man,” Zebulon said after the door closed behind her.  He’d been in the gazebo, smoking.
 
   “What?”  I asked.
 
   “The crazy math lady likes you,” he said.
 
   “Ah.  I guess she does.”
 
   “So does this mean that a trip to Louisiana is in your future?”
 
   “No way,” I said.  “She’s trying to lure me to a crypto-zoology convention.  It’s hardly a hot date.”
 
   “In that case why not come back here?  It may not look like much now, but Washington is also beautiful in the spring.  You also have all those old maps to sort, and Theresa will have some more dead pets for you to raise by then.  I overheard her asking her dad for a hamster.”
 
   “You’re not really selling it,” I said.  He patted me on the back.
 
   “It’s something to keep in mind,” he said.  “See you later.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “See ya.”
 
   ***
 
   After getting onto the highway, my drive was uneventful.  Sparks fluttered around the car gazing at the changing scenery.  When I crossed the border between Oregon and California, I stopped to stretch my legs and get something to drink.  The weather was already warmer, and the skies were partly cloudy instead of overcast.  I took off the pirate coat and threw it into the back seat.  A few hours later I stopped at a hotel to spend the night.  It wasn’t nearly as opulent as The Gates of Sleep.  It didn’t have bloody lettering or theme food either.  After making sure the room held no surprises, I opened the trunk of my car to get my suitcase.
 
   A fluffy cloud of white exploded out of the trunk, knocking me over.  As I stared up at the portal penguin, who was barking at me eagerly, I thought I’d be returning to Towenridge sooner than I’d expected.
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