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Ghost Kill
By David Longhorn

	 

	“And here,” says Craig, gesturing toward a vacant lot where weeds vie for space with litter. “This is where the notorious witch trials of 1689 took place. It was the courthouse of the tiny settlement that later became our fair city. That historic building is long since demolished, alas.”

	The group—a mere half-dozen—looks moderately impressed. Craig does not mention that the vacant lot was more recently the site of a Blockbuster. They are nearing the end of the ghost tour on a damp and drizzly November night. The usual methods have been employed to spook them, just enough to give them a pleasurable thrill. At least Craig hopes it was pleasurable. Billy, one of his unseen assistants, did go a little far with one of the three British tourists. The woman’s scream must have been audible three blocks away.

	That was the problem with inviting the spirits of the dead to take part in a ghost walk. It was good for business—paying customers turned up, even on a cold, damp night. But some ghosts tended to go too far on occasion. And Billy, the product of less enlightened times, was sometimes inclined to put an icy hand on a lady’s butt. Craig might have asked him to take it more gently, but he did not dare risk offending any of the ghosts. They were touchy. He needed them to make his tours work. And they were the only friends he had.

	Craig continues his spiel, discussing the witch mania of the seventeenth century, giving a little historical context culled from the internet, as per usual. Billy, unaffected by the weather but clearly bored, drifts along behind the small crowd. Craig tries to send a message to the dead biker, warning him off all posteriors. This is the last stop on the tour, and Craig prefers something more subtle to round things out.

	Chloe, the dead emo girl, is more reliable in that respect. She is already standing near two giggling students who were filming everything on their phones. The girls had been spared all ghostly attention thus far, but it would be nice to give them something to talk about. Incessantly. For months.

	“The supposed ringleader of the coven was Elizabeth Darras,” Craig goes on. “Elizabeth supposedly summoned the devil in the nearby woods and offered sacrifices to him in the form of domestic animals and even stolen children. She was said to be a hunchbacked old woman with a hideous warty countenance and a screeching voice…”

	He falters. A third ghostly presence is swimming into view, gradually becoming opaque in the light of streetlamps. It is a woman in old-fashioned clothes. He has never seen this one before, but Craig can guess who it is. The woman comes closer, passing through Craig’s audience. Literally passing through, in the case of the students, both of whom squeal in surprise.

	“Something touched me!”

	“Me too, omigod!”

	The mystery ghost gives Chloe a haughty look. Chloe looks at Craig with a “no idea” expression and a shrug. The woman comes closer, revealing what used to be called a handsome face. She would be beautiful, Craig thinks, if it weren’t for her distinctly sour expression.

	“I think the spirit of Elizabeth Darras might be with us, guys,” he says, realizing he’s created an awkward pause for the living. “Perhaps she has something to say to us?”

	“I certainly do, you bizarre looking poltroon!” snaps the dead woman. “How dare you slander my name!”

	It’s the first time Craig has encountered such an old ghost in this town. Usually, they are twentieth century or later, with a few Victorians dotted around. He has included this site on his tour several times without spectral intervention. He wonders what has riled her up this time.

	“Oh,” he says, with a dismay that’s only partly feigned. “Elizabeth Darras walks among us, people.”

	This prompts more shrieking and omigods from the girls, who are now filming each other. The remaining clients are looking a little nervous. Billy, restraining himself, blows in the ear of a stolid older man who shakes his head, reels sideways, and collides with the louder of the students.

	“What a congregation of buffoons!” Elizabeth remarks, sniffing. “They are almost as idiotic as Boston folk.”

	Craig raises his arms for attention.

	“Ladies and gentlemen, please! The ghost of the witch is trying to communicate.”

	“You are attired like a court jester who has fallen on hard times,” the dead witch observes, coming closer to Craig and scrutinizing his clothes and sneakers. “And yet you are a seer, so I must make do with you! Now, listen carefully, and I will tell you the truth about the monstrous injustice visited upon me…”

	And she does. It seems that, far from being the leader of a coven, Elizabeth was a strong-willed woman who became a housekeeper to an elderly minister. When the man proposed more than housekeeping services, she slapped him and then denounced him during a church service. She had made a powerful enemy, and when a few local children started talking about demons and spells, her days were numbered.

	It makes for an interesting story of old-time shenanigans, with just enough sex and violence—plus hypocrisy and corruption—to be entertaining. The students have calmed down a little and are recording his every word. He avoids passing on most of the colorful English curses of Elizabeth Darras’ times. But after nearly ten minutes, Craig sees signs of impatience in his audience. The rain is getting heavier. He cuts off the story in the middle of the trial, expressing the hope that the record will be set straight for Elizabeth and the other victims.

	“If it isn’t, I will take it most ill, so take heed, peculiar little man!” Elizabeth warns.

	For good measure, she jabs a finger at his chest. He has often been touched by spirits but still flinches as what feels like an icicle penetrates him just above the heart. As the ghost vanishes, he reflects that he can’t really blame her. If he were wrongfully executed, he might well spend the next three hundred-plus years resenting it. That sort of thing is bound to rankle.

	Craig winds up the tour by leading the party to the nearby bus station. Not the most salubrious place, but at least it offers some shelter.

	“Well,” he says, “I hope you feel you learned something interesting about our city and the many residents who still linger here. I’ll bid you farewell now and wish you all a happy and prosperous future.”

	It’s a slightly clumsy hint to offer him a tip in addition to the up-front fee. Nobody takes it. Craig steps out of the waiting area into what is now a vicious downpour and opens his umbrella. Then he remembers to check his phone, which he always silences during the tour.

	There is a message, simple and ominous, received more than half an hour ago.

	Meet me at H soon as poss.

	Craig begins to hurry back up the street toward the old town. His heart is racing, though not with exertion. He dreads these meetings. And yet he can’t avoid them.

	He has bills to pay.

	 

	***

	 

	“I won’t do it!”

	Heads turn, and Peregrine Stark makes a little moue of disapproval. Harry, the pub manager, glances over. His expression is not hostile, but neither is it friendly. Hannigan’s is quiet tonight. Most of the regulars probably took one look at the weather and decided not to call in for a beer and a chinwag, and instead went straight home. If Craig argues with Stark, everyone will overhear. And there are some things you don’t want anyone to know. Such as contract killings.

	“Really, Craig, there’s no need for drama,” Stark says soothingly.

	Craig mutters an obscenity and stares down into his lite beer. Stark always offers to buy him a drink at these meetings. Craig always makes a point of accepting a cheap drink, as if he’s demonstrating some kind of integrity. He could just as easily opt for the priciest brandy or scotch. Stark is clearly loaded, despite his shabby appearance. The man, Craig often thinks, is a wolf in very shabby sheep’s clothing.

	“I don’t mind occasionally…”

	Craig searches for the right word. Not killing people. Not murdering anyone. Eliminating sounds too clinical, too much like a bad guy in an action movie.

	“Removing certain individuals from society?” Stark suggests quietly.

	“Whatever you call it,” Craig hisses, “if they come on the tour and Billy or Chloe determines that they are evil, that’s fine. Well, not fine, but it’s justice. But this is something else.”

	Stark sighs and falls silent, sips at his root beer, and looks out at the rain, which shows no sign of letting up. Stark spends a lot of time in this pub but never touches alcohol. Craig has nothing against abstemious people. He sometimes wishes he could swear off the booze himself. But there’s something about Stark’s slightly prissy way of going to a pub but not drinking that sets Craig’s nerves on edge. It’s a statement. It says yes, I’m in a drinking place, but I am not one of the masses who come here to deaden their already dull wits with a legal drug.

	“Justice is a very complex thing, Craig,” Stark says, setting down his glass. “We all know there are criminals—rich, powerful, well-connected—who can’t be touched by the authorities. Such men are very dangerous if they notice ordinary, decent citizens like you and me.”

	Craig shakes his head.

	“This Russian, he has no reason to suspect me of anything.”

	“That’s not the point,” the older man insists, more emphatic now. “The point is that this man knows of me, my role as a middleman for… many important people. He wants what the old-style mobsters call ‘a piece of the action’. He is coming to town tomorrow and will seek me out. I won’t be here, of course. But I can hardly hide from Sokolov forever. So…”

	Stark raises his eyebrows. It’s Craig’s turn to stare out at the rain. For most of his thirty-plus years, he was in hiding, mostly from himself. From his unwanted gift. He has inhabited a world where the dead are as real as the living, and at least as demanding. Stark is one of the few people who know of Craig’s talents. A ghost seer. Someone who cares for the dead and earns their trust, rights wrongs, and sets the record straight.

	Also someone who can’t seem to hold down a regular job. Someone who never has enough cash for a decent life. Always struggling, unsure whether he’ll go under next month or the month after.

	“The fee for dealing with Sokolov will, of course, be generous,” Stark murmurs unnecessarily. “And I understand you recently lost your job as a nightwatchman.”

	“Yeah, I…”

	Craig stops, staring at Stark’s bland, smiling face. He has the sudden, overwhelming conviction that this scruffy-clothed man got him canned. That Stark put in a word with someone somewhere. Used his connections. But of course, there is no point in making the accusation. Stark would not even deign to deny it. And it might make the situation worse.

	“I did,” he says lamely.

	“Twenty thousand dollars,” Stark says. “That is the up-front payment. Followed by another twenty when the task is completed.”

	Craig thinks of his rent and his debts. He shifts awkwardly on his bar stool. His right foot is damp because his sneaker leaks. He would like to buy some proper shoes, or maybe boots, for the winter. He would like a good coat. He gazes out at the rain again, the wind-blown drops falling diagonally. The night wind and the rain will punish him on the walk home, he thinks. Despite the umbrella, he will arrive at his run-down apartment building soaked to the skin, shivering, and miserable. But he has no choice but to walk.

	Even the weather despises the poor.

	“Okay,” he sighs, “I’ll do it.”

	 

	***

	 

	Viktor Sokolov and a couple of henchmen are supposed to be arriving in the early afternoon. They are, according to Stark, going to stay in a luxury hotel on the west side of town. This is a problem.

	“I can’t get over there,” Billy says.

	They are sitting on a park bench on a cold, crisp morning. Craig has explained the situation. Billy, whose massive arms are covered in the most violently aggressive tattoos Craig has ever seen, is on board. Billy finds killing bad guys an ideal way of dealing with the boredom of being dead. But he has his limits.

	Like all ghosts, he is tied to the earthly plane by something material. In his case, it’s a wall where his chopped Harley ended his life at a velocity of about a hundred miles per hour. The wall is about a hundred yards from the seat by the duckpond in the park. Billy haunts that area and can’t stray more than about a mile from the point of his death. And the hotel where the Russian is headed is a hundred yards or so outside Billy’s domain.

	“You gotta get the bastard into this part of town,” Billy says. “Otherwise, I can’t off him.”

	Craig agrees, but luring high-level gangsters is not part of his skill set. He suddenly feels very incompetent. Then, he remembers the others in the support group he set up all those months ago. None of them are prepared to kill anyone, but they all get around, and most have connections. Between them, they can cover the midtown area and quite a bit beyond.

	It takes a couple of hours, but he gets it done. The only one of the support group who won’t cooperate is Leroy, the long-dead janitor who marched with Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. all those years ago. Leroy’s view is that judgment is best left to the Almighty. But that leaves five men and women who, tarrying on the earthly plane indefinitely, are willing to spot some bad guys to pass the time.

	Craig shows each ghost the video of Sokolov provided by Stark.

	“He’s clearly a bad guy. We’re doing this for justice. And because we like you,” adds Chloe, before turning red and shimmering away.

	Typical, Craig thinks. My ideal girlfriend is as dead as a doornail.

	Lunchtime comes and goes. Thanks to the up-front money he got from Stark, Craig can eat a good meal. He leaves a pizzeria at about one-fifteen and sees Chloe lingering on a corner, a dark figure carefully avoiding the pedestrians who can’t see her. Unlike some ghosts, she makes a point of not colliding with people and giving them the shivers. Craig sets off toward her, but a large man in a sleeveless shirt who looks like an MMA fighter steps in front of him.

	“Mr. Sokolov wants to talk to you,” says the big guy in English with just a hint of an accent.

	Craig is slow on the uptake at this point, and it emerges that the stranger is very strong. These two factors mean that, within five seconds, Craig is sprawling across the back seat of a black stretch limo that he didn’t even notice pulling up. The car, which has heavily tinted windows—much like in the movies—pulls out as Craig pulls himself into an upright sitting position. A stocky white man dressed like a nineties rapper is sitting opposite him. Craig recognizes him instantly.

	“Good afternoon, Mr. Ellison,” Viktor Sokolov says. “People tell me you are a friend of a person I wish to meet.”

	“I… I don’t know what…” Craig begins.

	Sokolov nods at the big man, who punches Craig in the gut. It’s a casual punch, with no real hint of malice behind it. The confined space makes swinging such a big arm problematic, but the man doesn’t seem to have a problem doing it.

	Even as he gasps and doubles up in pain, Craig can tell the guy is hardly trying. For now.

	 

	***

	 

	Craig has never been beaten senseless before.

	He wakes into a hot maelstrom of pain as he is dragged out of the car. He sees a fractured world, smeared with blood seeping into one eye. They are in the open air, maybe near the docks. There is a warehouse. The door is opened and then closed behind them. A chair waits for Craig, and the big man ties him to it. Sokolov brings another chair and sits facing Craig, almost close enough to touch. There is a bottle of mineral water on the floor next to the Russian.

	“Now, Craig,” the Russian says, “we try again. I wish to meet… Peregrine Stark.”

	The name does not roll easily off the gangster’s tongue, and he frowns.

	“I do not like what this man does. A friend of mine—he was in this town looking for business opportunities. You know how it is with business, Craig, yes? Like shark, you keep moving or you die. So, we expand. Always grow bigger, do more. But there are little fish in this town who do not like sharks, and some who fear sharks. And my friend, he is told that one of these little fish, these scared little fish, wants to meet him. To make a deal. That is good. So, my friend gets an invite to a little tour given by a nice young man. All about history. And ghosts.”

	Craig’s memory, despite the pain and terror, dredges up that encounter. The big, scary-looking Russian guy. The word passed on from Stark. The sudden stiffening of the man as Billy reached into him to stop his heart. The cops had a lot more questions than usual about that one. He should have known there’d be pushback. But the money was good.

	“I see it in your face,” Sokolov purrs. “I see through all the bruises Vassily gave you. You remember my friend Dmitry. You saw him die. Do you know what killed him? Poison, maybe? You can tell me. How did this Stark kill my friend?”

	Craig tries to speak, can’t make an articulate sound, and spits out a gob of congealed blood. It lands on the toe of Sokolov’s right shoe. The Russian looks down, then leans back, shaking his head. Craig wants to protest that he didn’t mean any disrespect; that it was an accident. But even as he starts to speak, the henchman’s blow stuns him into agonized silence.

	“You are brave or foolish. It does not matter.”

	He hears Sokolov talking from a vast distance, the words barely audible through a humming noise that grows louder. Craig is fainting and feels sick and relieved at the same time. But just as the blackness starts to claim him, there’s a shocking impact—cold water thrown in his face. He is wide awake again, his face and torso throbbing in a dozen places.

	“No, Craig,” Sokolov says, “you do not go to sleep until we are done.”

	He snaps out a few words in Russian and Vassily moves out of sight behind Craig. The big man returns carrying a pair of heavy bolt cutters and places them on the stained concrete floor. Then Vassily asks a question, also in Russian.

	Sokolov laughs.

	“What is it to be, Craig? That is what he wants to know. Toes or fingers?”

	Craig whimpers. He starts to jabber in panic, telling them he knows nothing about Stark except that he sometimes hangs out at an Irish pub. He gives as much detail as he can, describing Stark, Hannigan’s, everything except the ghosts. He can’t say ghosts kill Stark’s targets because Craig knows that will be seen as ridiculous, an outlandish lie. They might kill him straight away.

	Sokolov shakes his head and Craig falls silent.

	“You tell me nothing I don’t already know, Craig. I think you know nothing. But I must make sure. Since you will not choose, I choose for you.”

	He snaps out another order. Vassily crouches awkwardly and takes off Craig’s right sneaker, then his sock. He ties Craig’s right ankle to the leg of the chair. Craig starts screaming and the big man slaps him to silence then inserts a dirty rag in his mouth.

	“One last chance, my friend.”

	Sokolov pauses as Craig makes pleading noises. Then he kneels to steady Craig’s pinioned foot, separating the toes. Craig throws his head back as the metal jaws close on him. This time, he does faint.

	When he is brought around with another splash of water, Vassily is holding up Craig’s little toe. He puts it into a baggie as Craig watches, moaning.

	A fourth person had joined the group. This one is in the corner by the warehouse door, a slightly odd-looking figure. Craig can’t focus on him at first; the pain is too severe. Sokolov is talking about toes, fingers, sharks. The newcomer moves forward so he is in the light, and Craig sees that the man is dressed in out-of-date clothes. And that he has a black circle about the size of a dime just above his left eyebrow.

	Vassily pulls the gag out of Craig’s mouth and Sokolov offers him a drink from the water bottle. Craig accepts it, trying to think through the pain. The dead man is closer now, standing just behind and to the left of Sokolov. The ghost’s expression is curious, slightly amused.

	“Now, my young friend,” Sokolov says, placing the bottle back on the ground. “You want to keep the rest of your toes, yes? So, you tell me where I can find this Stark.”

	Craig responds with a flood of words, speaking rapidly.

	“I don’t know where he is, but I know how he killed your friend.”

	Sokolov looks surprised and slightly suspicious. But he gives a little shrug.

	“Okay, this is progress. Tell me, how did he do this thing?”

	Craig tells the truth.

	“Ghosts. The spirits of the dead can interact with the living and kill them sometimes. I can see ghosts and talk to them, so he gets me to persuade them to kill bad guys. Your friend, Stark, said he was bad. I didn’t know he was just a business man, I swear—”

	Sokolov looks disgusted. Craig had hoped for amusement, but no. The Russian is standing up, shaking his head.

	“Oh, Craig. I want the truth, and you give me fairytale! This is not a Disney movie!”

	Craig talks over him, raising his voice, and looking straight at the dead man.

	“I can help these ghosts move on, leave the mortal world. That’s why they help me—”

	Vassily’s fist silences him. Sokolov says something over his shoulder as he walks toward the exit. Craig realizes that he is dead. Vassily punches him again, so hard that the chair keels over and Craig lands on the floor, wriggling pointlessly against his bonds. Vassily kicks him in the gut and then takes out a pistol. The thug takes aim, and Craig closes his eyes, wondering if he will be destined to walk the earth like Billy and the others, or move on.

	The shot does not come.

	Craig opens his eyes and sees Vassily looking puzzled, the wide, meaty face almost comical in surprise. Four pale fingers emerge from the Russian’s chest, then withdraw again. The gangster gasps, his gun arm droops, and then he slews around and staggers before collapsing onto concrete. The gun goes off, the sound echoing in the empty space.

	Sokolov is standing in the doorway, eyes wide.

	The dead man is standing over Vassily as the big man spasms and jerks, not dead but unable to rise.

	“Well, paint me pink and call me Shirley,” the ghost says. “I never knew I could do that!”

	The voice is gravelly—a smoker’s rasp.

	“Help me,” Craig manages to say.

	The ghost looks down at him, face expressionless.

	“You mean what you said, kid? About helping ghosts move on?”

	“Yes! Yes, but I can only help if I’m still alive!”

	Sokolov has run over to Vassily and is kneeling by his henchman. The big man has stopped jerking. The gang boss looks over at Craig and then reaches down for the gun, struggling to pry it from Vassily’s fingers.

	“You better not be lying to me, son,” the dead man says. “Because when I was alive, I was worth ten of these two-bit hoodlums.”

	Sokolov is taking aim from the kneeling position, his face contorted with fear and anger. The ghost moves swiftly and aims a kick at the Russian’s head. Craig wants to shout that this isn’t enough. The contact needs to be more prolonged and intense. The contact is enough to disturb the gangster’s aim, though, and the shot tears a long splinter from the leg of the chair. Then the ghost is hurling itself onto Sokolov, the two bodies merging, specter and living man. Sokolov yells and tries to stand up, but the ghost is inside him, its hostile essence permeating him.

	“This is fun!” the dead man says. “Nearly a hundred years I spent hanging around this lousy warehouse before I found out I can kill people. Jeez.”

	The Russian collapses and writhes, dropping the gun. Then a second later, Sokolov flickers into being, standing over his dead body. There is no sign of Vassily’s ghost.

	“What kind of trick is this?” the Russian asks. “Who are you?”

	The nameless ghost stands up.

	“The name’s Pete Malone, number two in the South Side gang until somebody put in a word with the boss man, and I got plugged. Who the hell are you?”

	An argument begins and the two ghosts try throwing punches. This leads them both to dematerialize and then pop back into view. After a while, they get bored with this futile sparring. In the meantime, Craig has managed to break the damaged chair leg and partially free himself. He is still bleeding. The ghosts carry on bickering as he gets up, Irish obscenities vying with Russian. Hands still tied, he limps out of the warehouse to search for help, leaving a trail of bloody footprints.

	“Hey, you!” Pete Malone calls, starting after him. “Remember, youse was gonna help me move on! I wanna go to heaven and see my mom again!”

	No guarantees on that score, Craig thinks, but does not say it.

	 

	* * *


Farmer’s Market
By Ian Fortey

	 

	“Over six hundred thousand people go missing every year in the United States. Every single year. In the nineties, it got up over nine hundred thousand some years. That’s like San Francisco just vanishing from the face of the Earth.”

	“That’s a lot of people,” Jason agreed. His wife had been on a serious, true crime kick lately and had developed an abundance of interesting yet horrifying information to share.

	“How do you lose over half a million people?” Sara asked. Jason shrugged, looking for the exit they intended to take off the interstate.

	“I like to think a few of them just changed their names and went on to be super spies or something,” he suggested.

	“Yeah, but most of them were probably dumped in rivers or fed to feral pigs,” Sara countered.

	“Is that a thing? I know it was in a few movies, but are people really feeding other people to pigs?”

	“Oh yeah, Robert Pickton did it,” she said.

	“Who the heck is Robert Pickton?”

	“Serial killer. Fed his victims to pigs.”

	Jason nodded. He should have known better than to ask. He took the exit off of the interstate and continued on down a nondescript road. They were on the lookout for a place called McMurray’s Furniture Outlet. A drinking buddy at Hannigan’s had assured them that they could get an entire dining room set for less than half what they’d pay in the city. They were in the market for a new table, plus Sara really wanted to find an armoire, if they had any.

	Google Maps had been less than helpful in tracking down McMurray’s, and Sara had to plug her phone in to keep it charged as they kept referring to the map, but Jason’s brother had written out some directions. They were mostly solid except for when he stopped listing roads and exits and recommended taking left turns “at the burger place shaped like a UFO,” and then going a few miles past “this house that looks like lightning hit it.”

	If nothing else, the drive was through some beautiful countryside, and Jason really enjoyed hitting the road with his wife. They both worked far too much lately and had not really had the time to just go out and enjoy one another’s company nearly as much as he would have liked. Even if they never found McMurray’s, the trip was worth it.

	Neither Jason nor Sara was all that accustomed to the countryside. Both had grown up in the city and had never really honed any outdoorsy skills. Jason had gone to a cabin up north with his parents in the summer, but the cabin had satellite TV and a hot tub and could hardly be considered ‘roughing’ it. Sara had spent her summers doing programs at the local community center. They were fun, but they were often indoors or at a public pool.

	Even though they were not spending any serious time in the country, it was still a nice change of pace. The world outside of a city had a different vibe to it. Both of them really enjoyed it. They’d even considered buying a home in the country sometime. If they managed to save enough money one day, it was definitely a plan to consider.

	For now, the odd trip to the country would have to do. Fresh air, beautiful scenery, and some interesting locations that the city just couldn’t match.

	Jason turned left at a diner that really did look like a UFO. He continued on down a country road past fields of what may have been soybeans but could just as well have been carrots or weeds. He was not much of a botanist.

	Sara switched gears from the countless potential corpses in America to plans for furniture. Their dining table was an old, hand me down from her parents. It was small, which made entertaining guests difficult, and it also had one leg that was mysteriously shorter than the other three. They had a small piece of cardboard under it to keep it balanced, and it irked her every time she saw it. This trip, in her mind, was absolutely vital to saving their home.

	The road they were on gave way to a dirt road after several miles. Jason had yet to see a house that looked like it had been hit by lightning. The dirt road kicked up a furious dust cloud, but the surrounding country had become quite scenic.

	They were already two hours out of the city when Sara finally asked him if he knew where he was.

	“Like in a global sense?” he replied. She playfully slapped his arm.

	“Your brother got us lost,” she said, putting her hair up with a hair stick.

	He nodded.

	“I feel like maybe that happened, yes. I can get us back, we’re not super lost. I just don’t know where this furniture place is.”

	“Well, it’s almost one o’clock. Let’s find some place to eat, at least,” she said. They had passed a small town a short while ago, but there were signs indicating they were approaching a place called Brookville. There had to be a restaurant in Brookville.

	The dirt road to Brookville took a circuitous route through forests and fields. It would like a snake up a hill and back down again until finally the first building appeared around a bend. A large, flat structure set back from the road with a sprawling parking lot outside.

	The building was ramshackle; the walls made of red barn board and the roof pieced together from corrugated aluminum. It looked like it had started as a smaller building and other pieces were slowly added over the years to make it bigger. A hand painted sign out front read Brookville Farmer’s Market.

	Smaller signs promised fresh local produce and meat. Chicken, beef, pork sausage, veal, and more. Handmade meat pies, apple cider, local cheese, and other treats.

	“Oh my God, we have to go,” Sara said. Jason smiled, watching his wife get excited. He loved that something as silly as local produce made her happy.

	The parking lot had, perhaps, two dozen cars in it. It was a patch of gravel-dusted dirt with numerous muddy potholes. Jason pulled in off the road and drove carefully across the unstable surface, parking close to a rickety-looking door that was not hung evenly on its hinges.

	“If this place was any more rustic, it’d be condemned,” he said. Sara laughed.

	“I know! I love it,” she said. They got out of the car and walked across the lot to the market, pulling the door open and heading inside.

	The market was dark inside, lit by overhead lights since there were no windows. They entered a long hallway of produce stands. Vendors stood behind makeshift displays, doors and wooden plants set atop milk crates or pallets. Huge baskets of apples, peppers, carrots, cucumbers, and every other fruit and vegetable that could be grown within fifty miles were present.

	Signs were written on scraps of cardboard with black marker. Bags of tiny cucumbers for one dollar. A basket of apples for five dollars. Squash for two dollars apiece, or three for five.

	“This place is great. Too bad it’s two hours away or we could shop here all the time,” Sara said, buying some leeks and pattypan squash from one seller before moving on to the next to get blueberries. They had come late in the day, and most of the vendors were packing up, which gave them a chance to get some great last-minute deals.

	They rounded a corner to another hallway that was much shorter than the produce-filled path they had just walked. This one was set up like a small cafe with a handful of round tables and patio chairs. At the end was a kitchen with an order counter, and a display case full of small meat pies. The smell coming from the kitchen was enticing. Jason could tell from the look on his wife’s face she wanted to try them.

	The meat pie vendor had nearly a dozen different kinds of pies for sale. They were available individually, in bags of five, or cooked and ready to eat in the cafe area.

	“Hi there! What’s the absolute best pie you make?” Sara asked. The man at the counter smiled broadly. He looked to be in his late forties, with wide shoulders and a hairline that had moved back so far it threatened to no longer exist.

	“Officially, they are all equally good. Unofficially, I like the steak and kidney, the potato bacon, and the chorizo. But the chicken pie is great, especially if you like a traditional meat pie.”

	The pies were small, meant to serve one person, and even then, not be a full meal unto itself. They ordered six different kinds
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