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To Chris Wilson, for naming Stan Kapcheck. Just the name I needed for the character in my head.
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Chapter One 
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Richard

Outside the storybook cabin snuggled away in the Sangre de Cristo mountains near Santa Fe, New Mexico, fat snowflakes drifted down from heavy gray clouds like the feathers of falling angels. Inside, a fire crackled and popped and saturated the air with fragrant heat.

Richard dipped a tarnished silver spoon into his bowl of green chili stew and came up with a thick chunk of pork and a good amount of broth. On that cold winter day, the flavors burst across his tongue the way the warm desert sun bursts across the mesa in June. He understood the importance of cherishing the best moments of being human. After all, if he’d learned anything in the year since he became a hunter of supernatural evil, it was that death was the least of a man’s worries. Death came for everyone. It was only natural. When unnatural things happened to you, that’s when you needed to worry.

To Richard’s left at the table, sat his granddaughter, Burke. She tore off a bit of a homemade flour tortilla and popped it into her mouth before tearing another small piece. She was worried about Greg, her idiot ex-husband, and she was right to be worried. At the moment, however, her big brown eyes were focused on Stan Kapcheck.

Everyone’s eyes were always on friggin’ Stan Kapcheck, with his stylish leather boots and his well-pressed flannel shirt. What kind of a weirdo took an iron to flannel, anyway?

Richard’s eyes burned. He blinked hard. Dang, if he wasn’t just as happy as a tornado in a trailer park to have that annoying old peacock whole and healthy again. They’d come all too close to losing Stanley in recent times, and Richard couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the idea of life without him, even if he was sometimes as annoying as a mosquito in your underpants.

Stanley sat to Richard’s right. He studied the map of the Santa Fe area that lay in the center of the rustic wooden table. “So, we know that Greg was headed for Tesuque, which is due north of town, off of eighty-four, but you say you have it on good authority that he was seen southwest of here, in Agua Fria.”

Their host, Nathanial, occupied the final chair at the table, directly across from Richard. Nathanial scratched his bushy, chest-length beard, knocking one of the pink plastic butterfly clips lodged among his whiskers askew. “Not only Agua Fria. He touched base in Chupadero, Cañada de los Alamos, Las Dos—all the way south to Clines Corners. He found ins with the communities, and I mean all of them—the Wiccans, the natives, the Catholics. He spent three days at that nudist spa downtown.”

Burke snorted.

Richard scowled. Thinking about his granddaughter’s ex-husband with his junk hanging out was enough to kill a healthy man’s appetite.

Almost.

Richard scooted his chair back and went to the wood-burning stove to help himself to seconds.

“He wasn’t hard to track at first,” Nathanial said. “I cast a simple spell and there he was. Then, bam!”

Richard jumped and almost slopped his stew on the floor. He kept his words to himself, though. It didn’t seem polite to scold the hand that fed you.

“Bam, what?” Burke asked.

“Bam, he disappeared. He was there. Then he wasn’t,” Nathaniel said. 

Nathanial’s cat, Jeremiah, leaped onto his owner’s immense lap and helped himself to a few licks of the man’s stew. 

“Once I lost him, I widened the search to all New Mexico, North America, the world,” Nathaniel continued. “Now, y’all know that the wider it goes, the less accurate it gets, but still...there should have been something.”

Burke pushed her food aside, half-eaten. “So, he’s dead?”

Stanley ran a hand over his shiny bald head. “Not necessarily. Nathanial, you told us earlier that there was a disturbance of some sort, right about the time Greg disappeared. Do you think there’s a connection?”

“Sure, I don’t know,” the big man answered while scratching his cat’s head. “I know two things happened. Don’t know if they’re connected.”

“What kind of disturbance? I ain’t real clear on what you meant by that,” Richard said around a mouthful of green chilis, as he returned to his seat.

“The kind that makes magical folk wake up in the night, sick to their stomach. Something’s off. Bad mojo. Energy gone wrong. Poor feng shui. Does that make it clearer?” Nathaniel asked. 

“’Bout as clear as barnwood,” Richard grumbled.

Burke tapped her nails against the table. The cat watched the dance of pink enameled surfaces with a twitching tail. A loud crack from the fire shifted the logs, sending a volcano of red sparks up the chimney.

“I bedded an aboriginal dream walker once,” Nathanial said.

They all stared at him, even the cat.

Nathanial shrugged a ham-hock of a shoulder. “I only bring it up because the poor woman turned out to be as crazy as a loon. She ended up being taken into state custody and, so far as I know, she continues to live out her days weaving macramé under close supervision.”

“I’m sure it wasn’t your fault,” Stanley said.

Richard shook his head and ate his soup. A year earlier, he’d been wasting away at Everest Senior Living, hanging around waiting for Death to come calling as it did for men his age. Turns out he didn’t die there. Stanley saved his wrinkled old butt from soul-eating monsters pretending to be nurses, and in the months since, Richard had crisscrossed the lower forty-eight and seen more weird than most people ever dreamed of. That said, the humans out-weirded the monsters on a consistent basis.

“It might have been my fault.” Nathanial sounded fairly unconcerned with the idea of driving a woman to madness. “I only bring it up because I think that’s where you should start.”

Burke’s fingers stilled. “With your ex-lover?”

Great, rolling guffaws bellowed from Nathanial. He slapped the table, sending the cat racing for safety in some quieter part of the house. “No, no. She wouldn’t be able to tell you anything useful unless your man is in another plane of existence.”

“He’s not my man,” Burke said through gritted teeth.

Nathanial went on as though she hadn’t spoken. “I think your best lead is Kenneth. He’s an orderly at the Villa Cierto Health Care Center for Seniors. He’s special.”

Stanley polished off his dinner and dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a paper napkin. “Would you mind terribly being a bit more specific?”

“Okay,” Nathaniel replied. 

Burke met Richard’s gaze and rolled her eyes. He felt her pain. Listening to the other two men was like trying to make sense out of squirrel chatter.

“About the current topic of conversation, please,” Stanley said.

Nathaniel nodded. “Oh, sure. Kenneth is from the Acoma Pueblo. He wears a lot of turquoise jewelry. He’s employed as an orderly, but his real job is keeping the spirits quiet. He’s successful more often than not.”

Richard leaned forward. “What spirits?”

“All the spirits,” Nathanial said.

“In the world?” Burke asked.

Laughter returned—a rolling earthquake of merriment. “Oh, no. No, no, no. That’s funny!” Nathaniel waved a hand the size of a dinner plate in front of his whiskered face, then slapped his knee several times in quick succession. After a few deep breaths he said, “Villa Cierto is haunted, of course. It was built on the site of the former graveyard used by the penitentiary and it—”

Richard nearly spit his dentures out. “What in the Sam Hill was any fool thinking, building a dang nursing home on top of a graveyard?”

“The land was inexpensive, I imagine,” Nathanial said.

“My God, it must be the most haunted building in the Southwest,” Burke said.

Nathanial snorted. “You serious? You haven’t spent much time in Santa Fe, have you? Anyway, Villa Cierto ain’t so bad. Good old Kenneth keeps things in check.”

“And you believe he would know where Greg is?” Stanley asked.

Nathaniel shrugged. “He’s as good a guy as any to ask. He’s got more eyes in this town than a seraph, and he knows people who know magic far beyond my own.”

“By eyes, do you mean monsters?” Burke asked.

“Just people, so far as I know,” Nathanial replied.

“You got some pretty good magic,” Richard said, thinking of the marvelous healing balm the strange man had given them. The smelly stuff had been a literal lifesaver in the past, not only soothing aching bones and joints, but healing a stab wound to Stanley’s heart with miraculous speed.

Nathanial stood and began clearing their plates. “My magic is just parlor tricks, compared to some.”

Burke tugged the map toward her side of the table. “Okay. So, tomorrow morning we go into town and talk to this man, Kenneth.” She jerked her thumb in the direction of the window beyond, where a yard light illuminated snow that poured downward in a thick white sheet. “I’d go tonight, but I’m not sure we can get off this mountain in the dark with the snow coming down like it is. We shouldn’t waste time, though. If Greg’s off the grid in a spiritual sense...I mean...that could mean anything, right? It could be like what happened to Stanley or me.”

Richard shuddered. It had been a rough few months. Burke’s mother had set her up with a loser who ended up sending a demon from a shadow realm to possess Burke and make her obey him. In the rescuing, Stanley lost a piece of himself that left him so wounded they were uncertain he’d recover until only a week or so ago. If his ex-grandson-in-law was in that kind of trouble...well...Burke was right to worry.

“Why do you want so badly to save not-your-man?” Nathanial asked from his place by the sink.

Jeremiah the cat poked his head around the corner as if curious to know the answer to that question.

Burke wrapped her arms around herself. Her gaze wandered from the fireplace, to the rough-hewn beams in the ceiling, and finally landed on Richard. “I was led to this hunt. It’s not my place to judge who deserves saving. My job is to stand in the gap between humanity and whatever wants to destroy it.”

Pride thumped through Richard’s veins with every beat of his feeble old heart. The kid never ceased to amaze him. From her, he was learning what kind of person he wanted to be.

“Very well, then, it’s settled,” Stanley said. “In the morning, we hunt at the retirement home.”

His words brought the reality of the situation sailing into Richard’s gut like a well-placed Kung-fu kick. “Hold on.”

“Something wrong, Dick?” Stanley asked.

Richard scowled. Lord, but he hated being called Dick and that old fart knew it, too. “You listen to me, Stan Kapcheck. The Devil Herself is gonna be ice skating in Hell before I set foot inside a haunted retirement home.” The very thought turned his bowels to water. “I got locked up in a place like that, and I sat there waiting for Death and, by golly, Death darn near found me there.”

“Grandpa, you weren’t locked up,” Burke said.

He smacked his hand on the table. “You don’t know how it was. If I never go back in any kind of old folk’s home again that’ll be too soon, let alone one built on a friggin’ prison graveyard.”

“You’re not scared, are you?” Stanley asked. A grin tipped one corner of his mouth northward.

Burke grasped Richard’s hand. “Don’t tease, Stanley. Aren’t you the one who taught us that wise men listen to their fear, but are never ruled by it? Grandpa will help us. He’ll come through. He does, every time.”

Richard swallowed the lump in his throat and squeezed the kid’s hand. Nathanial stomped over to a shelf, retrieved a fat book, then returned and dropped it on the table.

“What’s this?” Burke asked. “A spell book?”

The big man dried his hands on his yellow daisy-print apron. “No, but spelling’s important. It’s all in alphabetical order. Phone book. Cell service is spotty, at best, in these parts. You might need some good old-fashioned paper sources to find names and addresses.” He jerked his hairy chin in Richard’s direction. “Maybe he’s got a point about the retirement home. Sniff out the trail. See what’s to see.”

“You could come with us, you know,” Stanley said.

Nathanial’s eyes grew wide, and he started laughing again. His laughter filled the house. Tears poured out of his eyes and disappeared into the tangle of growth on his face. He shook his head, turned his back, and disappeared down the hall, laughing all the while. A door clicked shut and muffled the sound.

The three hunters of all things supernatural looked at each other.

After a moment, the creak of a door opening reached their ears. “Towels in the closet,” Nathaniel called. “Sleep anywhere you like, but not on the big canopy bed. That one’s Jeremiah’s and he’ll claw your eyes out if you lay in it.” 

The door clicked shut again and they were left to find their own way to their beds.

Chapter Two

Burke

Morning didn’t dawn over Santa Fe the day after the snowstorm. It exploded. The brilliant sun blazed in a crystal sky where not the tiniest wisp of a cloud remained. The earth, blanketed in ten inches of glittering fresh snow reflected the light back as if trying to outshine the stars.

“Have you guys peeked outside yet this morning?” Burke asked the three men gathered around the kitchen table.

“Beautiful!” Nathanial declared over his full plate.

“A stunning morning,” Stanley agreed.

“I ain’t been out yet, but by the looks of things I’d say it’s colder than a well-digger’s butt,” her grandfather offered.

Burke helped herself to a cup of coffee. She breathed in the aroma of hazelnut and tried to take a sip, but it was too hot, fresh off the burner, and she only succeeded in scalding the tip of her tongue.

Stanley held up a crumpled envelope covered in emerald-green ink. “Nathanial made us a list.”

“That’s the folks I talked to about your man, or the folks who talked to the folks that I talked to. Or, well, at any rate, that’s all the folks I know of who talked to your man,” Nathanial said.

Burke sat next to her grandfather and scooted her chair in. “He is not my man.” 

Didn’t anyone get it? Her relationship with Greg had been over for years. She’d moved on, met someone else while they’d been on the cruise ship, and he was on his way to be with her, and she was happy about that. Sort of. Maybe. She let the subject drop, and no one said anything more about her love life one way or the other.

“The list goes in order from the people who saw Greg first to those who saw him later, as far as I could piece it together,” Nathanial said.

“Okay, who’s first?” Burke asked.

Stanley consulted the back of the envelope. “It looks like Greg came in from the north and started contacting people in Chupadero. He worked his way around the outskirts of town in a wide circle, came back through the center, and then north again to Tesuque.”

Burke consulted the map on her phone. “None of these places are too terribly far away. Why don’t we start with who saw him last and work our way backward as far as need be?”

“That means we talk to Fred Pitts first,” Stanley said.

What kind of a sick parent would make a kid go to school with a name like Fred Pitts? Burke tried again to sip her coffee and was rewarded with a second burn. 

“What do we know about Fred?” she asked. 

Nathanial slopped up the last of the egg yolk on his plate with a slice of toast and stuffed the mess into his mouth. He mopped his face with the edge of his Strawberry Shortcake apron. “Freddie runs a psychic shop and does some stuff for cops and detectives, too. He’s the real deal, but he’s got a weakness for gambling that keeps him constantly on the down-and-out.”

“I’d think a psychic would be a pretty good gambler,” Richard said.

Nathaniel nodded. “I’d think so, too, except he’s not that kind of psychic. He can’t see the future, so far as I’ve ever heard, and he can’t read minds. He reads the past through psychometry. You know; when he touches an object, he gets a feel for where it’s been and who else has touched it.”

Burke pulled up the map on her phone and traced the route from Nathanial’s cabin toward the psychic’s house. Jeremiah strolled into the room and leaped onto the big man’s lap and received a hearty ear scratching.

“You all be careful out there today, will you?” Nathanial said.

“Aren’t we always?” Stanley asked.

Nathanial lifted the cat from his lap, then lowered him to the floor before standing to retrieve his coat from a hook by the door. “No. You’re not, and the more I think about that vibe that went out the other day.... I don’t know, man. Gives me the willies. Something in the natural order’s out of whack.”

“Sounds like our cup of tea,” Burke said.

“You can make tea out of compost. Don’t mean you ought to drink it.” With that ominous statement, Nathaniel hefted a bucket of bird seed and went out the front door.

***
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After they finished breakfast, bundled up against the chilly morning and loaded with the variety of guns and knives most frequently used in their particular line of work, Nathanial went out ahead of them and used his over-sized lawn mower with a snowplow attachment to clear a path to the main road. The pavement on the main road was wet but clear, the snow having been pushed to the sides by the county plow trucks. Stanley took a right turn toward town, and Nathanial turned and headed back toward his cabin.

“What’s his story, anyway?” Richard asked.

“Nathanial?” Stanley maneuvered around the sharp curve of a hill and shifted the car into second gear to slow their descent. Santa Fe sat at a lofty seven thousand feet above sea level, but many of the houses on the outskirts of town sat on even higher peaks. “His parents were killed when he was just a kid. Hunters saved him and raised him, but he never had it in him to face the monsters himself.”

“He’s certainly found his own way to help,” Burke said from the back seat.

“Indeed, he has,” Stanley said. “There aren’t many hunters who’ve passed through this part of the world that don’t owe their lives to Nathanial.”

Stanley was one of those hunters, and the reminder quieted all of them as they continued to the little village of Tesuque where stunning multi-million dollar homes seemed to grow out of the earth along the rocky hillsides. Smaller houses, some no bigger than shacks, some looking so old they seemed prehistoric, dotted the wide spaces between the mansions.

Among those little dwellings, they found the Pitts’ home, a single-story box made out of straw bales with a thick coating of mud spread on the outside. A dog—or was it a coyote—cowered away from them on the end of a chain, under the shelter of a cracked plastic doghouse. The landscaping was pretty much untouched high-desert which meant pokey weeds and hard-baked earth.

An old woman with deep lines around her eyes and limp, stone-gray hair answered their knock by opening the door only as far as the chain would allow.

Burke smiled. “Good morning, Mrs. Pitts. We were wondering if Fred is home and if we could have a word with him.”

“He done something wrong?” She turned and shouted into the interior of the house. “Fred, what’d you do? These people are looking for you.”

“No, ma’am. He hasn’t done anything wrong,” Burke hurried to assure her.

“We’re looking for a friend of ours who’s gone missing. We’ve got reliable information that Fred spoke with him about a week before he disappeared,” Stanley said.

Burke bit her tongue. Greg wasn’t her friend, but she supposed that was the easiest way to explain the situation.

“You cops?” the woman asked.

“No, ma’am,” Stanley said.

The door slammed shut, and the sound of metal scraping metal reached their ears before the woman opened it again. “Come in, I guess.”

Burke led the men into the tiny home. Through one door off the combination living room/kitchen she made out the corner of a bed. Through the second, was a bathroom sink. She guessed, based on the pile of blankets haphazardly folded on one end of the threadbare sofa that Fred Pitts spent his night in his mother’s living room.

Fred sat at a round kitchen table covered with a red vinyl cloth. He didn’t look up as they approached. His fingers tapped rapidly on the keyboard of a low-budget two-in-one laptop. 

“Hold on,” he muttered.

The woman slouched off into the bedroom and slammed the door shut. Richard scowled in her direction and Burke sent up a silent prayer that he wouldn’t say anything offensive. Fred’s fingers slowed then stopped. He glared at each of them in turn.

Burke arranged her face into her best customer service smile. “I’m very sorry to intrude on you like this, Mr. Pitts.”

“Mr. Pitts is my father and he’s doing twenty in the Supermax,” Fred said.

“The movie theater?” Richard asked.

Fred scowled at Richard. “It’s the big prison outside of town. You’re clearly not from around here.”

“Well, we didn’t mean to intrude, but we’re hoping you can help us find someone.” Burke strained to keep the conversation on track.

“I get paid for that kind of help,” Fred said. 

Stanley pulled a fifty from his breast pocket as though he’d had it ready for just that moment, and Fred took it without hesitation. 

“Who are you looking for?” he asked. 

Burke pulled up a picture of Greg on her phone. “This is my ex-husband, Greg. He came in your shop a week or two ago?”

He glanced at the picture for all of two seconds. “Yeah. I remember him.”

Stanley explained once again. “He’s missing. Is there anything at all you can tell us that you think might help us find him?”

“Do you have anything of his?” he asked.

Burke told him they didn’t.

Fred shrugged. “Then there’s nothing I can do for you.”

“We weren’t necessarily looking for psychic help,” she said.

“Then what?”

“I’m not sure. Can you tell us anything at all about why he came to you? Did he say anything about where he was going or who he was with? Anything at all out of the ordinary?”

Fred leaned his chair back on the two back legs, and it creaked ominously beneath his bulk. “He Googled and found my name. Knocked on the door without an appointment, just like you. Lots of people seem to think I got nothing to do with my time but sit around and hope they show up.”

Stanley returned to his line of questioning, and Burke figured he was avoiding the argument. “Sounds very ordinary,” Stanley said. “I’m surprised you remembered him.”

“Yeah, well, he was going on about protection stuff. Could I cast a spell to help him avoid bad energy? Stuff like that. I told him I wasn’t a witch. He asked if I could see who was after him. I told him I can only see the past. That seemed to turn him off right away. Whatever he did to get himself in trouble, he didn’t want me to know about it.”

Stanley rocked on his toes. “A man of your unique talents must encounter people like Greg on a fairly regular basis.”

Fred picked at something green stuck between his teeth. “Sure. You get some amateur-hour Wiccan chick in here asking for stuff, but this guy was straight as my willy, you get what I’m saying? And he didn’t know anything. Like...why’s he all worried about black magic when he doesn’t even know the difference between quartz and pyrite?”

“Did you ask him why he was so curious?” Burke asked.

“Why would I care?”

Richard huffed. “So you didn’t pick up anything at all from him, Carnac?”

“Who’s Carnac?”

“Just answer the question,” Burke told him. “Before I knock you out of your chair.”

He frowned. “Geez lady. Calm your tits. I couldn’t read him. Like I said, that’s not what I do.”

“All right. I think we’ve learned all we can here. Just one last question. Do you have any idea where Greg might have gone?” Stanley asked.

“Like I said before, why would I care?” He laid his fingers across the keyboard of his laptop and started tapping again. “Mom! They’re leaving, can I have some breakfast?”

Burke didn’t wait to be walked to the door. She was happy just to get away from the overgrown jerk. Once outside, she took a deep breath of the cool, crisp mountain air. “I think Nathaniel’s wrong. Gambling isn’t that jerk’s problem. It doesn’t matter how much talent he has. I guarantee that guy has a hard time keeping customers.”

Stanley opened the driver’s side door. “Perhaps you’re right. No matter to us, though. What we do need is a better source of information. This one was, as they say, a total bust.”

Burke pulled her phone out from her back pocket  to look up the next address on the list Nathanial had given the and saw she had a message from Gordon—the man she’d met on their cruise.

When you get a chance, let me know you’re okay.

She typed a message and sent it off. 

I’m fine. Call you later.

Then she opened the map on her phone and found Kathy Montoya, a Wiccan who worked at a bookshop in Las Dos. She told the men and added, “And there’s Sister Mary Catherine in Cañada de Los Alamos.”

Stanley pointed the shapely nose of the Cadillac southeast.
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