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Introduction

Juggling Knives: Collaborating with James A. Moore

“I didn’t know you wrote,” Jim Moore said to me one night in 2011. It was shortly after Jim’s first wife Bonnie had passed away, and Jim had started joining me and a group of friends who met for dinner every Wednesday night. I’d known Jim for years, and knew he was a published author, but we hadn’t really spent that much time together at that point. I’d just had a short story published and was telling the gang about it. Jim asked me to send him the story, so I did.

The next week at dinner, Jim said, “You can write. We should write a book together.” That was James A. Moore. I had written and sold one short story, so obviously I could write a novel with him. I said as much, but Jim assured me I’d do fine. Then he told me he was talking to a publisher about a novel that would combine horror with crime fiction and from our dinner conversations he knew I was a big reader of crime and mystery and had been for several decades. Thus, he figured I was the perfect guy to write the book with.

It took about another week before I determined he was serious, but finally I said, okay, we’ll write a book. Jim said, “Great. You start.”

At that point Jim had written a couple dozen or so novels, so I was like, sure, you want the guy who never wrote a book before to start, but I dutifully sat down and hammered out the first chapter of what would become Blind Shadows. Then I wrote it again before sending it to Jim. When I got up the next morning, Jim had written chapter two and emailed it to me.

I was amazed at how quickly he sent the chapter back, but I wrote chapter three and sent it off. Chapter four came back the next day. And so it went for the next eight weeks. We finished the book and the publisher bought it, and just like that, I was a novelist. I wasn’t aware at the time that Jim had a reputation for being an extremely fast writer, but then so am I. I just assumed all writers worked that way. Later Jim would gleefully tell people I was one of the few writers who could keep up with him.

He liked to say that we worked with such speed and energy that our collaborations were like “juggling knives at one another”. Our second book, Congregations of the Dead, was written in six weeks.

That was the beginning of a series of collaborations that would span more than a decade. Four more novels and several short stories would follow. When people would ask me what it was like collaborating with Jim, I always said it was like going to your best friend’s house when you were nine and playing with G.I. Joes in the backyard. We always had a ridiculous amount of fun.

What is perhaps most amazing about our work is that neither of us liked to plot in advance, so we were quite literally making it up as we went along, but our imaginations were remarkably in sync. So much so that I could write half a short story, hand it over to Jim and he would finish it without us having discussed it. He actually stopped halfway through a sentence on one of our stories and I picked it up from there and wrote to the end.

One of the things Jim told me when we began Blind Shadows is “You have to leave your ego at the door to co-author a book”. And we did. When we got each other’s chapters, we would edit and rewrite as we went. When Jim wrote a Carl Price chapter that featured Wade Griffin, I would rewrite Griffin to sound the way I wanted, and he would do the same when I wrote Carl. Years later, I can’t always tell who wrote what in our novels because often a paragraph, or even a sentence would contain words by both of us. It was a true collaboration.

Things got a little more complicated the last few years we worked together. Jim had branched out from horror fiction to write grimdark heroic fantasy. His Seven Forges books were well received, and he spent a lot of time working in that genre while still writing horror for other publishers. We were still doing short stories together, but deadlines for his other work made it harder for us to hammer out a novel on spec. And by that time I was a lot busier as a writer too.

The Tourist’s Guide to Haunted Wellman began one Halloween when Jim and I went with some friends on a Ghost Tour of Marietta, Georgia. By the time the tour was over, we’d decided we would write a book about the urban legends of a small Georgia town. Since we had already established, in the Griffin and Price novels, that our imaginary city of Wellman, Georgia, had a history of supernatural occurrences, it made sense to set the book there.

Haunted Wellman was written over a period of about four years off and on, a far cry from our “juggling knives” days, but we were still having fun. Jonathan Crowley was in good form and my own occult detective, Carter Decamp, got the most “screentime” he’d ever received in a novel. During that period Jim and I still wrote several short stories together and talked constantly about new projects and ideas for the future.

But that was not to be. Jim’s battle with cancer had entered its final stages in early 2024 and he never got a shot at a second draft of Haunted Wellman. But at least we finished the book, our last full collaboration. Right into Jim’s last days we were still exchanging PMs online, talking about what we wanted to do next, though I suspect both of us knew that wasn’t going to happen.

But enough of that. With The Tourist’s Guide to Haunted Wellman, Jim and I hoped to write a true horror novel. I think we did, and I think it’s a good sendoff for Jim’s signature character, Jonathan Crowley. I hope you enjoy it, and I hope you can feel some of the fun we had writing it.

Charles R. Rutledge

Atlanta, Georgia. 2025


PART I


Brennert County, Georgia, is a beautiful place. Nestled in the north Georgia mountains, and only a little over an hour and a half away from Atlanta (depending on traffic, of course) the buildings in the area are a collection of traditional Southern homes and a few surprises. The area has been lived in for years, and the history is rich with tales of heroism and villainy alike. During the Civil War there were plenty of those tales to be told, and exactly who the bad guys were was often a matter of perspective.

Looking at the homes, landmarks, and lush green hills, you’d think that Brennert County, and towns like Wellman, were just about postcard perfect. But as is often the case in the South, there are things not mentioned, places not spoken of in polite society, that hold dark, and sometimes even dangerous, secrets.

Wellman, Georgia, and the surrounding areas are steeped in a history of violence, madness and murder. There are tragedies aplenty to go with the local legends of goblins, like the Moon-Eyes, and the tales of witches buried in the Hollow, or living in the places where the sun almost never shows itself. Wellman is a place where families have kept themselves for close to two hundred years, never leaving once they found the locations that felt like home to them. What could be better? What could possibly go wrong?

Read carefully and you’ll learn of love lost, of murder most foul, of people hanged for crimes they did not commit and young lovers who died trying to save each other. Take the time to study this book and you’ll discover where a man buried his own family in the walls, along with their fortune, to keep them all “safe” from invading forces, and you’ll hear the truth about some of the Native American Mounds that even the Cherokee are afraid to go near. You’ll hear tales of heroism and stories of dark deeds that were never punished. You’ll learn where statues cry bloody tears and find out about the judge that took the law into his own hands and made sure the guilty were punished for crimes they thought they got away with.

You’ll discover the road where a little girl wanders when the sun sets, looking for her family dog, and some say running from the man who murdered her and her family alike. You’ll find out why the ghost of Ethan Crane still haunts the one of the local churches and if the stories are true, still seeks the man who cut his eyes and heart from his body.

There are tales of Confederate soldiers who wander along a dark road with plans to kill the Yankee conspirators who betrayed them, and legends of a battle that replays every hundred days, revealing the locations of where each person died and maybe even showing where treasure is buried if you pay attention to the clues.

All this and more await you in The Tourist’s Guide to Haunted Wellman, a book of stories meticulously studied and verified by the Brennert County Paranormal Society. We know what haunts you.
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“Are we really doing this?” Emily Strand looked at the rest of the society members and spoke softly, her voice barely carrying far enough for anyone to hear.

Travis Dunlap heard her, of course. Travis would have heard Emily from twice as far away and if she were whispering as softly as she could, because every word she said was very nearly holy in his mind. She owned his heart and he would marry her someday, if he ever got up the nerve to actually speak to her.

Don Washington was the one who answered her question, of course. Don, who was twenty-six and knew more about the supernatural than most of them, was the Vice President of the Brennert County Paranormal Society, and he was the driving force behind the book they’d been writing and the plans they had to make sure that the ghosts were really there.

Well, none of them were really writing the book, they had a ghostwriter. Travis snorted when he thought about that. A ghostwriter for a book of ghost stories. Of course, Don didn’t think that was funny at all. Don took everything as seriously as a heart attack.

“Yes, for the tenth time, we’re doing it, Emily. We have to make sure we’re onto something. The book says we can prove the existence of ghosts just by reciting the right words, at the right time, and in the right place.”

Don huffed and puffed and sighed. He was not in great shape, really. Okay, he was obese, as in carrying an extra person around his guts and butt. They’d been walking for close to a quarter mile and most everyone was just fine, but Don was wheezing and red-faced. Okay the clove cigarettes probably didn’t help very much.

“I thought Charon said it was a bad idea.” Emily really did whisper that time.

Don rolled his eyes and shook his jowly face. “Charon doesn’t know everything. She’s got a bookstore that sells occult crap and Tarot cards. Everything there is over-priced and a rip off. Have you seen the stupid books on local ghosts she has? Not even half as much stuff as we’re including in our book.” He hauled his pants back up to his waist as if that were a definitive statement about how foolish Charon was.

Travis grimaced. No one but Don thought poorly of Charon, and he only thought that way because she’d told him off about all the crazy experiments he wanted to do, like the one tonight. Charon’s bookshop, Baba Yaga’s, was over in Gatesville and was probably the best-stocked occult bookstore north of Atlanta. It was the primary reason she didn’t have much time to spend with the group anymore.

Don had the wild idea of “enhancing” the ghostly experience by making the restless dead more restless. He said it was like agitating fireflies: harmless, but effective. To that end he’d used Ouija boards, a dozen different “rituals” he’d found online, and had even hunted down a few books that he said were supposed to “thin the barrier between the living and the land of the dead.”

So far the only thing that had happened was they got to hang out together and wait, while nothing at all took place. Travis would have minded a lot more, but every time they got together for one of Don’s experiments, he managed to sit as close as he could to Emily.

Emily, who was just about as perfect as any girl had ever been. He could count the freckles on her face a million times (there were exactly thirty-seven of them) and never get tired of it. Emily, who was so quiet and shy, even though she had the greatest eyes ever behind her glasses. Emily, who probably didn’t even know his name, even though they went to school together and were in the society together. Emily, who thought Mark Irvin was about the cutest guy on the planet, if you judged the way she always looked at him.

He’d have hated Mark if the guy wasn’t so damned nice.

“So that’s a yes.” Emily sighed and wrapped herself in her own arms to ward away the chill.

It was cold. Autumn was in the air, the sky was half buried in clouds, and the wind that blew through the area came from the north and west. There was frost on some of the trees and the grass under their feet crunched in a way it never did during the summer.

The First United Methodist Church on Maynard Avenue stood like a shadowed guardian over the area as they moved into the cemetery. The side of the building held hundreds of pumpkins set up for sale, even though the pastor there was not overly fond of Halloween. As they moved past the gate into the graveyard the bell at the church rang out eleven times, the sound so much louder in the night than it seemed when Travis was at home.

They passed the subject of one of the entries in the book, a life-size marble statue of a woman in a flowing robe. Travis didn’t know if it was supposed to be the Virgin Mary or what, but local legend said that on full moons people had seen tears of blood in the statue’s eyes, and heard the sounds of a woman weeping. They wound their way through the tombstones, many of those the unmarked graves of fallen Civil War soldiers, until they found the spot they were looking for.

Don let out another epic sigh and grunted as he lowered himself to the grass near the headstone of William Avery Harrington. The stone was rather unremarkable, but the dates showed that the old man had died at exactly one hundred years of age, down to the day. For the next fifteen minutes all of them sat around while Don looked over the things he’d brought with him and then he directed each of them to a different position as he started carefully making marks on the lawn with a bright white powder and then other marks in charcoal black.

It was ten minutes to midnight before he said he was ready. By then Travis had sidled closer to Emily and then slipped back when she moved over to talk to Mark, damn his eyes.

The mood was solemn and despite his appearance—unkempt on the best of days—Don lowered his voice and spoke clearly as he said the words written out on an old piece of parchment.

He finished at exactly midnight, as the bells of the church rang through the night air. The bells sounded wrong to Travis’s ears.

They sounded angry.


[image: ]



Cindy Kane sat up from where she had been drowsing on her couch and put her hand to her forehead. She felt…something, but she couldn’t identify it. A sudden release of emotion. Anger. But that didn’t make sense. Cindy’s abilities didn’t work that way.

Cindy was a psychic, yes, but her talent was psychometry, the ability to divine information about people by touching objects that belonged to them. She didn’t receive sudden psychic impressions, or at least she hadn’t until now. That was more in her father’s line. Cindy glanced at the clock. Midnight. Well of course it was midnight.

Whatever the feeling had been, it was gone now, but a kind of impression lingered. Call it psychic “bruising.” She felt almost as if she had been struck a physical blow.

Cindy slid off the couch and went to her front door. She could feel cold air around the edges of the frame. She needed to speak to the apartment maintenance guys again about better insulating her door. She grabbed her jacket and stepped outside.

Cindy had been living near Gatesville State University for the last three months, since moving to Gatesville to work on her bachelor’s degree at the college. She liked the area, though she was used to the hustle and bustle of downtown Atlanta, and Gatesville was a bit more rustic.

Cindy walked to the front steps of her building and stood at the top of the stairs. Stars wheeled overhead in the midnight sky and a cold wind rustled her jacket and stirred her hair. Cindy closed her eyes and tried to focus on what she had felt before. There was something, a wisp, a remnant of the feeling. She allowed it to turn her body.

When she stopped moving, she opened her eyes. She was facing north. Towards the Blue Ridge Mountains. Toward Wellman. Cindy gave a shudder that had little to do with the cold. She pulled her jacket closer, and went back inside to wait for dawn.
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A moaning wind came up seemingly from nowhere, pulling at Travis’s clothes. Don’s carefully laid out dust patterns of chalk and charcoal went spinning into the autumn air.

“What the hell?” Don said, struggling to get his considerable bulk off the ground.

Travis heard a loud, cracking noise, and looking back at the tombstone of William Avery Harrington, he saw that the stone had broken in half. He took an involuntary step back. A longtime fan of horror movies, Travis half expected the moldering, skeletal form of Harrington to come lurching out of the grave.

But nothing happened. The wind fell off as the last echo of the final peal of the church bell faded.

“What did you do, Don?” Emily said.

Don said, “Hell if I know. But something happened.”

“Whatever it was, it seems to be over,” Mark said.

Travis noticed that Emily was clutching Mark and that he had his arm wrapped protectively around her. Travis gritted his teeth. Just then he thought he caught movement out of the corner of his eye, and he glanced toward it.

The statue was looking at him.

Or he thought it was. When they had passed the marble woman before, he’d have sworn she had been looking straight ahead. Now her face was turned slightly toward them. Maybe it was a trick of the light?

“Are you okay, Travis?” Emily said.

“Yeah. I guess all this kind of spooked me.”

Mark dug into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small electromagnetic field detector. He held it over the broken tombstone. He said, “Nothing on the EMT.”

Don rolled his eyes. “Like that means anything. You saw what happened. I got ’em riled up good.”

Emily said, “I think we should go. Like Mark said, whatever happened, it seems to be over. We should go home and record what we saw.”

“You guys can run home scared if you want,” Don said.

“I don’t think you should stay here alone, Don,” Emily said.

“Hey, I’ll be fine. I got all kinds of charms and stuff to protect me.”

Travis said, “More things you got off the internet?”

Don’s face reddened. He said, “Look Dunlap. I got more evidence of the existence of the supernatural tonight than you guys have found in months with your EMT devices and your laser thermometers. You’re all just pissed because I got some results.”

Mark said, “Come on, Travis. Emily. You know how he is when he gets like this.”

“Gets like what, Mark?” Don said. “Huh? Gets like what?”

But Mark was already walking away, with Emily beside him. Travis said, “Come on, Don. Come with us.”

“Just fuck off, Travis.”

Travis threw up his hands and walked away. Mark was right. There was no reasoning with Don when he got this way. He hurried to catch up to Mark and Emily. Emily looked back over her shoulder, not at Travis but at the broken tombstone.

“Hey, don’t do that Emily,” Travis said.

“Do what?”

“Don’t look back as you leave the cemetery. That’s one of the oldest bits of folklore. Our ancestors wouldn’t look back as they left a funeral. It was seen as an invitation for the departed to follow them home.”

“That’s just a legend, Travis,” Emily said. But she wasn’t smiling as she said it.
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The Penobscot House

The Penobscot House sits at 17 Harvest Street, not far from the western edge of town. The house has a long history as a refuge for escaping slaves during the Civil War. According to a lot of old tales it was part of the Underground Railroad and slaves trying to get to the north and gain their freedom would move along that path and find a safe haven for a night or even longer.

But there are some people who say the truth was a lot darker than that. There are claims that Samuel Penobscot used the slaves that came through the area as his personal sex toys in some cases and experimented on them in others. The women slaves were captured and held for his pleasures. But the men, especially the younger men he deemed handsome or strong enough, were tortured and vivisectionalized.

There are accusations that Samuel Penobscot was a necromancer, a magician who deals with the dead. There are others who claim his work more closely resembled the fictional Victor Frankenstein’s efforts.

Whatever the case, before and during the Civil War the stories allege that Penobscot experimented on over fifty slaves, killing them, or using them as his guinea pigs…or both.

According to a few stories the ghosts of those slaves still haunt the house and the surrounding properties, including the southern field where he allegedly buried the remains of his victims.
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The Shallow Falls Apartments were situated in a nice little niche of land, just south of some of the older homes in Wellman. Each of the buildings held four units that were designed to accommodate as many as four people comfortably, with a large central living area and four smaller bedrooms that shared two and half baths. The cost of living there was not cheap, but four college kids could easily afford to split an apartment and survive the cost as long as they didn’t go too crazy with the extras. Power and water were included in the rent. Cable and Wi-Fi were not.

When the buildings were built the land was swampy, to be kind, but careful work on the parts of the construction teams had found the source of the water and directed it to the “falls,” a small reservoir that ran down to a pond carefully constructed away from the main building sites. At its deepest part the pond was roughly a foot and half down. Most nights in the summer a person couldn’t escape the sounds of frogs burping and thrumming. The frogs were welcome as they kept down the mosquito populations. There were koi as well, but the fish often fell victim to a few hawks in the area.

The college kids didn’t care. They fed the fish, they fed the frogs, they watched as the small pond froze over some winters and were shocked when the waters thawed and life came back to the area. None of which mattered in the least when Halloween was coming closer and there were parties to attend.

The party at Allison and Leo’s place was not too loud, but it was moderately raucous just the same. There were twenty people there listening to techno-rap and playing their music of choice softly, because while a lot of college kids lived in the area, Howard Lindt also lived in the building and he’d call the cops any chance he could.

As there were several people imbibing in underage drinking and a few mind-altering substances, it was best to keep the police away.

Currently Allison was baked and giggling. Leo was sober and pretending to be offended by Allison’s state of being. He was only pretending. They had a system. She got to party hard one time and he got to party hard the next. One of them was always sober and it was his turn. Anyone started getting unruly, they were escorted off the property as quickly as possible. It was a plan that normally kept things going smoothly.

Leo swept through the living room and took a cigarette from Troy Miller, who was currently drunk enough to set the couch on fire with his swinging butt. While the jock was trying to figure out where his cigarette had gone, Leo also confiscated his lighter and his pack.

Sometimes being a host was a trial, but Troy was cute, so he could forgive the man his sins as long as no actual puking took place.

The cigarettes went into Leo’s personal stash. The lighter went into his pocket. He’d give it back the next day as it was an actual metal lighter with sentimental attachment.

He was just daydreaming about how much he wanted to get Troy in his bed when the flayed man walked through the wall of his living room and bled across the floor, the wall itself, and Leo.

Leo felt the hot blood spread across his arm and face as the flayed man touched him and screamed his agony out into the world around him. His dark eyes were round and wild, and his breath stank like a slaughterhouse. That might have just been the smell coming from his body, which had been peeled of skin as if he were a cucumber being readied for a salad.

The blood flowed freely, and the poor bastard’s entire body shivered uncontrollably. Leo was an English major this year, but his first year he’d planned on being a nurse. He had seen enough pictures of burn victims and surgeries to know that what he was seeing wasn’t a convincing fake.

The hand on his wrist still had some dark brown skin to it. The wrist was bared of any flesh. Blood soaked into Leo’s white dress shirt—part of his Dracula outfit—and spread a crimson stain across his arm.

Leo had time to think about the pain the poor man must have been suffering later. At that moment all he could see was that a dying man was bleeding all over him. The reason he’d decided against being a nurse was painfully simple: blood terrified him.

Leo backed up, yanking his arm away, and screamed for all he was worth, his throat feeling as shredded as the flesh on the man who stumbled after him wailing in agony.

Leo pushed and pummeled the man, his voice breaking and his throat raw. Nevertheless, he screamed again and again as the bleeding man fell against the wall and then fell through it. Another massive bloodstain splattered along the eggshell-colored paint and slopped down to the thin gray carpeting in the hallway.

Leo turned and ran for the front room. His foot caught the end table in front of the communal couch, and he fell flat on his face. The impact stopped his screaming and knocked him unconscious, but not before Mr. Lindt called the police. The older neighbor didn’t call about
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