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  1


“Bane, will you stop screwing around with that severed head? You’re gonna make me puke.” 
“But look at the way the skin is torn, not chewed,” I said. I looked up at Noah. He was pale and trying to gulp down some air, his huge Adam’s apple bobbing in his chicken neck. I gripped the severed head by the hair and turned it so he could see what I was talking about. I held it out to him. “Here. See?”
Noah heaved. 
I pulled the head away, narrowly avoiding the stream of vomit and I took a step back. I waited until Noah stopped dry-heaving and said, “Ya done?”
He gave me the finger. I had to admit, this was shitty. Noah didn’t belong here. After St. Louis, I thought, maybe. But we’d barely made it two towns over before we heard on the radio that there was fog rolling into Louisville. So here we were, in a dirty back alley, clutching a severed head and two Big Gulps from the convenience store. 
I set my drink on the dumpster and shifted the head to my free hand before moving to pat Noah on the back while he heaved again. 
Since we’d left St. Louis, I’d tried three times to take him to the nearest Greyhound station and get him out of this nightmare. I’d told him that he should put me, Lucy, and all the shit he’d seen, in the rearview mirror and ride off into the sunset. These conversations hadn’t been successful. They always ended in hand gestures and shouting, so I’d let it drop for the moment. Now, I was about to bring it up a fourth time, when Noah held up his hand.
“Shut up, Bane.” I was about to protest, but he shook his head. “Before you even start, just shut up.” He took a shaky breath and looked around the alley. “So what’s...what’s next?”
I sighed and looked back down at the head. The glassy eyes stared up at me as if the head was also asking, “what’s next”. 
“Well,” I said. “The likelihood that this head was out for a stroll down this alley, all by its lonesome, is a bit of a stretch. My guess is that there’s a body, partial or otherwise, somewhere around here.” Noah took my drink and I pulled a penlight out of my back pocket. I led the way down the alley from the cross street, shining the light into dumpsters and behind garbage cans. There was a partial trail of blood; spots on the ground, and smears on the dumpsters and garbage cans as if the poor guy had stumbled down the alley, bouncing off of everything.
“This doesn’t make any sense,” Noah said beside me.
I grinned. I couldn’t help myself. “Which part?”
“So this guy stumbles down the alley, bleeding from somewhere, and then had his head ripped off. But, whoever did it, left the head and took the body?”
I paused to consider what Noah had said, turning around to look at the path we’d followed. Noah was right. The cliché ding went off in my head. “I know what we’re hunting.”
Noah huffed next to me as we made our way back to the end of the alley, retracing our steps to the first dumpster where we’d spotted the blood. I turned to look at him when we reached the pool of street light illuminating Lucy, my old ‘49 Ford pickup. 
“What?” I asked.
“You wanna share with the class?” Noah asked, swishing his drink in his mouth and spitting it on the ground. 
The sound of laughter broke the stillness of the otherwise quiet street and we turned to see a crowd exiting a restaurant and heading down the sidewalk towards us. I glanced down at the severed head and thrust it at Noah. “Here, stuff this under your shirt! Pretend to be pregnant.”
“Ew! No! You do it!”
I growled in frustration and crossed quickly to Lucy. I threw the head onto the seat through the open passenger side window. Noah joined me and we quickly turned and leaned against Lucy, blocking the open window with our backs. We did our best to arrange our faces into casual nonchalance as the well-dressed couples strolled by. I smiled at them and nodded, trying not to grimace as the newly re-filed barrel of my sawed-off in the holster on my back scraped against bare skin. There was a hole in my shirt, or so Noah had told me. I hadn’t actually checked. We hadn’t stopped to shower or change clothes since Indianapolis. 
After the last couple had rounded the corner and disappeared, I moved around the truck to the driver’s side door, pulled the shotgun off my back and tucked it behind the bench seat. I climbed behind the wheel and tried not to wince when the squeak of the passenger door echoed through the night and Noah clambered in beside me.
“Damn it, Bane!” He spat and I turned to look at him. “You threw the head in the pizza box!” 
I glanced down and stared at the back of the guy’s head, right in the middle of the barely touched pizza. “Who left the box open?” I asked.
“It was hot,” Noah said. “I was letting it cool off.”
“Has it been more than ten seconds?” I asked, turning the key over in the ignition. Something landed in my lap and I looked down at the severed head, still face down. I picked it up by the hair and I could smell marinara in my lap and see the dark stain on my already dirty jeans. “Now my crotch smells like Italy. Thanks for that.”
Noah tossed the pizza box out the window and we watched it land several feet short of the dumpster. I cut my eyes to him. He turned to look at me and when I didn’t move to put the truck in gear, he sighed and climbed out. He stomped over to the cardboard box, picked it up, and tossed it into the dumpster. He climbed back in and I turned my attention to the road. “You know,” I said, shifting Lucy into gear, “there’s a level in Hell where you slowly suffocate under all the garbage you made during your lifetime.”
We were quiet for a moment as I moved us back to one of the main roads and started looking for a place that was open all night. Usually, we could park in the lot of a Walmart or an IHOP and plan and regroup without being bothered if the establishment was open. 
Noah’s stomach growled, breaking the silence and a stab of guilt hit me in the chest. Noah didn’t say anything. He didn’t whine about being hungry. He crossed his arms over his chest, low as if trying to muffle the noise as his stomach protested again.
I cleared my throat and turned back towards the main drag. “So, pizza again? Or did our friend, Head-ly here ruin it for you?” 
Noah looked down at the head in the seat between us and subconsciously moved closer to the door. “Yeah, I think I might be off pizza for a while.” 
I nodded and slowed down. The truck cab was washed in neon lights from both sides of the street as we passed fast food options. 
“How about Mexican?” I asked. 
Noah snorted. “This truck cab isn’t big enough for the two of us, a severed head, and your ass after Mexican.”
I cut my eyes to him. “Fine. You pick.”
“How about subs?” 
I pulled into the parking lot for a chain sub sandwich place and rolled onto one cheek to fish my wallet out of my back pocket. The black leather wallet stank of the pit and it was always warm, like having a seat-heater but only for the one butt cheek. I held it in my palm and felt the same sickening, sucking feeling in my stomach as if something was digging a hole through my intestines, burrowing deeper and deeper. I opened it and looked down at the single twenty-dollar bill inside. The wallet always produced the bare minimum. Every time I went through this process, I imagined some bank teller in Hell, giggling with glee, as they made another mark on my soul. I pulled out the twenty and handed it to Noah.
“What kind do you want?” Noah asked.
I shrugged. “Surprise me.” Noah’s face split into an evil grin. “Just remember,” I said, tilting towards him to put the wallet back in my pocket. “You have to ride with your decision.” His smile quickly became a scowl and he kicked his door open. 
I flipped the cab lights on, grabbed the open box of Peeps off the dashboard, and shook it. One left. I bit the ass off of the sweet marshmallowy chicken, and I looked down at the severed head in the seat. In the light of the truck cab, I could see that under the marinara mustache, courtesy of the pizza he’d landed in, he had died with a bemused expression on his face. His eyebrows were raised and his lips were tilted up at the corners.
“What are you smiling at?” I grumbled. I stuffed the rest of the Peep into my mouth, savoring the sugar and pillowy softness on my tongue as I kicked my door open and climbed out. I popped open the toolbox in the truck bed and started shifting things around, trying to find what we’d need for the hunt. I picked a few books out of the jumbled mess, a two-liter pop bottle full of holy water, and my road atlas. I set them on the driver’s seat and looked back down at the severed head. I went back to the toolbox and dug around some more, coming up with a black garbage bag. I stuffed the head in and tossed it into the toolbox.
“I hope you don’t forget that thing’s in there,” Noah said. I slammed the lid down and climbed back into the truck. Noah followed and handed over a wrapped sub. 
I set the sandwich on top of the books and the atlas in the seat next to me, and took a pull from my convenience store Big Gulp while I watched Noah devour his sandwich. Where did it all go? The kid was built like a ten-speed bicycle; all long limbs and sharp angles. His frizzy orange hair was matted and grime-streaked. His tie-dyed shirt, which he’d worn since I met him, was stained and ripped in places. None of this seemed to bother him, or at least he didn’t complain. It looked like he’d washed his hands in the restaurant, but the grime started again at his forearms and I saw dried blood smears and black grease all the way to his shirt sleeves. Noah burped and crumpled his wrapper. He looked over at my untouched sandwich, a little longingly. I handed it to him and he furrowed his brow, looking at me.
“You first,” I said. “If I see you eat half of it, I’ll believe you didn’t get me something disgusting as payback for ruining your pizza.”
Noah rolled his eyes. “Fair enough.” He unwrapped the sub and took a big bite. I smelled more marinara.
“What, did you get me a meatball?” I asked.
Noah grinned around a bulging mouthful. “I figured if you dropped any on yourself, it would just blend in with the way you already smelled.” He swallowed and I watched the huge lump of food making its way down his neck. “Bane,” He said. “Don’t you get hungry?”
I looked up at him. “Sometimes.”
“I mean, you’ve got a human body. And I see you eat, but it’s like, just the bare minimum. Well except for those, disgusting, sugary…” He cut his eyes to the empty box of Peeps, still on the dashboard. I opened my mouth to protest his disparaging remarks about them and he held his hand up to stop me. “Well, those and sometimes Mexican food, or just weird shit. Like that mint chocolate ice cream shake that you dipped your roast beef sandwich in last night. Seriously, what’s up with you?”
I started Lucy but didn’t shift her into gear. Questions. Lots of them. That was the first thing I was going to have to get used to if Noah hung around. Being alone had meant never having to think about what to say, or how to answer questions, because there was no one there to ask them. Especially these types of questions. I sighed. “Since I came back from the pit, food just tastes...different.”
“Different, how?” Noah asked, his mouth full of meatballs. 
I looked over at him. “I’m not going to have this conversation with you while your mouth is full of balls.”
He gave me the finger again and swallowed before setting the sandwich back down on its wrapping. He looked at me expectantly and waved his hand. “Continue.”
I shrugged. “Food tastes like ash for the most part now, different kinds of ash, mind you. Sometimes it’s like licking a grill, other times it’s like tipping an ashtray down my throat.”
Noah made a face. “What about the Peeps and the whiskey?” 
I grinned. “The Peeps taste like sugar and marshmallows. Isn’t that what they’re supposed to taste like?
Noah shrugged. “I don’t know. I was a little kid the last time I choked one down.”
I shrugged. “More for me. I don’t know why, but they just taste...right.”
“Probably all those preservatives,” Noah said. “Maybe stuff that isn’t actually food tastes normal to you. What about the whiskey?”
I pulled the bottle of Stitch’s Whiskey out from under the seat. “Well, this is Mattie Mae’s special distillation. It’s hunter whiskey. She puts all kinds of herbs and shit in it for protection. She uses Djinn blood and there’s a spell process that makes it adapt to the drinker’s needs. Like if I just need some pain control, it won’t make me drunk, it’ll just make me numb. Make sense?” I asked.
Noah shrugged. “I guess so. So what about the Mexican food?” 
“The heat. It makes my eyes burn and my skin sweat. Feels like I’m eating something other than ash. Cold does that too sometimes.” I shifted into reverse, turning to look behind us. “Enough ‘talk show’ interrogation,” I said. “We have a headless corpse to find.”
“Yeah, so fill me in,” Noah said, re-wrapping the remains of the sandwich and tossing it into the seat between us. “What the hell are we looking for?”
I reached up and flipped the cab light off before shifting into gear and pulling out of the lot. “I just told you, a headless corpse.”
“Bane,” Noah growled and I grinned in the dark as we continued down the main drag.
“It’s a witch,” I said.
“Witches are real?” Noah asked.
I rolled my eyes. “Noah, in the last six days you’ve seen poltergeists, Pucas, wraiths, Rawheads, demons, Cynocephali, and a Hayman. Why is it so hard to believe witches are real?”
Noah was quiet, and for a minute I felt bad about reminding him of everything that had happened. 
“So how do we...hunt witches?” Noah asked.
I sighed. “Sadly, of all of the above-mentioned things, they’re the hardest to hunt. Mostly because they blend in, like normal people.”
Noah yawned and settled himself into the corner of the truck. He’d slept sitting up in that position for the last six nights. The last time either of us had seen a bed or a shower had been in Indianapolis, almost a week ago. And that was the last time Noah had been able to stretch out, besides a short nap in the truck bed while we’d been going eighty. I started looking around and took a turn off the main road and into a Motel 6 parking lot. 
“What are we…” Noah started.
“No offense, but you need a shower,” I said, pulling into a parking spot.
“Do you want to be the pot or the kettle, Bane,” Noah said. “It’s not my crotch that smells like a pizza parlor ‘walk-of-shame’.”
I snorted and kicked my door open. “I’m surprised you even know what a ‘walk-of-shame’ is.” I grabbed my duffle bag out of the bed of the truck. Noah was still in the cab. “Noah?” He was looking up at the motel sign but he didn’t say anything. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m sure in your eighteen years, you’ve tied one on and had to walk back to your house in the morning with lipstick smeared all over your shirt collar and only one shoe.”
Noah looked at me, his face creased in confusion. “What?” Then he realized what I’d said and he shook his head. “No...whatever. I wasn’t listening to what you said.” He looked over at the glowing lights in the main office and the line of dark identical windows and doors of the motel rooms. “You’re not doing this because of me, right, stopping for the night?” I opened my mouth to speak but Noah blurted out, “Because I can sleep in the truck while we drive. I can sleep just fine. I can stretch out in the cab. You don’t have to get a room for us every time, because I can…”
I held up my hand. “Noah, you’re babbling. The fact is. I want a shower and you need a shower. So get your ass out of that seat.”
He glared at me but kicked his door open and grabbed his backpack off the floorboards. 
From the expression on the face of the night manager, under the sickening hum of the fluorescent lights, we must have looked like Hell’s missionaries. I glanced down at my once-white a-shirt which was smeared with black grime and brown dried blood and other stains I wasn’t sure about. Pizza sauce mixed with the blood and dirt and grime on my jeans, and the duffle bag I carried was army surplus issued. I cut my eyes to Noah. His cargo shorts and tie-dyed shirt had seen better days and he had a neon orange backpack that was also grime-stained. I tried to give the night manager a reassuring smile. “One room please, two queens.” The digging feeling in my gut almost made me dizzy as I handed over three twenties to the manager in exchange for a room key card. The room was on the second floor. I dumped out the contents of my duffle bag onto one of the beds and handed Noah the roll of salted tape, so I could go back to the truck for the guns. 
I tucked the sawed-off and the .45 into my now empty bag and I was considering bringing in the knife set when I heard the tinny buzzing of my cell phone. Another annoying feature of having friends and people you care about in your life was being expected to carry around this piece of plastic that buzzed and dinged whenever one of them wanted to talk to you. I fished around in the seat and pulled it out. I squinted at the screen and flipped it open with a grin.
“Miss us already, Rosetta?”
“What do you mean, ‘us’, Bane?” I closed my eyes and gritted my teeth. “Don’t tell me you’re still dragging that poor boy around.”
I sighed. “I keep bringing up sending him home on a Greyhound, but he keeps shouting me down.”
“Bane, you’ve been to Hell. Surely you can handle an eighteen-year-old throwing a tantrum.” Rosetta had pulled out her Southern Baptist Sunday School teacher voice. “Do it tomorrow. Do it fast. The winds are changing.”
I snorted. “The pirate flies at midnight?”
“What?” Rosetta barked.
“You were just being very dramatic there for a minute, ‘the winds are changing’,” I said.
“It’s not a damn metaphor, Bane. The winds are fucking changing.” 
The smile fell off my face. Rosetta usually didn’t make a conscious choice to cuss. It slipped out so often when her brain wasn’t watching the store that I found it endearing. There was nothing accidental in what she was saying now. I’d only heard fear in Rosetta’s voice a handful of times in the ten years I’d known her. 
“What is it?” I asked.
“I was talking to the other side,” Rosetta said. A seance. It tickled me to no end that the best medium in West Virginia just happened to also be the favorite Sunday School teacher in her congregation. “And I met someone who is trying to claw their way out of the rubber room.” The rubber room was purgatory.
“Claw their way out?” I asked. “You don’t just ‘claw your way out’ of the rubber room. Believe me, while I was on trial, I tried. Many times. There are only two directions you go in the rubber room and it’s usually down.”
“You eventually made it out,” Rosetta said.
“After a fifty-year court case,” I said. “Did this person get a trial?”
“No,” Rosetta said. “Apparently since your trial, there hasn’t been another.”
“So how are they…?” I began.
“I said they’re trying, not that they’re succeeding. But that’s not important right now. Apparently, everyone downstairs is all riled up about something that’s going on up here and your name keeps getting tossed around,” Rosetta said. “Something is coming, Bane. The soul didn’t have specifics but it’s bad enough that the demons are at each other’s throats and you’re somewhere in the middle.”
I snorted. “So clowns to the left of me, jokers to my right?”
“That’s about the size of it,” Rosetta said. “And all of them are demons. It seems that now besides a bounty on your head, there’s a wager as to which demon is going to get the bounty.”
“That’s a lot of information from this supposed source,” I said. “How do you know a demon isn’t posing as this ‘soul attempting to escape’, just to yank your chain?”
“Gray hair doesn’t make me stupid, Bane,” Rosetta growled. “I also performed a tarot reading. The cards say the source is telling the truth. Now that alone doesn’t make it bulletproof, but just on the off chance that the soul might be right, I thought I’d tell you to watch your back.” We were both quiet for a moment, thinking. 
I knew I was going to regret it, but I cleared my throat and asked, “Did the soul have anything else to say?”
“Just that the demons were talking about your demise as if it was days away,” Rosetta said quietly. “Like I said, the winds are changing. Something bad is coming, Bane.” I could almost hear her twisting the kitchen phone cord around her hand as she talked.
I glanced up at the motel room window to see Noah move the curtains aside and place the salted tape along the window ledge. He glanced down at me and held up his hands as if to ask me what was up.
“Bane,” Rosetta barked and the no-nonsense voice was back. “You drop that boy off at the nearest station at first light. This is gonna get bloody, fast. Do you even know how many you have left to save?”
“I can’t know. Not until I find Festus,” I said. “I’m hoping those seven demons we killed in St. Louis are worth something. I probably should have let Scratch finish the ritual and raise his big daddy demon and then if the pike worked on him...”
“And if it hadn’t, he would have smeared you and the kid all over the walls like finger paint,” Rosetta snapped. “Count your blessings. You stopped him from rising. Move on.” Rosetta sighed. “And I guess you better go find that shifty accountant of yours. I suppose it’s too much to hope that he just skipped off on you. I mean, disappearing just before the final showdown in St. Louis does sound like something he would do.” 
I felt a tiny stab of annoyance. Yes, Festus was a turd on most occasions. However, Rosetta hadn’t seen all the times he’d been beaten to a pulp by his fellow demons for doing his job. And she hadn’t been there when Festus had, reluctantly, but still allowed us to use him to figure out the Solomon’s Spices, which had led to the seven demons being taken down. “Rosetta, he didn’t leave on his own,” I said.
“Yeah, I know,” Rosetta said. 
I didn’t wait for her to make another comment about my assumptions. “Sister Smile and her crew have him.”
“Bane,” Rosetta said. “Put that boy on a bus.” 
I sighed. 
“Do you have a lead on her?” Rosetta asked.
“Her campground,” I said. “I went there to ask her for help with pinning down that Rawhead. It’s just south of Lancaster. I assume they took their ‘war trophies’ back there, after St. Louis. I still don’t know why they came to St. Louis in the first place.” 
“Hard to say,” Rosetta said. “Maybe they wanted some St. Louis gooey butter cake after so many courses of long pig. Of course, the more unnerving possibility is that they’re tracking you.”
I snorted. “Right now, I would be ecstatic if that was the case. It would save me the trouble of having to go to Pennsylvania.” 
“Bite your tongue,” Rosetta said. “Just be thankful that they seem to have lost your scent for the moment.” She cleared her throat. “Let me talk to the kid.”
“He’s in the room upstairs,” I said. The line was quiet.
“You actually stopped and got a room?” The disbelief in Rosetta’s voice was annoying, to say the least.
“I’m not an animal,” I said. “We both needed to shower.”
“Well that’s a given,” Rosetta said. 
“And,” I continued. “He’s slept sitting up so much in the truck over the last week, I was worried it might start causing medical problems, and it’s not like Hell’s got an HMO I can use to get him help.”
“You’re getting soft,” Rosetta said, and I could hear the taunt in her voice.
“I hope your church pew is extra splintery on Sunday,” I grumbled. 
“Where are you right now, anyway?” Rosetta asked.
“Louisville.”
“Why’d you stop there?”
“Heard on the radio that there was ‘fog rolling in’,” I said. I held my breath, waiting for the screaming to start. I watched a man hold the hotel office door open for a woman coming out, as she dug in her huge white purse. She crossed the lot from the office to a red car, one row in front of me and I counted the seconds down from ten, waiting for Rosetta’s reaction. 
“Damn it, Bane!” Right on schedule. “You took that poor boy on another hunt with you?”
“Like I said,” I raised my voice to try to make her hear me over all the derogatory comments she was making about me and my sanity. “I tried three times today to get him to let me take him to the Greyhound station and send him home.”
“There’s your problem,” Rosetta said, changing tactics from shaming to shoving in a single sentence. “You don’t ask. Tomorrow, just drive straight to the station before he can argue with you. Buy him a ticket and boot him out of the cab.”
I turned to look back up at the room. I could see the soft glow of light behind the curtain. “That’s kind of cold, Rosetta. I mean, he did help us out in St. Louis, and at your house, and he’s helped me a lot. And then there’s his condition.”
“Bane, his little flaming hands parlor trick isn’t going to mean squat to Sister Smile and her crew. They’ll tear him apart like Baptists falling on a tray of sweet rolls after a three-hour sermon.”
I snorted. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”
I heard her sigh. “What are you hunting anyway?”
“A witch,” I said. “One tiny, little witch. Not a big deal.”
“How do you know it’s a witch?” Rosetta asked. 
“Because I found the severed head,” I said.
“Eww. A necro-witch, huh?” Rosetta said. “Any idea who it is yet?”
“Nope,” I said. “Another benefit of having a motel room is having the space to spread out and plan.” 
“Sure,” Rosetta said, not sounding like she believed me one bit. “Just admit that you’re getting soft.” She didn’t wait for me to protest. “So are you going to try to pendulum to find this witch?”
“I think that’s the quickest way. I grabbed a city map from the motel’s office.”
“Are you going to kill her?”
“I hope I won’t have to. If I can just burn her mark off and break her connection to downstairs, she should lose her power. Then she’ll just be a pissed-off woman with a burn scar.”
“If you don’t use actual fire, make sure and coat whatever you use to burn her, with holy water beforehand. The water will evaporate but the blessing will hold. If it gets under her skin, she shouldn’t be able to ever mark herself again for her demon pimp,” Rosetta said.
“Pimp?” I asked. “Since when do you know what a ‘pimp’ is, Rosetta?”
“I watch TV,” Rosetta said, a hint of defensiveness in her voice.
I shook my head. “You gotta stop watching those late-night cop shows.”
“You gotta stop taking innocents on ‘ride-alongs’,” Rosetta said. “I’ll quit mine if you quit yours.” I didn’t say anything. “Remember what I said, Bane. Drive to the station. Get him the ticket. Give him the boot. And watch your back. If you hear any more intel from Nya, call me.” This was a surprise. Rosetta wasn’t a huge fan of Nya, mostly because I often took Nya’s advice and intel to heart, which constituted her ‘telling me what to do’ and that was Rosetta’s job, according to Rosetta. “Try to keep your head down on this hunt, Bane. This demon is looking for you. It doesn’t sound like it can find you on its own or you would have already had a visit from it. Probably the hex bags and protections you carry are throwing it off your trail for the moment. That’s probably why the demon had to lure you into a trap in St. Louis instead of just springing up behind you and cutting your head off.”
“Well, that would have been festive,” I said.
“My house is on the way to Lancaster,” Rosetta said. “After you’ve whacked your witch, stop on through. I was thinking about making some Huckleberry Buckle tomorrow.” 
I scowled. “You’re evil.”
“Not according to my minister,” Rosetta said. “Now go take a shower, I think I can smell you from here.”
I hung up and looked back down at my phone. No missed calls. Where the hell was Nya? She was the one who started the worry train about this demon coming after me. It annoyed me to no end that Nya insisted that I carry a cell phone but she refused to keep one, opting instead to communicate via payphone when the mood struck her. I loved Nya like a sister, but right now it was hard to not be annoyed at her radio silence. And, if I was being honest, a part of me was scared as hell that something had happened to her and I was helpless to do anything about it because I had no idea where she was. I blew out a sigh, hefted my bag onto my shoulder and started across the lot. A faint sound of someone breathing somewhere nearby caught my ear and I stood still, listening. I saw a flash of movement in front of me. The woman I’d watched get into her red car was still in the lot, looking down at her phone, her car window down and a cigarette dangling from her fingers near her side-view mirror. 
I was getting paranoid. I rubbed a hand down my face. Maybe I was just tired. Too many days wound too tight. St. Louis had taken it out of me. Almost losing so many people I actually cared about had been a horror I hadn’t expected to experience there. 
The thought of a hot shower moved me forward and the feeling of being exposed in the open lot to anyone who might be out there watching me, made me pick up my speed. I climbed the stairs and turned to look out at the empty parking lot. The woman in the red car turned her engine over and flicked her lights on. I watched her cruise out of the lot and I gave myself a little shake. When it had just been me against the baddies, I didn’t worry nearly as much as I worried now. If I got the baddie, I got the points. If the baddie got me, I went back downstairs and got to wait for a new body, and then we’d play again. Now though…
“There you are!” Noah said behind me. “I thought you might have forgotten how doors work when they aren’t attached to your truck.” I turned and saw him poking his head out of the room, a towel around his shoulders, a different tye-dyed shirt on with his cargo shorts. 
“I’m glad you remembered how showers work,” I said, following him inside and setting the bag of guns down on the little table. “Nice to see you have more than one shirt.” I looked back out the doorway one more time, before closing and locking it. 
“Which is more than I can say for you,” Noah said. I picked up the plastic bag of rolled a-shirts I’d already ripped into, pulled one out, and waved it at him. 
Noah rolled his eyes. “Now the real question is, do you remember how showers work? I can walk you through the mechanics if you need a refresher,” Noah said, flopping down on the bed closest to the bathroom.
I sighed and collapsed on the other bed. I had to come up with some way to tell him. I couldn’t just boot him out of the truck in the morning. I closed my eyes and listened to the now-familiar sound of his deviated septum as his breathing slowed. The morning. I could tell him in the morning. 
“So,” Noah said on a yawn. “How do we take down a witch?”
I smiled. One last hunt. “Well, first we have to find them.”
“Ok,” I heard Noah’s bed creak and I opened an eye to see him sitting up, his head wrapped in a towel turban. “How do we do that?”
“Uh, I use one of my three wishes to have you find them for me?” I said, looking at his turban.
Noah scowled. “My hair gets frizzy if I just let it air dry.”
“I don’t want to be the bearer of bad news, but that ship has sailed,” I said, rolling onto my back so I could pull my shoes off. A moist towel hit me in the face and I looked up at Noah.
“Jerk,” he said. 
“Towel thrown in my face, and I’m the jerk,” I said.
“How do we find the witch?” Noah asked again.
I rolled across my bed and looked at the pile of stuff I’d dumped out. Noah had placed the hex bags around the room and put the roll of salted tape back on the table after he put a line across the door’s threshold and the window ledge. 
I pulled the map out of my back pocket and flung it on the table. “We’ll use a pendulum,” I said, picking the gold chain and the metal stand out of the pile of stuff on my bed. I set it on the table, but turned when I heard his bed squeaking again. Noah was standing with one foot on the bed’s headboard tugging the cover off the smoke detector. “Noah, what are…”
“Fire?” He said, looking down at me. “You light the map on fire, right?”
I nodded. He disconnected the clips and took down the detector. I spread out the map on the table and set up the pendulum on its metal tripod. 
“Now what?” Noah said at my elbow.
“Well, with no Stacks, you and I have to do our own research,” I said, handing Noah a book.
“Haven’t you ever done this before?” he asked.
“Yeah,” I said. “but I never remember the spell. I always have to look it up. I used to have a sticky note on the page but Stacks saw it and got all indignant and pulled it off. Now I have to try to find it again. And I can’t remember which of these books it was.”
“So what should I look up?” Noah asked, holding up the book in his hand.
“Anything that says ‘witch’. I haven’t hunted this flavor of witch in a couple of years.”
“Well, what did you do last time?” 
“Hit her with Lucy,” I said. Noah looked at me. “It was an accident. I was actually looking for her and she was in a spell trance, following her corpse army. She walked right out in front of me.”
“Corpse army?” Noah asked, his voice cracking. 
“Yeah,” I sighed, squinting at the street names on the map. Even with the pendulum, it was going to be hard to find her. “Necro-witches channel their power through their conduit, the headless huntsman. And yes, before you ask,” I said holding up a hand, “that’s where the legend comes from. A necro-witch becomes the head directing the corpse, who raises other corpses, and kills the living to make her army bigger, etc., etc. Good night.”
“So that explains the head we found,” Noah said.
“Yep, she left it with the rest of the garbage, because she didn’t need it.” I cracked the book open and sat down on the edge of the bed. The pages were thin and I felt two of them rip slightly as I turned them. I glanced up and grimaced at Noah. “Don’t tell Stacks.”
“Gonna file that away for blackmail later,” Noah said with a grin.
I turned back to the book. Later. I almost wished he was going to have the chance to use it against me later. We sat side by side in silence, reading for about twenty minutes. 
“Here’s something,” Noah said. “The witch that walks with the dead carries the mark of night.” Noah looked up at me. “Does that mean anything to you?”
“Well,” I said. “I know that you can usually save the human, if you’re able to burn off the mark that ties them to the demon that owns their soul.”
Noah looked up suddenly. “Will that mean they don’t go to Hell?”
I shook my head. “It just takes away the benefit of what they sold their soul for. The sale is still final.”
“Oh,” Noah said, looking back down at his book. 
I flipped through a few more pages. “Here it is.” It took me three tries to get the spell right. “Finally,” I said when the stupid pendulum began to swing. “Ok,” I began feeling around in my pockets, searching for my lighter.
“Just tell me when,” Noah said, moving his hands just beyond opposite corners of the map. 
“Let it rip,” I said. Noah pinched the paper between his fingers. The map began to smoke and flames licked down the side streets of Louisville. The pendulum was swinging faster and faster, circling the three-legged stand, the map below it burning from the edges, one side burning faster than the others. The flames crossed the halfway point and I watched the pendulum slowing and standing straight out to the side, the chain taut. 
“Extinctus,” I said. The flames disappeared. Noah went and opened the door to let the smoke out. 
“Success?” Noah asked.
I moved the pendulum and stared down at the map. “Vine Street.” 
“Where’s that?” Noah asked.
“Damn. I should have gotten two maps,” I said, looking at the rest of the paper which was now a pile of ash.
“If you had a cell phone from this decade, you’d be able to look it up on your phone,” Noah muttered.
“Monday morning quarterback,” I said. I looked at Noah who was barefoot and picking at his frizzy hair. I rolled my eyes. “I’ll be right back.”
The manager was at the door when I arrived. “Was that smoke coming from your room?”
I turned to look back at the haze rising in the air outside our room door, illuminated by the wash of light from the parking lot. “No, steam. I mean smoke would have set the alarm off, right? My... uh...brother loves a hot shower! Heh, well I forgot to get a map of the city.” I moved toward the display.
“You got one already,” He said, closing the gap between us. I took a step back. 
“I meant for me. That brother of mine just had to have his own. Sibling rivalry and all that.” I snatched one out of the plastic holder before he could say anything else and headed for the door. “Have a good night!”
I scanned the parking lot on my way back, still feeling a slight uneasiness that someone was watching me. The lot was quiet and I did my best to give my paranoia a talking-to as I climbed the stairs. 
“Here you go, brother dear,” I said, closing the room door behind me and handing the second map to Noah.
“Brother?”
I sat down on my bed. “Yeah, the office manager saw the smoke leaving the room and I had to think fast. You’re now my brother who likes hot showers and is extremely selfish about sharing maps.”
“Well you never refold them correctly, Sis,” He said, raising an eyebrow at me. He sat down next to me and opened the map. “Well we just have to figure out where we are.”
I pointed a finger to a big Motel 6 logo just off-center on the map. “So we’re here.”
Noah glared at me. “Smartass.”
“Well it is the Motel 6’s map,” I said, standing up. “Can you trace a route to Vine Street?”
I moved back to the table and squinted at the tiny unburned spot under the pendulum. “Looks like North Vine, before…” I leaned closer, “7th.”
“Got it,” Noah said. I turned back to him and he looked up at me. “Shall we go?”
I grinned. “All gung-ho on this one? Where was this enthusiasm when we were hunting the Hayman?”
“I blame Stacks for that,” Noah said. “And I had just found out about this stuff, so I was a bit overwhelmed.”
One more hunt. 
“Saddle up,” I said.






  
  2


We took the duffle bag with the guns back to the truck and climbed in. 
“So zombies,” Noah began.
“No,” I said, turning the key in the ignition. “Not zombies. Zombies don’t exist.”
“What do you call them, then? They’re the undead, aren’t they? They’re mindless bodies that just…” He held his arms out in front of him and moaned.
“No,” I said. “That would be too easy. These are the corpses or what’s left of the corpses of the dead and when they rise, their souls are pulled back into their bodies. They’re wounded and there’s no reasoning with them. They’re just angry, and in pain, and they’re strong. Last time, one of them ripped a mailbox out of the ground, concrete and all.” 
“Why?” Noah asked.
“He thought it would be fun to beat me with it,” I said. 
“I can see that,” Noah said.
Noah navigated and twenty minutes later, we turned down a quiet residential street. 
“Doesn’t exactly look like one of Hell’s Own lives here,” I said as we looked from one pastel bungalow to the next. The sign for 7th street reflected in our headlights and I slowed down. I pulled to the curb and we looked from the house on one side of the street to the other. “Ok, so it’s probably one of these.” 
“Now what?” Noah asked. 
“We need to figure out which one she lives in,” I said.
“Obviously,” Noah said. “And then what?”
I had hoped he wouldn’t ask about this part. If all went well, we would subdue her, burn her mark off, and then do a little corpse clean-up. I didn’t want to tell him that if things went tits up, we might have to shoot her. Possibly in front of her kids, her family, her neighbors. This was the part of the job that I had hoped Noah would never have to see. 
“Let’s start with step one,” I said. “I have a feeling it might be one of these two.” I nodded to the house on our left and then the one on our right. I wasn’t sure, but I thought it might make Noah feel more confident if he thought I was. If I was wrong, we’d just have to work our way down the block. Both of the houses I’d indicated were dark. There was a green SUV in front of the house on our side of the street and a red Taurus in front of the house across from us. “Eeny, Meeny?” I asked.
“Really? There’s no other spell or test or something?” Noah asked. 
I shrugged. “We could have a look around, I guess.”
“Such science,” Noah said, climbing out of the truck. We both grimaced as the passenger side door groaned when he shut it. “We really need to oil that,” Noah muttered.
We. 
Tomorrow was going to suck. But that was tomorrow. Tonight, we had one last hunt.
I grabbed my penlight off the dashboard and followed him around the car. We decided to check the house on our side of the street first. The front yard was well-maintained, but nothing special stuck out about it. We moved around to the side yard. A kid’s tricycle with streamers on the handles was on its side in the grass.
Please let this not be the house. 
“What are we looking for?” Noah asked. “Are there signs on a house when a witch lives there?”
I shrugged. “I mean they use a lot of herbs for spellwork, so I guess if you see a lot of strange herbs growing in a yard, that could be a sign.”
“Or a sign that they like gardening,” Noah muttered. 
We peeked into the back yard, but the penlight didn’t land on anything that screamed “witch” and so we moved on. 
“Other house?” Noah asked. 
I nodded and we circled Lucy and crossed the street. This one had a perfectly manicured front yard. The bumper sticker on the red Taurus advertised one of those door-to-door cosmetics companies, and glancing in the windows, I could see that the car was immaculately clean.
“Spidey sense is tingling,” I whispered.
“Why?” Noah asked, peering into the Taurus’ window.
“Necro-witches dig graves and work with rotting flesh and bile all day and, well, usually night, so they tend to be obsessed with keeping other parts of their lives orderly and clean. It’s some psychological thing Rosetta tried to explain to me once.”
“Good to know,” Noah said. “Of course, she could just be an uptight cosmetics saleswoman.”
I didn’t say anything. He could be right. I doubted it, but what if I’d screwed the spell up and asked for a good cosmetics dealer in my area instead of the neighborhood necro-witch? To say my Latin needed some work was a gross understatement.
We moved around the side of the house. There was a six-foot privacy fence blocking the backyard from view. I shined the penlight on the fence and when my brain figured out what I was seeing, I froze. “I think it’s safe to say that we found her,” I breathed.
“What do you…” Noah started, but then he trailed off and I saw his head turn to follow the penlight. “The fence is black. Is it…,” he took a step forward and touched a post with his finger, which went straight through the wood, “rotten?”
I nodded. “I’m guessing there’s not a single blade of grass growing in her backyard.” 
Noah reached for the handle to open the back gate. He tugged and the whole metal lock came off in his hand, leaving a sizable hole in the sagging gate. 
“Nice one,” I muttered. “It’s hardly noticeable.”
“Screw off, Bane,” Noah whispered. He dropped the lock into the grass and I gingerly pulled the gate open. We looked inside and what we saw didn't look good. 
“Looks like a bomb went off back here,” Noah said.
The yard was just hard-packed dirt. I shined the penlight around. I recognized the necromance symbols carved deep into the ground. A flat, plastic, pink garden bench sat in the middle of the yard.
“Guessing that’s what she uses as an altar when she’s casting,” I said, nodding at the bench. “Probably not the manufacturer’s intended use.”
“Now what?” Noah asked, keeping his voice low. “Do we break into the house and...uh, kill her?”
We’d been fairly quiet and the lights in the house were still off, so I felt pretty sure that we hadn’t been detected, but I wanted to get us out of there sooner rather than later. I motioned for Noah to follow me and we hustled back through the side gate and closed it as gently as possible. We tried to arrange the lock on the ground so that it would look like the weight of the metal just collapsed the rotten wood, causing it to fall off, and then we hustled back to Lucy. I left my headlights off until we were two blocks up. 
“Ok,” I said, flicking them on and handing the map back to Noah. “Unfortunately, step two is finding our headless friend and stopping him first. The witch uses him to build an army, but if you kill the witch before you kill her conduit, it only frees the conduit to act as it wants, which is usually like a rabid bear. So, onto step two.” I handed him my penlight and tapped the map. “Find me a cemetery.”
“Leaving us so soon?” Noah snorted.
“I know it’s past your bedtime and you get cranky without enough beddy-bye, but I need you to stow the sass and search,” I said.
“Why a cemetery? Does it matter which one?” Noah’s voice had changed from teasing to worried as fast as the yellow to red of the traffic light we rolled through.
“Because that’s where the huntsman will be holding his recruiting drive and it’ll probably be the cemetery closest to the witch, so start on Vine and work your way out.”
I pulled into an all-night gas station to fill up while Noah searched. I had to make sure the clerk was distracted before I put my palm on the digital screen and closed my eyes. The digging feeling came, moving up from my gut, down my arm, and through the palm of my hand. I leaned forward on the pump, and as soon as it beeped I jerked my hand away. I collapsed back against Lucy while the tank filled and tried to shake the weakness from my arm. It felt like it was getting more intense. I probably hit some kind of “platinum limit” downstairs, and now it was extra painful. Goody. I turned and looked in at Noah. “Any luck?”
“Yeah, I think.”
I leaned in the cab. “Hit me.” Noah looked up and grinned, cocking his fist back. I rolled my eyes. “You’re the one who’ll be needing the cemetery. Where is it?”
Noah looked down at the map. “At the end of 7th, there’s this Hilltop Cemetery. Looks old and it’s pretty small on the map compared to the space used for these two.” He pointed to two large green chunks on the other side of the map.
“Yeah, but witches usually shop close to home. Hilltop it is.”
The pump shut off. I hung up the nozzle and climbed back in with Noah. We retraced our route and were soon cruising down 7th Street. 
“There’s Vine,” Noah nodded at the street sign as we whizzed by it. He turned to me. “So, how do you kill a headless zombie?”
“Not a zombie,” I said.
“Fine, huntsman, or whatever it is. How do you kill it?”
“You don’t,” I said.
“So we’re what? Gonna have a chat with it? I think the conversation might be a little one-sided,” Noah said.
“If sass were money, you’d be minimum wage tonight, Noah,” I said. 
“Fine. Seriously though, do we shoot it? Or uh…”
“Slice and dice,” I said.
“What?!”
“Really the only thing you can do to something that’s already dead, been re-animated, and has no head, is to neutralize it and put it back in the ground. So we cut it’s legs and arms off, find a nice hole in consecrated ground, and put the parts in it.”
“What about burning the corpse to ashes so it can’t, you know, rise again?”
“Like the Black Knight in Monty Python or something?” I asked, a smile crossing my lips.
“You know what I mean,” Noah said.
I nodded. “Yeah but depending how close to the city this cemetery is, the smell of burning flesh in the middle of the night tends to carry. And you need a pretty hot fire to turn a corpse to ash. That’s why we usually take the corpses to crematoriums. And remember, our friend is pretty fresh.”
“Right,” Noah said.
The cemetery had a great view of...nothing really. There was a scraggly stand of pines and a bald hill sprinkled with dead grass like a bad comb-over on two sides and the nearest houses were a little too near, for my taste. 
“We’ll have to do this quietly,” I said, nodding to the nearest house which had a light on behind sheer curtains in one of the windows.
“So, quietly slice and dice,” Noah said.
I nodded and cut Lucy’s engine. We climbed out, both of us wincing as Lucy’s doors squeaked. I popped open the toolbox and pulled out my machete. I only had one. I dug around for anything else that might work for Noah to use. Noah still had my penlight, so I was digging in the dark. My fingers touched something cold and rubbery. I closed my eyes. Apparently, the black garbage bag had ripped, and in my search, I’d managed to stick a finger up the severed head’s nose. Perfect. 
“Noah,” I whispered, “I need a light.”
“You mean flashlight or hands?” Noah asked, coming around the truck.
“Penlight. Jesus, fire is the last thing I need right now. I think I still have some spilled gunpowder rolling around in here.”
The penlight appeared and we both looked in at the head.
“Did his face always look like that?” Noah asked.
No. It did not. One eye had caved in and his nose and upper lip were squashed upwards like he’d been pressing them to a window. 
“Rigor must have set in while he was rolling around in here,” I muttered. “Sorry dude,” I said to the head. I tugged the bag back around it as best I could and pushed it to the side. My hand fell on a handle and I grinned. 
Rosetta’s hedge clippers. 
I was planning on going to Rummy Dugan’s to get my knives sharpened and Rosetta had strong-armed me into taking them with me as well. I hadn’t made it to Rummy’s yet, but they still looked pretty sharp to me. I tugged them out and handed them to Noah.
“Hedge clippers?” Noah asked.
“Yep. Just pretend our friend, Headless, is a really nasty rose bush.”
I closed the toolbox and we started up the hill. The night was quiet around us.
“Are you sure it’s out here?” Noah asked quietly.
“Nope,” I said. “But we’re gonna look.”
The cemetery was flat in front where we’d parked, but sloped down and out of sight after the hill crested. There was a little line of mausoleums on one side, and what I supposed was a shack that the riding lawn mower lived in, to our right. We walked a wide circle, shining light around, listening for the sound of dirt being disturbed. 
We started down the backside of the hill and motion caught my attention off to our left. I grabbed Noah’s arm and swung the penlight over towards it. We couldn’t make out much at this distance, but there was definitely someone there. 
“Showtime,” I said. And I headed towards it. I could hear Noah breathing hard behind me, the penlight bouncing as he dodged around headstones. We were jogging, but I had a feeling Noah’s labored breathing was partially due to fear. I couldn’t blame him. We were about to try to hack up an animated corpse that would try to throttle us while we were doing it. 
I slowed down as we got closer and watched the sight in front of us. “This is just pathetic,” I grunted to Noah. The corpse had a shovel in his hands and was trying to get it into the ground but the angle was too shallow and he kept just skimming the top. He’d stop, try to re-adjust, and then do it again.
“What the…” Noah started.
“First night with a new body. Doesn’t look like she’s quite figured out how it works yet.”
Suddenly the body turned in our direction. 
“I know it can’t see us,” Noah said, his voice cracking. “But it feels like it can see us.”
“She can see us,” I said. “Remember she’s the head now.” I drew the machete and Noah dropped the penlight into the grass to two-hand the hedge clippers. The narrow beam of light in the grass was next to useless in pushing back the pitch-black darkness around us. I could hear Noah breathing and whimpering softly next to me. The sound of the shovel banging off of concrete and stone echoed through the night as the corpse stumbled towards us. Something solid caught me in the chest and I was knocked backward. The back of my legs hit a headstone and I fell over it on my head and neck. 
I heard Noah call out, “Bane?”
“Over here,” I wheezed trying to suck back in the air that had been knocked out of me. “Forgot to mention that under her spell, the huntsman is about ten times stronger than he was in real life.”
I heard the shovel ring out as it hit stone again, somewhere just to my right. 
“Definitely helpful information,” Noah called.
I rolled to my side and did my best to scramble upright. I saw a shadow move in my peripheral vision and I side-stepped around a headstone. I was trying to force my eyes to adjust to the dark while watching for any glint of metal that could be the shovel blade sailing in my direction. The outline of the shadow lunged at me again. Something else moved behind it and the corpse jerked.
“Damn it, Bane,” Noah spat. “These things are freaking dull!”
The corpse was stumbling around and it managed to step on one end of the penlight which briefly illuminated the sight before me. Noah had tried to snip the corpse’s right arm off. Skin and muscle were falling down its forearm like a sleeve that had been ripped off of a shirt. The muscle that remained had been hacked into but the blades hadn’t been able to finish the job. The corpse was swinging the shovel, making the loose skin and muscle flap around. Now, it was even more uncoordinated. 
“That’s disgusting,” Noah said, watching the sight. 
I had to get the shovel away. It could still pummel us and try to strangle us without it but at least it would be disarmed...before we, literally...disarmed it. 
“You have to aim for a joint, Noah,” I said. “Neither one of us is going to be able to cut through bone.” The corpse seemed to have just realized that the attack on its arm had come from behind it and it was now lumbering around to face Noah. Perfect. 
I stumbled around the headstone separating us and aimed my machete for the shoulder on the wounded arm, just as it was raising the shovel with both hands. Luckily, my machete was fairly new and still had a better edge on it than Rosetta’s clippers. I saw the arm go slack as the sliced tendons separated under the blade. The arm fell to the ground but the shovel was still in full swing. I heard the thump of metal hitting bone and the sound of something falling to the ground.
“Noah!” I shouted. Nothing. Silence. Something hot was burning in my chest. If I just got the kid killed over this stupid necro-witch…
I hauled back and sliced low this time, hacking into one of the thing’s legs. I felt it turn again, back towards me, now dragging its weak leg. It raised the shovel in its remaining arm and I moved to the side, trying to stay out of range. I wasn’t entirely successful and I felt the shovel blade come down on my shoulder, sinking me an inch or two into the packed dirt. Shockwaves went down my spine, but I locked my knees to keep from falling. I had to finish this. I had to see if Noah…
I swung my machete again. I was too close for it to get a good swing at me with the shovel in its remaining arm. I heard the shovel drop as I hacked through the shirt and into the muscle. A cold, dead hand was at my throat now, squeezing. I hacked faster. I just needed this to be over, quick. I still hadn’t heard any sounds of movement on the ground behind it.
Please be ok, Noah. 
My vision was starting to go, what little I had in the dark. I sawed faster with the machete. I knew I was making progress as the fingers began to loosen around my throat. I felt the blade hit bone and the corpse shoved me back. I felt the back of my legs hit a headstone and I leaned forward to keep from falling. Unfortunately, it meant I leaned forward right into the corpse. If I could just take its arms away, it wouldn’t be much of a threat and I could get to Noah. The corpse was leaning back into me, trying to force the machete blade back towards me. I tried to lock my elbow, keeping it at arm's-length while I hacked at what was left of its flesh, but the damn corpse was heavy. The arm finally went limp and I hacked at the remaining muscle, the weight of the arm and bones helping to rip the remaining tissue and dead skin. I heard the dull drop when it hit the ground and I pushed off the headstone, sideways. The corpse barreled forward without me to stop it, and flipped over the headstone. I snatched the penlight off the ground and went to find Noah. He was sprawled spread-eagle, with a cut on his forehead, bleeding steadily, where the shovel blade had caught him. It didn’t look deep, but head wounds always looked like the end of the world. His eyes were closed.
“Noah,” I said, dropping down beside him. He didn’t move. Something horribly familiar clawed at my insides. Another one. Another Gary. But worse. Gary at least had been a hunter. Noah was an innocent. I heard the corpse moving nearby, struggling to get to its feet. What a shitty way to die. Shovel to the head by a headless corpse. 
Noah’s eyelids fluttered. “What the fuck…” 
Relief washed over me and I smiled down at him. “How ya feeling?”
“Like some headless jackass just shoveled me.”
“Good,” I said. “Saves me the trouble of filling you in.” Noah sat up and held his head in both hands. “Yeah,” I said. “You’re going to have one bitch of a headache in the morning.”
“Oh good,” Noah said. “I think I’m meeting her sister right now.”
I held a hand out to him and helped him to his feet. We both turned to look at the pathetic sight in front of us. The corpse was rolling around, trying to get up without the help of arms.
“It almost seems...wrong,” Noah said.
“It is wrong,” I said. “The dead aren’t supposed to rise.”
“Not that,” Noah said. “To kill it. It’s like a...wounded animal or something.”
“Never thought of it like that,” I said, as we watched the corpse plow neck-first into another headstone as it tried to get to its knees. I felt a pang of something like annoyance at Rosetta being right. The kid wasn’t cut out for this. He still had a heart. A soul. Rosetta could do it because she only ever hunted to help a friend or protect her community. She didn’t actively seek this shit out. She had a soul too. But it was hardened, calloused, like everyone else I knew. I glanced at Noah who was staring at the corpse’s progress, his face reflected in the penlight. His expression was a mixture of horror and amusement. He still had a chance to be normal. Maybe the hands thing would just go away one day. Maybe if he was away from all of this supernatural bullshit, it would just fade along with puberty and pimples. 
I glanced back at the corpse. “Should we end this embarrassing display?”
“After you,” Noah said. “Some asshole gave me a pair of dull hedge clippers to work with.”
I rolled my eyes and started across the cemetery to the corpse. It had managed to roll over onto its belly, and was trying to inchworm up to its knees. “It’s not the clipper’s fault. You aimed for the middle of a bone.”
“Aren’t clippers supposed to be able
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