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  2: Committed to a Bright Future


  Melissa shrugged her backpack onto her shoulder to keep it from falling any farther down her arm and stuck out her thumb at the oncoming traffic. She had reached US Route 95 South on foot but realized quickly she needed something that traveled faster than a teenage girl’s legs, especially if she were to get anywhere out of the searchable vicinity. She crossed her fingers that any Goody Two-Shoes who might be concerned about a young girl hitchhiking and who might inform the local authorities would roll on by and that only a Good Samaritan willing to help her in her cause would stop to pick her up.


  The next batch of headlights approached, and she leaned the top of her body across the fog line to be more visible to the drivers. She just needed one … The gaggles of vehicles sped past, kicking slush onto her pants, without stopping. The sound of engines and tires rolling faded, and Melissa hefted her bag again before trudging southbound.


  Images of the metal-adorned, maroon-colored, leather-bound book of spells and the bronze horse paperweight inside her bag consumed her thoughts as she walked. Flashes of Vicki’s bloodied head and Stepp’s disconnected heart back at the attorney’s office, plus her grandfather’s body lying on her bedroom floor, superimposed themselves over the here and now of the dark highway.


  She smirked when her thoughts landed on the realization that she was poised to be Anya’s successor and may inherit her power and knowledge, once the witch successfully located the real Chosen One and becomes immortal—divine.


  A blur of black caught her eye, and she looked skyward. She stopped walking to focus on the small tornado-like swirl of a kettle of vultures overhead.


  As if the vultures realized Melissa had spotted them, they descended toward the highway shoulder. They gracefully landed a few yards ahead of her and approached in unison.


  The intimidation and fear Melissa would once have felt in the vultures’ presence was now replaced with a calmness and a sense of possessiveness. “Lookin’ for me?”


  The vultures stopped and bobbed their heads.


  “Alright, fine. I’ll come to you.” Melissa headed toward where they had stopped and stood in front of them.


  The lead vulture cocked its head and, with a chin lift, gestured to the backpack around her shoulder.


  Melissa pointed to the strap. “You want something in here?”


  The vulture darted its head to the other side, as if in confirmation.


  Melissa let the bag slump to her bent elbow, unzipped it, and reached inside. “Did Anya send you for the book? Because she gave it to me. I’m keeping it safe until we can find the real sacrifice.”


  The lead vulture flapped its wings without taking flight.


  “See?” Melissa removed the book and cradled it in the crook of her other elbow. “It’s safe.”


  The vultures yapped in unison and launched into the sky as Melissa felt a hand on her shoulder. Black fabric fluttered in her peripheral vision.


  “Do we have a destination, or are we just migrating south for the winter?”


  Melissa chortled as she turned toward the pale face behind the black veil. “Just trying to get outta here as fast and as quietly as possible.”


  “And, by quietly, you mean, leaving a wake of arson, murder, and witchcraft as you depart?” Anya nodded. “Sounds like a solid plan, sport.”


  Melissa harrumphed and resumed walking again. “Can you ever discuss something without being sarcastic first? It’s getting old.”


  “Funny,” Anya said, keeping pace behind her apprentice. “Your grandfather said the same thing to me for decades. Guess you can’t teach old cats new tricks.”


  “Don’t talk about him right now.”


  “I saw what you did.” Anya quickened her step and walked alongside Melissa now. “I was dealing with Baron—damn nosy, wannabe warlock barkeep—when you were … handling Smith. I reviewed it later.”


  Melissa eyed Anya. “Is he dead?”


  “Do you care?”


  Melissa stared at the ground and tightened her lips, considering the question.


  “You must not, or you would’ve answered right—”


  “I don’t know! Okay? I don’t know how I feel anymore.”


  Anya lovingly put her hand on Melissa’s elbow. “Maybe you were too young to bring into the fold. I should have waited.”


  “I didn’t expect all the … carnage to happen so fast. At Stepp’s office, at my house. Everything was going to plan, then poof! Everything spun out of control.” She swiped the length of her sleeve under her nose to catch the snot and tears mixed with the snow flurries that had collected on her upper lip. “We had the Chosen One. Dead to rights.”


  “Sometimes things change. And we have to change with them.”


  “Thanks, Mom.” Melissa rolled her eyes.


  They walked in silence until the sound of another batch of vehicles overshadowed the crunch of the snow under their soles.


  “You gonna do that thumb thingy?” Anya asked, watching the procession of cars pass.


  “Nah, I want to walk right now. Clear my thoughts.”


  Anya nodded. “You do know who you’re walking with, right?”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Anya shook her head. “I won’t ask you again, child. Where are you headed? I know you have picked somewhere, so don’t give me the ‘anywhere but here’ line. I can see right through you.”


  Melissa sighed. “Thought I’d go see Uncle Hank in Vegas.”


  “Whatever for? That old coot is closer to death than Smith.”


  Melissa halted. “So … Grandpapa is still alive?”


  Anya studied Melissa from the corner of her eye. “You do care!”


  “Yeah …” She kicked a pebble into the roadway. “A little.”


  “He’s alive but not yet stable. And again, why Hank?”


  “Uncle Hank has always been there for me. And he lives far enough away where I could hide out there. And I think he’d protect me. He wouldn’t rat me out to my parents.”


  “And how are you so sure?”


  “I dunno.” Melissa shrugged and continued walking. “Just a hunch. Uncle Hank’s … different.”


  “And you thought a teenage girl, during the holidays, would just easy-peasy hitchhike almost three thousand miles without as much as an eyebrow raise? Do you know how many drivers you’d need?”


  “I was hoping to get lucky.”


  Anya choked on her laugh as the fabric from her black robe flapped behind her in the wind. “Lucky enough to find that one schmuck who’s driving from Massachusetts to Nevada? You are thick, child. What if an unsavory character tried anything inappropriate?”


  “I have Dad’s gun. I found it in his sock drawer.”


  “You just have all the answers. Got it all figured out, huh?”


  “And I’m powerful now.”


  Anya scoffed. “Don’t get cocky.”


  “Like you did with Rose Covington?” Melissa eyed the witch. “Plus, I can shoot laser beams from my eyes to move things.”


  “Ah, yes. Poor Madam Hapney’s beloved desk.”


  Both women giggled together.


  “Now that I am Stepp’s replacement and the Mushroom Cult leader, I also thought it would be fitting to return the operation to Vegas, where my family’s involvement started.”


  “So, this is a sentimental full-circle kind of thing? I didn’t peg you for the sort. But I like your moxie, child. Sit back and enjoy the ride.”


  “What—”


  Before Melissa could finish her question, everything turned purple, and she felt like her bones had accelerated faster than her skin was traveling.
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  3: 9 to 5 at the Morgue


  Christopher Harth tucked the rolled-up newspaper under his armpit so he could flip the light switch to the morgue. Incandescent bulbs turned on in a scattered pattern, illuminating the metal tables and the cadavers that had been delivered during the night. He surveyed the two new bodies and sighed. Harth cleared his throat—the sound echoing off the far wall of body-size drawers—and headed for the Mr. Coffee. He set his newspaper next to the carafe and contemplated just finishing the pot from yesterday or brewing a new one.


  A knock on the opened door startled him from his decision, and he turned toward the entrance.


  “G’morning, Chris.” Sergeant Santana entered the room and proffered a fresh steaming cup of coffee. “Thought you might need this.”


  “Thanks, Sarge.” He reached for the cup and turned toward the first of the covered bodies. “One of these must be a person of interest, if you’re here at the crack of dawn.”


  “I wanted to be here when you looked at that one.” He pointed with his chin to a table. “We don’t know what happened, and it’s pretty gruesome. Plus, it’s …” Santana looked at the floor.


  “Someone we know?”


  “It’s Baron. From the Pale Horse.”


  “Oh, jeez.” Harth’s shoulders slumped.


  “We found him in his back office, mauled.”


  “Mauled?”


  Santana approached the table and slid back the top of the sheet, exposing Baron’s face. “No animal around here could have done this.”


  Harth cocked his head and squinted. “Looks like a school of piranhas ate him alive. What about the rest of his body?” Harth pulled the sheet farther down but stopped when Santana answered.


  “Not a scratch. It’s like whoever did this only wanted to remove his face.”


  Harth lifted Baron’s head and felt underneath while staring at the far wall. “No damage or lacerations to the back of his head.”


  “No. The entire assault was to his face. The rest of his body was left untouched.”


  Harth eyed the sergeant. “The Wharf Killer again?”


  “Doesn’t fit his MO.”


  “Looks like I’ll be making that fresh pot of coffee after all. I’ll be here a while.” Harth sipped from the cup that Santana had given him, then set the cup on the nearby counter. “Poor guy. Really liked him too. Never seemed to cause any problems.”


  “He’s been a solid staple in the community for as long as I can remember. One of the good ones. I’m sure he even helped us, with the way he ran the Pale Horse, not letting arguments escalate to violence.”


  Harth’s gaze shot to Santana. “Was anyone after him? Any word on the street of anything shady?”


  “The guy was clean as a whistle. Respected by all, loved by more.”


  Harth nodded and took another sip. “Thanks for the joe, Sarge.”


  “I’ll check back with you later. If anything pops before I call you, could you let me know as soon as possible? Those teeth marks seem so … insidious.”


  “Teeth marks?” Harth abandoned his coffee and turned to Baron’s mutilated face and bent closer. “What in the …?” He touched one of the thousands of indentations in Baron’s flesh.


  “I’ll leave ya to it, Chris.” Santana turned and strode toward the door.


  “I’ll call if I find anything,” Harth mumbled—too quietly for the sergeant to hear as the door closed—leaving the medical examiner alone with the cadavers.


  Harth plopped into the black-cushioned seat on wheels and rolled himself backward to the radio on the counter. He extended the antennae and flipped the switch to hear the Bee Gees already into the second verse of “How Deep is Your Love?” He collected a few surgical instruments and glided himself back to Baron’s body.


  “Let’s see if we can figure out what happened to you, bud. What a shame.” Harth leaned closer to Baron’s face and touched the edges of one of the divots in the flesh with a metal pick. He got the tip of the pick under the open wound and lifted the skin so he could inspect the laceration marks. “What kind of animal …?”


  The Bee Gees ended, and the DJ’s voice came from the single-speaker radio. “Let’s put away those bellbottoms for a bit and get into the holiday spirit. With Christmas just around the corner, here is one for all you ladies and gents who might be standing under the mistletoe without anyone to kiss this year. Just know you aren’t alone. You’ll always have the king! Take it away, Elvis.”


  Harth glanced at the radio, as if the DJ could hear him. “Oh, no. Not this early in the morning.” He rolled the chair toward the counter as the opening melody of “Blue Christmas” filled the morgue. Harth leaned forward to dial through the stations.


  Static. Country. Static. New wave. Static. Oldies. Static. Sports. Static. Rock. Stop.


  Harth rose from the chair and ran his fingers through his hair as he hummed along to “That’s All” by Genesis. Harth released a long sigh and took a few gulps of the black coffee. He put one hand on his hip and glanced at the wall clock—9:00 a.m. He turned to survey Baron’s body again, and the coffee cup dropped from his hand, landing with a splat on the tiled floor.


  Harth attempted to take another step backward, even though he was already pressed against the counter. “What in the holy hell?” He inched slowly, the counter still pressing into his waist, toward the farthest wall from the tables. His feet pivoted back and forth, without losing contact with the floor, to move him sideways.


  He reached the wall phone, snatched the receiver, and dialed Santana’s number by heart. Every ring in the earpiece sounded like it lasted an hour before the brief spot of silence and the next ring. Finally, he heard the other end click open.


  “Salem PD, Sergeant Santana speaking.”


  “Sarge …”


  “Chris? Is that you?”


  “Sarge …” Harth swallowed hard. “You need to come here right now. Baron’s body is gone.”


  “Baron’s body is … what? It sounded like you said—Okay, Judy! Give me a minute. I’ll bring Chief McBrayer the file as soon as I’m off the phone … Yeah, that’s fine … No, let him go home … Sorry, Chris. Can you repeat that?”


  Harth’s fingers tightened around the receiver until his knuckles whitened. “He’s gone! I turned my back for a second, and the table is empty!”


  “Jesus Christ. Calm down. I’ll be right there. I think you’ve been working too hard. There’s something to be said for a nine-to-five schedule, not a nine-to-midnight, like you’ve been pulling.”


  “For fuck’s sake, Sarge! The body is not here!”


  “Sit tight … Hey, Raynard! Can you fire up a cruiser and take me to the morgue?”


  Harth heard another voice answer from the background at the other end of the call.


  “Alright, me and Raynard are on our way.”


  Harth removed the phone from his ear and hung it on its base without averting his gaze from the vacant metal table. He slowly approached the discarded sheet on the floor. He leaned forward to glance through the door’s small window for any intruders—or walking dead—before picking up the sheet. Turning it over in his hands, he noticed the bloodstains on it from Baron’s face. He balled up the sheet and tossed it onto the metal table.


  Harth spun toward the other cadaver. “Do you plan on leaving too?” He shook his head and chuckled at the absurd way his morning was unfolding.


  The radio blended the ending of Genesis into the intro of the Misfits’ “Night of the Living Dead.”


  Almost instinctively, Harth grabbed the tray of instruments and hurled it like a frisbee at the radio, his heart hammering in his ears and his hands shaking. The tray collided with the radio, sending both to the tile floor and unplugging the radio from the socket, silencing the Misfits’ song better suited for Halloween than Christmas. The only sound left in the room was the clanging of the tray still settling on the floor and Harth’s rapid breathing.


  The tray came to rest, and silence fell over the room. Harth grabbed the edge of the table and strained his ears to try to hear any movement in the hallway—even though he was certain the door had never opened. That meant … either the thief or the reanimated corpse were still in the room with him.


  His gaze darted back and forth, quickly inventorying if anything was out of place or seemed amiss. Everything was in its rightful place. The sharp ticking of the second hand on the wall clock grew louder as the ambiance in the room seemed to close in on him. He rubbed the back of his neck, his fingers wiping away the thin layer of cold sweat he hadn’t noticed before. He now regretted silencing the radio; any noise other than the subtle sounds of the morgue would be better right now—even if it were Glenn Danzig’s baritone crooning during Christmastime.


  Harth slowly crouched to peek under the metal table. Maybe the corpse had just fallen and was underneath? Would that be even creepier? He didn’t know, but he saw nothing underneath the table. When he heard two car doors slam closed nearby outside, he straightened his back.


  He exhaled what seemed to be more air than his lungs could hold as the door opened, and the two officers entered. He pointed to the empty table.


  “What in God’s green creation …?” Officer Raynard asked as he stepped aside to let his sergeant get farther into the room.


  Santana froze and stared wide-eyed at Harth. “Where the fuck is it?”


  “I dunno.”


  “Alright, walk me through every step you took.”


  “I wheeled to the radio to change the radio station, took a sip of coffee, and when I turned around, he was gone.”


  Santana eyed Raynard. “Start taking photos, and don’t move anything.”


  “I picked up the sheet from the floor, if you want to log that I had moved that after the body was gone.”


  Raynard nodded and jotted it on his notepad.


  “And the tray?” Santana jutted his chin toward the mess on the floor.


  Harth shrugged. “Didn’t like the song.”


  Santana snickered and shook his head. “I guess we all need a little comic relief right now.”


  “I’ll go call this in to the chief,” Raynard said.


  “Right. Then call for the detective unit.” Santana faced Harth. “We should leave the room while he takes pictures and wait for the detectives. I want to wash my hands of this soup-sandwich and pass this onto someone’s plate as fast as I can. This is giving me the heebie-jeebies.”


  “I’m right behind you.”


  “I’ll need you to make an official statement, Chris. I hope you know that.”


  “Oh, I figured. Makes me wish we had a CCTV camera in here.” Harth glanced at all four corners of the ceiling as he leaned forward to grab his coffee cup.


  Santana patted Harth’s back as they exited the room.


  Trying to explain the situation to Chief McBrayer, Raynard’s words faded as the door slowly swung closed behind Sarge and Chris, leaving them alone in the hallway.
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  4: Experiments in Embryos


  Smith’s new bantling sat in the chair opposite Smith’s hospital bed, a line of drool reaching from Stepp’s lips to the floor.


  Smith laid motionless, staring at the ceiling and listening to the machine that beeped in time with his heartbeat. Wires and tubes extended from his nose and arms. “Are you … a punishment for me, or am I a … punishment for you?” Smith asked, his voice hoarse and cracking. “Or does she … hate us equally now?”


  Smith didn’t expect a response—at least not one that involved words. He already missed Tony’s chirps and grunts as replies. He wondered what kind of bantling Stepp would prove to be, or, better yet, how Smith could dismiss Stepp so Smith could live the rest of his life without taking care of anything in Anya’s world.


  Except, he knew that wasn’t a possibility, not with his granddaughter Melissa under Anya’s spell now.


  Remembering how the previous night’s events had played out caused him to hack and cough, and his chest tightened. The machines went wild.


  The door burst open, and two nurses and his son strode into the room, right past Stepp.


  “Dad?”


  “Is he okay?” Smith heard his daughter-in-law, Gwen, ask.


  “Just a coughing fit,” one nurse said. “He’s already calming down.”


  “Can he hear us?” Travis asked. “Dad?”


  Smith made eye contact with his son.


  “Oh, thank God.” Travis squeezed Smith’s hand. “You’re going to be all right, Dad. Do you understand? Do you want me to get Mom? She’s asleep in the waiting room.”


  Smith squeezed his son’s hand. “Let … Let her … sleep.”


  “Don’t talk, Mr. Smith,” the nurse said as the other nurse surveyed the monitors. “Save your strength.”


  Smith sneaked a peek at Stepp sitting on the chair behind his family, staring absentmindedly at a spot on the wall—which the rising sun illuminated—before resuming his focus on the ceiling.


  “I think someone might be at the office by now. I need to call out sick from work,” Gwen said to Travis, checking the time on the wall clock.


  Travis nodded as he watched his father’s chest rise and fall with each shallow breath. When Gwen left the room to make the call, Travis shuffled backward and sat in the chair where Smith had last seen Stepp. Smith strained his eyes so he could see the chair and noticed Travis sitting with Stepp, then adjusting himself, while superimposed on top of each other.


  Travis put his face in his hands. “You gave us a big scare, Dad. Melissa’s giving us a bigger one. I spent all night looking for her. You were the last one to see her. If you remember anything—”


  “Jumped …”


  “What?” Travis stood; Stepp continued to drool onto the floor.


  Smith turned his head toward his son. “She … jumped. From the”—a bout of hacking coughs sent the machines into a frenzy again—“window.”


  “The police saw the tracks in the snow.” Travis sat again, Stepp not reacting to his lap buddy. “They followed them as far as they could through the woods but lost them. Do you have any idea where she might be headed? Did she say anything before she … jumped? If it’s because of being blamed for that vandalism to the psychic’s shop, we still don’t know—”


  The door opened, and Gwen entered the room, followed by Officer Taylor. “Work said to take as much time off as I needed. And Officer Taylor has some more questions for us.”


  Travis nodded and stood again, getting off Stepp’s lap.


  “This’ll only take a minute, sir.” Taylor flipped to the next blank page in his notepad. “Are there any weapons in the house? And if there are, can you confirm they are still there?”


  Travis swallowed hard. “We don’t have any guns, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  Taylor nodded, satisfied with the answer. “If you do find anything missing, anything with a serial number, please let us know so we can log it. That helps if someone tries to pawn it. Then we can track their location. It’s not automatic, but it gives us a good travel pattern.”


  “We will. Thank you,” Gwen said.


  Officer Taylor excused himself and left the room.


  “I gotta head home and check on something,” Travis said.


  Gwen reached for her jacket. “I’ll come with you.”


  “That’s a good idea.” Smith coughed again. “You should stay there too … in case Mel comes home.”


  After Smith’s family exited the room, followed by the nurses, he studied the chair where Stepp sat. “Do … Do you know where Anya is?” Smith stifled another round of coughs. “Because I think wherever … she is, Mel is nearby.”


  Stepp’s gaze came off the wall and focused on Smith’s face, and Stepp, for the first time, appeared to have better control over his muscles and his movements. He opened his mouth to speak, but all that came out was a chirp.


  Smith chuckled to himself. I knew it was only a matter of time.


  When Stepp bowed his head, he noticed the gaping hole in chest, and his eyebrows furrowed. He jumped to his feet, whining like a dog to come in from the rain, and spun, spun, spun around, trying to see where the other side of the hole went. He eyed Smith frantically, as if the answer lay with him, then stuck his right arm through the hole and grabbed the fingers of his left hand from the other side.


  “You look … like a pretzel,” Smith wheezed. “I hope you enjoy this room, because I think we’re stuck here for a while.”


  Stepp neighed like a horse, unlinking his hands.


  “At least … At least no one can … see you.”


  Stepp raised a finger to his lips, signaling for Smith to save his breath.


  “I know what you did.”


  Stepp tilted his head.


  “To your wife.” A fit of coughs racked his body. “I saw it in the Vertigo. We aren’t so different after all, you piece of crud.”


  Stepp whinnied and wagged an accusing finger at Smith.


  “I’m going to kill you … a second time, when I get out of here and be done … with it all. Mark my words.”


  Stepp pouted and exaggeratedly bounced back and forth from foot to foot, flopping like a taunting marionette.


  A doctor entered and headed straight for Smith’s bedside. “I see you’re awake. Are you feeling any discomfort?”


  Smith shook his head without raising it from the pillow.


  The doctor flipped the first page on the clipboard in his hands. “Good news is, you won’t need surgery. Bad news is, we have no idea what caused the episode. Your heart is perfectly healthy, no blockage in any of the valves. Your blood pressure is within range. Your blood oxygen levels are healthy, and your cholesterol is better than someone half your age. On paper, you are fit as a fiddle. We can run some more labs to see if any underlying conditions exist, but, other than that, as soon as you regain your strength, I see no reason for you to stay here.”


  The door cracked open, and Wynn shambled into the room.


  “Ah, Mrs. Smith. I was just reviewing the test results with your husband.”


  “Should I sit down?”


  “All good things. He’s as healthy as a horse.”


  Wynn interlaced her fingers with Smith’s hand. “I’ve seen some pretty sick horses in my lifetime.”


  Smith chuckled and was forced to stop to catch his breath.


  “His difficulty breathing should work itself out as he gets stronger. Will someone be at home who can take care of him?”


  “Last time I checked, I hadn’t bought the farm yet.”


  “No offense intended, Mrs. Smith. I just meant, if he fell or needed help moving.”


  “I think we’ll do just fine.” She squeezed Smith’s hand.


  “Perfect. We’ll keep him here for a few days, just for observation, as a precaution, but everything looks good to go.” The doctor tucked his clipboard under the crook of his arm and nodded before leaving the room.


  Wynn rubbed her palm across Smith’s forehead. “How you feeling?”


  “Better.”


  “You gave us quite the scare.”


  He tugged on her arm, bringing her closer to his face. “We need to find Mel. She’s gotten herself in deeper than she had expected.”


  “What? What are you talking about? What do you know? Do you know where she is?”


  Smith shook his head. “No, but I know why she left.”


  Wynn raised an eyebrow and cocked her head. “Spill it, mister.”


  Smith debated where he should start. From the very beginning? And where exactly was that beginning? Was it moving to Salem all those years ago? Was it being the Wharf Killer? Was it co-conspiring with George Covington’s killings at the Desert Palms Motel? Was it getting tangled in Anya’s web of deceit? Was it helping feed the Mushroom Cult with new recruits? Or did he reveal his whole hand and start with Wendy’s death, before he had even met Wynn? How much did he owe his wife, and how much did she need to know? Was there a line where she would still understand, but, if crossed, he would become a monster to her?


  “Well?” Wynn tapped her foot.


  Smith took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Mel had befriended a self-proclaimed witch downtown. They were having secret meetings, and this witch was supposedly teaching her spells and fantasy powers.” He opened his eyes. “All hogwash, charlatan stuff. But Mel got sucked into it. I know she set fire to that psychic’s desk. She told me. That’s why she ran.”


  “So, that’s all this is over? Some two-bit wannabe witch who Mel got involved with?”


  Smith nodded, the fabric of the pillow scratching the back of head, as well as his conscience.


  “Where does this so-called witch live? Has anyone checked there? Maybe she’s shacking up with her until this blows over.”


  “I don’t know where she lives, doll. I don’t”—the coughs shook the whole bed, and the frame banged against the wall—“even know the witch’s name.”


  “Well …” Wynn bit her fingernail. “At least it’s something to go on. It’s more than we had a few minutes ago.”


  “From Mel’s description, I don’t trust this new friend. I don’t think she’d harm Mel, per se, but I have a gut feeling she will be an incredibly bad influence. Will coerce Mel into doing things she normally wouldn’t.”


  “Like … illegal stuff?”


  “Who knows, but I hope the police, when they find her, realize this witch had a lot of influence over Mel and don’t hold Mel accountable for any mistakes or decisions she might be making right now.” Smith closed his eyes and recalled how Mel had sewn his lips shut just before his heart gave out. The power she had exhibited had been surprising.


  “Would the psychic know who this witch is?”


  Smith contemplated, again, how much he should reveal. But it seemed one white lie could snowball into an avalanche if he continued to give any answers other than I don’t know, so he shrugged.


  “I love you. Don’t give me a scare like that again.”


  Smith squeezed her hand and nodded.


  “I’ll leave you so you can get some rest. I’ll have the nurses’ station call the police station so I can relay to them what you told me. Even though it’s not much, any bit of info can help, right, Detective?”


  Smith chuckled, and it ignited another round of hacking.


  She kissed his forehead and headed for the hallway.


  When the door closed behind her, Smith scanned the room for his bantling. He found Stepp sitting on the chair, holding a magazine high to obscure his face, looking like someone reading while waiting for their name to be called.


  “Oh, so, you can read now?”


  Stepp leaned his head to the side without moving the magazine from his face so he could see the bed. He turned the opened magazine around to show Smith what page he had been reading. A full-size ad for Breakin’ 2: Electric Boogaloo stared back at Smith, and Stepp pointed to the large boombox in the picture.


  “Some nights I’d like to forget. That is one of them. Do you remember being there? With that girl who dumped her bucket of popcorn on you? Yeah, you were just being you and doing what you do best.” Smith stopped talking to catch his breath.


  Stepp eyed the ad again and wiped some drool off his chin. He slammed the magazine on the floor as hard as he could and stood.


  “You are nothing like Tony,” Smith said and closed his eyes. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get some sleep. Go away to wherever you guys go for a bit and leave me be. In fact”—Smith opened one eye to watch Stepp—“go wherever it is you abominations go and don’t ever come back.” He waved the back of his hand at the bantling. “Shoo!”


  Stepp clenched both hands into fists and grunted.


  Smith opened the other eye. “Do you not know how to get there on your own, or do you need Anya to show you first? Because, I’ll be honest with ya, I’ll go mad if you can’t leave and need to stick around until you’re shown. I don’t think Anya is coming back.”


  Stepp cocked his head at the sound of the witch’s name.


  “No sirree bop. I think she left you for me as a parting gift.” He closed both eyes. “I am done with her, and when I get out of this hospital, if you’re still lingering around, I’ll kill you and be done with you too.”


  Stepp whined and stuck out his tongue at the old detective in the bed.


  Smith raised the upper part of his torso to address Stepp one last time before going back to sleep, but the ghoul was gone.
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  5: Watching You


  “You know that we can use the netherworld to travel anywhere we want to go,” Anya said to Melissa right after they materialized in the Mushroom Cult’s realm. “How do you think we appear and disappear so quickly?”


  “So, are we in Vegas right now?” Melissa asked, beholding the purple hues of the witch’s netherworld.


  “Almost. There’s still a process we must—” Anya placed a hand on Melissa’s chest to halt the girl.


  “What is—”


  Anya shushed her and squinted as she scanned the realm. “Something’s not right. Someone’s … here.”


  “Who?” Melissa whispered.


  Anya strode forward and entered another spatial dimension within the realm.


  Melissa followed and noticed a large throne in the middle of the area, then saw multiple staggered limbs, all waving and protruding from what looked like a massive spiderweb against the far wall.


  “Don’t just stand there. Help me!” Anya yelled as she jogged toward the wall of web, her black robe floating behind her, as if on waves.


  Melissa obeyed and headed for the wall. As she approached, she recognized the Mushroom Cultists pinned against the wall underneath the web.


  Anya floated up to meet the top row of waving limbs. “You free Pum’kin, and I’ll get Cyana down.”


  Melissa grabbed the lower part of the web and tested it for strength. When she was confident it would hold her weight, she reached her hands upward and placed her feet on the bottom of the web
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