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Mick Jagger

The Eagles – “Witchy Woman”
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Prince - “Kiss” lyrics, “You don’t have to be beautiful to turn me on.”
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Brown University

Jeep

Walmart

Droopy dog

Elvis Presley

Captain Crunch

Sugar Pops
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Richard
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The kitchen door swung open and one of the waiters emerged carrying a silver tray. The young man’s height and breadth gave the impression he’d recently been run through a taffy puller. Richard leaned forward. Bingo! The kid came straight toward them and eased his burden down onto the rack in the center of the table. The greasy aroma of melted cheese, pepperoni, sweet peppers, and onions tickled Richard's enormous nose. He inhaled deeply, savoring the joy of food that was neither the lunch meat sandwiches he had lived on for decades nor the bland, flavorless “health food” served to him at Everest Senior Living Facility. When the kid scooped a slice onto the plate, strings of cheese stretched across open space. Richard forced himself to stifle a whimper.

The first bite burned his mouth. Zesty tomato sauce tingled on his tongue. The crisp golden crust tasted of garlic butter on the bottom and bordered on doughy in the middle. He knew he'd suffer pain for hours after this, but it was a fair price to pay.

“Oh my gosh,” his granddaughter, Burke, mumbled around a mouthful of food. “You weren't kidding. This really is the best pizza in the world.”

Richard moaned in reply. He had discovered Huntington, Indiana, by accident decades earlier when passing through. So far as he could tell, that's all people did in Indiana—pass through. He supposed that made the state motto, “The crossroads of America,” technically true, if a tad grander than the reality. The town itself could have been any other in a two-hundred-mile radius if not for the Pizza Junction Cafe. 

Stanley used the edge of his fork to cut the tip off his slice. He chewed, swallowed, sipped his water. “Mmm. Very nice.”

Very nice? Nice? Richard would have screamed the words, but he’d lost control and shoved half a slice in his mouth at once, and he had to focus on not choking to death. By the time he could speak again, Stanley had excused himself and shuffled off to the men’s room, leaning heavily on his cane. 

For the duration of their acquaintance, Stanley had charged through life, spry as a kid and as annoying as a mosquito in your underpants. A thousand times over, Richard mumbled that the man ought to look and act his age. Now, the sight of the hunched old man shuffling away from them sent a chill down Richard’s spine.

Burke chewed her bottom lip and watched him go. Her nails tapped a frantic cadence on the wooden tabletop.

All Richard wanted at that moment was to enjoy his sacred pizza in peace, but Mick Jagger spoke the truth. We don’t always get what we want. In fact, in Richard’s experience, getting what you wanted was just about a miracle and then, half the time, you ended up sorry you ever asked for it. He drank to clear his throat. “We going to talk about this or what?”

Burke focused on her plate. “I don’t even know what to say. It was bad.”

Bad didn’t begin to cover it. The ghost hunt should have been a milk run. Easy as pie. Simple as sliding off a greasy log backward.

It didn't go that way, though.

It was a complete and utter soup sandwich.

Burke had been the one to stumble across the story in the newspaper. Three teenagers died inside an abandoned home in the suburbs of Chicago. Local legend claimed that a member of the house’s building crew died during the building’s construction. It had been haunted ever since. A long string of owners experienced strange and frightening sights and sounds. A child died in the night. The coroner said crib death, but the neighbors talked about flickering lights and mysterious shadows darting across the windows. Over time, it became impossible to sell the place. For the past several years, the house sat vacant, a haven for homeless people and youngsters up to no good.

The kids who died went there on a dare. Who was brave enough to spend the night in the haunted house?

They’d been brave.

Now they were dead.

Richard, Stanley, and Burke agreed to the same simple plan they’d used on a dozen other ghost hunts. Go in. Wait for the thing to show itself. Stanley would bind the wayward spirit in iron while Richard and Burke performed a banishment spell. A flash of light and a gust of hot, sulfur-scented wind, and the ghost would move on to wherever such things went.

Sure, they all knew that something could go sideways, but Richard never thought that the something would be Stanley. He believed in Stanley. He counted on him. Stanley had saved Richard’s life over and again. He taught Richard how to be a hunter. Even The Devil Herself held a healthy respect for Stanley. And, yeah, maybe he’d been a little off his game lately, but whoever would have guessed that Stan freakin’ Kapcheck would lose his guts over a ghost?

Maybe Burke guessed. At the last minute, she’d offered to trade jobs with Stanley. The binding required lifting and throwing the heavy chains. The person doing that faced a significantly higher chance of being knocked across the room by the ghost. Go figure, but being banished for eternity tended to raise the ire of restless spirits.

“Your bad leg’s been bothering you. You should read the spell this time,” she’d said.

Stanley refused. “No one reads the Latin more precisely than you. I’ll do the grunt work. You work your magic.”

In an empty room coated in dust and cobwebs, they’d sat on old milk crates and waited. The brass bowl and the ingredients for the spell lay spread out on the floor in front of Richard. Burke held the spell book on her lap. The chains coiled at Stanley’s feet glimmered like serpents in the dim light of the battery-operated lantern.

Shortly after midnight, the room grew cold enough for them to see their breath and the lantern began to flicker. Richard reached for the bundle of white sage and a book of matches. Stanley stood and lifted a portion of the chain.

Oily gray smoke hissed through the vent and formed into a shape vaguely reminiscent of a young man. He regarded the three hunters with eyes of flickering red and then shrieked. Monsters always shrieked. Richard found it annoying. He lit the sage on fire and dropped it in the bowl. An earthy aroma drifted upward with the curling white smoke.

Burke began reciting the Latin text, but Stanley stood frozen and wide eyed. His hands trembled, raising a metallic jingling from the chains. The ghost shot toward Stanley and he jerked back, stumbled over a milk crate, hit the floor, curled into a ball, and started crying like a baby.

Richard stopped mixing the ingredients in the bowl and stared with his mouth hanging open. He’d once watched Stanley hold his ground against a dozen monsters. The cocky SOB had actually laughed while fighting them. Now he fell to pieces like a little girl at the sight of a single ghost?

Burke’s voice took on a sharp note of intensity and the spirit’s attention shifted to the two of them.

Richard reached for a bag of goofer dust, but an invisible force slammed into his chest and knocked him off his stool.

Burke lunged for the iron chains. From the corner of his eye, Richard saw a fireball fly toward her and catch the back of her shirt. She rolled across the floor to squelch the flames and the ghost shot toward her.

Richard scrambled on hands and knees toward the chains, but she shouted at him, “You’re almost done! Forget the chain, finish the spell!”

The brass bowl had tipped onto its side. He hoped the meager contents that remained unspilled would be enough to accomplish their goal. He added a splash of holy water and cut his finger to squeeze out three drops of blood.

Icy cold hands wrapped around his throat. Tears sprang to his eyes, blurring the world around him. His existence dwindled down to Burke’s frantic voice.

“Per istam sanctam unctionem et suam piissimam misericordiam adiuvet te deminus gratia spiritus sancti, ut a peccatis liberatum te salvet atque propitious alleviet!”

The spirit shrieked and burst into a cloud of dust that reeked of rotten eggs.

Richard choked and coughed like a John Deere tractor running on moonshine. Ragged breath whistled through his bruised windpipe.

Stanley sobbed.

The three of them staggered outside. They sought the familiar comfort of their 1959 Cadillac convertible. None of them spoke about Stanley’s failure. What was there to say? The most feared hunter of supernatural creatures in the world had lost his nerve.

They found a rest stop and cleaned themselves up. Burke took a pair of scissors to her scraggly mess of singed curls and cut her hair so short you’d have thought she was a new recruit on her first day of basic training. Together, they retreated from the big city and headed east. Stanley slept in the backseat while Burke followed Richard’s directions to the little green and gray restaurant next to the railroad tracks.

~*~
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Outside Pizza Junction, every half hour or so, a row of diesel engines hauled a rumbling behemoth past the building at frightening speeds. The ground quaked and the odor of spent fuel lingered in the train’s wake. The café, a former train depot, sat as close to the edge of the tracks as possible, and diners pointed out the windows or raced onto the deck to watch when the trains roared by. The intimate encounter with enormous power left a person feeling dizzy and small.

Servers waited for the horns and clanging traffic signals to settle before carrying on, collecting orders for soft drinks, submarine sandwiches, and pizza.

Cool air seeped through the multi-pane windows while the heater blew hot breath down from above. While Stanley had shared the corner booth with them, nursing his cup of tea, Burke had spoken with undue animation. A huge smile showed off her straight white teeth and the freckles dotting her brown cheeks. The second he’d excused himself to use the restroom, she dropped the cheerful façade.

“It was bad,” Richard agreed with her assessment of their hunt.

“I’m so worried about him.”

Richard reached for a second slice of pizza and agreed again. “It ain’t natural to be staggering along like he is. Or...well...it is natural. And that ain’t natural for Stanley.”

“We have to do something.”

“What are we going to do?” 

“Maybe we need to find another case. Something easier. He needs to keep his mind occupied.” She sighed and ran a hand across her short hair. “He needs a win.”

Richard leveled a gaze at her. “He ain’t in no shape to be hunting. Ain’t no hunt easier than a ghost hunt and he fell apart. Something’s broke in him.”

Burke threw her hands up and let them slap down onto the table. Silverware clanked and rattled against the plates. “Can you blame him?”

Two old women in the next booth scowled in their direction. 

Richard scowled back at them.

They huffed before resuming their hushed conversation.

Burke leaned in and lowered her voice, “We’ve known Stanley less than a year. In that time, he’s broken his leg, been captured and tortured by The Devil, nearly died from heat stroke, been stabbed in the heart, and had the dark half of his soul ripped off and reattached. He’s almost a hundred and fifty years old. How much can a man take?”

Richard finished chewing and debated if he had room for a third slice. He burped and cleared some space. “What’s your point?”

“He’s had a rough few months, don’t you think?”

“Ain’t we all?” 

Burke ate in thoughtful silence.

Stanley returned to the table and finished his single slice.

Richard smacked his gums and made a mental note to stock up on prune juice on the way to the hotel. All this cheese was bound to glue his innards together.

Burke dropped her fork onto her plate and stalked off toward the ladies’ room.

Richard looked at Stanley. “Guess she had to go.”

Stanley inclined his head. “Indeed.” He sipped his tea.

Maybe it would be the right thing to bring up the subject and air it out. Maybe he should ask what happened. Maybe the old boy just needed some time, or a drink stiffer than tea, or the love of a good woman. Who the heck knew? 

Maybe it would be best to talk, but it was much easier and more pleasant to stay quiet and enjoy the food.
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Burke

Burke locked the bathroom door and pressed her shoulder blades against it, letting her head fall back against the painted wood. Safely tucked away from the world, she let her tears come. They spilled over the dams of her lids, and wove silvery tracks along her cheekbones, and dripped from her face. She didn’t sob or scream. She was not a woman inclined toward hysterics, but she needed to weep. 

Memories came of meeting Stanley for the first time in a hospital when he’d broken his leg. She’d schemed with him when he allowed The Devil to kidnap him for the sake of the greater good. She’d held his lifeless body in her arms when he was stabbed. For all that, when she thought of Stanley, she didn’t picture him hurt or in distress. She thought of him as constantly defying danger and laughing at death.

But he wasn’t like that any longer. He’d become a timid old man, frightened of his own shadow.

She brushed the tears away with her fingertips and pushed away from the door. The water from the faucet smelled strongly of chlorine, but it ran cool as a mountain stream. She splashed some on her face and dried off with the scratchy brown paper towels from the dispenser.

“All right, pull yourself together,” she told the woman in the mirror. “There is a solution to every problem. What action can you take?”

The woman in the mirror stared back at her with wide brown eyes full of accusation. You let Stanley give himself over to The Devil. You did nothing to save him from that knife. Time and again, you allowed him to take the hard blows for the team, but none of that compares to the colossal price he paid to save you from The Daughters of Kali. Whatever is wrong with him now is on you. For a century, Stanley Kapcheck hunted and thrived. One year with you and he’s done in. 

Her grandfather spoke the truth.

Something in Stanley was broken and it was broken because of her stupid mistakes.

“I broke it. I’ll fix it,” she told her reflection. But that was a fool’s errand and she knew it. One person can’t fix another person’s broken spirit. That kind of healing comes from within or it never comes.

The Eagles’ song, Witchy Woman, broke through her thoughts. She pulled her phone from her pocket, glanced at the screen, and flicked the touchscreen to answer the call.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Guess where I am?” Maddie’s breathless joy brought a smile to Burke’s lips.

Burke turned and leaned one hip against the counter. She couldn’t resist teasing just a little. “At home watching talk shows?”

“As if I ever did that. You know me better than that.”

Burke grinned. Her mother was always the picture of the prim and proper lady. “Are you still in bed, lounging next to your handsome lover?”

“Burke Dakota! Why would you say such a thing?”

She feigned innocence, “What? Luke is handsome, don't you think?”

Her mother sputtered. “Luke and I are very good friends. We enjoy one another's company. That’s all.”

“Mom, the man took you on a cruise and he buys you red roses every Saturday. He's more than a friend.” In fact, Luke Castleberry was so completely, obviously head-over-heels in love with Maddie that Burke was a little surprised the man hadn't proposed yet. 

“Fine. He's a...what do they call it now? A friend with benefits.”

If Burke had taken a drink, she would have spit it out. 

“Why are you laughing at me?” her mother asked.

It felt fantastic to have something to laugh at. “You probably shouldn't use that term, Mom. I don't think it means what you think it means.”

Maddie sighed.

Burke imagined she could hear her mother’s eyes rolling.

“Do you want to know where I am or not?” Maddie snapped.

Burke considered pushing a little further but decided it would be wise to let the matter drop before teasing turned into a real argument. “The curiosity is killing me. Where are you?”

“In the Bahamas!”

Whatever Burke had been expecting, it wasn’t that. “How in the world did you end up in the Bahamas?”

Maddie laughed. She sounded freer and more genuinely happy than she had in a very long time. “My friend surprised me with another cruise. I think he's trying to make me fat. I swear, you get on these ships and they start feeding you, and the eating never stops. You shop and gamble and watch these wild stage shows, and all the while you're eating. Then you go ashore and vendors are selling you food. The second you get back to the boat, they feed you again.”

“Wow! Mom, I don’t know what to say. It sounds wonderful.”

Maddie’s voice rasped across the fine-grain sandpaper of emotion. “It is wonderful, Burke. After your father... I... He...”

“I know, Mom. I know how much you loved him and how hard it was, but he would have wanted this for you. He would have wanted you to keep living and be happy, to heal and move on.” Tears rolled down her cheeks again. Was it possible to get dehydrated from being overly emotional?

“Thank you for saying that, for understanding. That’s exactly how I feel. The scars are still there. I’ll always miss him, but there’s something about being out here in the open ocean that heals the soul.” 

The words clanged loud as church bells in Burke’s mind.

Healing.

That was precisely what Stanley needed. He didn’t need more drama, more fear, more adrenaline. He needed time and space to heal. Maybe a week in the sun would do it—a real vacation. That could be the key to bringing Stanley back to them. Really, what was the worst that could happen? A sunburn? Indigestion from all the rich food?

She realized her mother waited for a response and mumbled something about everything sounding great. They said their goodbyes and shared their love and Burke pressed the red button to hang up, marveling that she’d had an entire conversation with her mother without getting angry. Miracles could happen.

~*~
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Burke cleaned the streaks of mascara from her face and exited the ladies’ room. She stopped at the end of the little hallway and peered out. Her grandfather and Stanley sat in silence. Grandpa munched on what must be his fourth slice of pizza by now. He’d be in misery later and insist the food was worth it. With Stanley’s back to her, she couldn’t possibly discern Stanley’s expression, but he sat unmoving, his head tilted toward the window. 

She squared her shoulders. I can fix this.

Long strides carried her across the small space in seconds, and she slipped onto the seat next to her grandfather.

She took in the dark circles under Stanley’s eyes and the unhealthy pallor of his ghostly white skin. Her resolve redoubled. “We should go on vacation.”

Both men stared at her.

She grinned. “I’m serious. We drive around and chase these hunting jobs but staying in hotels is hardly the same as a real vacation.”

Stanley blinked like a baby owl.

Richard turned sideways in his seat and regarded her as if she suggested that they cut off their arms for entertainment. 

“Mom called. Do you know where she is?”

“Shacked up with Castleberry?” Richard guessed.

Burke snorted. “Well, yeah, sort of, though she denies it and puts all sorts of other names to it. Anyway, she’s on a cruise ship in the Bahamas.”

“She just got off a cruise ship in Antarctica. Why’re they on another one?”

“The Mediterranean,” Burke corrected. “And I imagine they’re on another because it’s that much fun. She went on and on about the food. Imagine—a week of sunshine and fine dining in the middle of this endless gray winter. It’s exactly what we need.”

Stanley shrugged his thin shoulders. “I don’t know. It sounds...” His gaze wandered toward the window where a train rumbled by, rattling the joints of building and diners alike.

Richard watched the other man for a long moment. His gaze traveled downward, and Burke saw what must have caught his attention. Stanley, always dapper and perfectly groomed, had a spot of tomato sauce on his shirt. The sight of it caused Burke’s eyes to burn. She blinked the tears away and forced the most cheerful tone she could muster, “Well? What do you think? I can book it on my phone, and we could be boarding the boat the day after tomorrow.”

Richard ran one hand through his wispy white hair. “A cruise, huh? Sounds good. Great. Sunshine and warmth for these old bones? Pretty girls with them drinks that have the little umbrellas in them. Let’s do it.”

Stanley’s bony chest rose and fell with a long sigh. “Whatever you all think is best.”

She expressed her fake excitement and poked at the pizza on her plate, but her appetite had deserted her. If this didn’t work... No. It would work. It had to.
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Chapter Three
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Gordon

Gordon stood in the morgue, watching the doctor and his assistant stock the shelves and cabinets and take inventory. He told himself it was the cool air that caused the goosebumps on his arms, but he knew there was more to it. Those supplies should not have to be replaced. Not so soon. Not so often. True, cruises attracted an older clientele and death at sea was far from unusual, but so many deaths, and all the same way...

Frustrated by his impotence, he turned on his heel and set off on a check of other areas. Even at this ungodly hour, with the great blazing circle of the sun only starting to peek above the eastern horizon, the ship buzzed with activity. One week ago, 3,127 passengers boarded the Diversion for the vacation getaway of a lifetime. One day ago, 3,123 disembarked on their own. The other four were carried off in body bags and handed over to weeping relatives who said again and again that they couldn’t understand it. He’d been in such good health. He just had a checkup. How? Why?

Gordon oversaw the removal of the bodies. Just like he’d overseen the process the week before, and the week before that.

In a few short hours, 3,134 new passengers would board.

He wondered how many of them would sail if they understood that, on this ship, it was almost guaranteed they all wouldn’t return home alive.

He rubbed his eyes. The result didn’t have to be the same. He could solve this. He could figure this out. He had to. If not, why else was he here?

Ike, the activities director, bustled around the corner, his hips twitching back and forth like a twenty-year-old girl on a Paris runway. Gordon struggled to fit the pieces of Ike’s personality together. He’d never met a man bigger, stronger or more athletic than Ike. He resembled a pro-wrestler, but he walked and acted like a flighty young woman. He had no fear of the sea in any condition, but he’d once screamed and fled the room at the sight of a little gray mouse. Twelve years traveling the world with the military had taught Gordon not to judge. People were people and the only weird ones were those who claimed to be normal, but in his experience, most effeminate men were more like the fruity little lounge singer who fancied himself Prince’s twin soul. And go figure, the lounge singer favored girls. 

Ike beamed at him. “Good morning, Mr. Westchester.” 

Gordon nodded in return. “Ike.”

“Ready for another fantastic week?”

No one else was around. 

Ike was an unusual guy, but Gordon had the distinct feeling he knew more than the average crew member about the things that happened aboard ship; plus, he had a mind like a steel trap. Tell him anything and he’d remember for life. “Can I ask you something?”

Ike hugged his clipboard to his massive chest. “Well, sure. I’m always happy to help.”

“Are you worried?”

“About what? We’ve got nothing but blue skies in the forecast. The ship’s sound as any seagoing vessel.”

“People die on this ship,” Gordon said.

Ike’s smile faded. “The doctor says it’s natural.”

“Not exactly. The doctor says he can’t find any evidence of foul play.”

“It’s just a string of bad luck. It’ll pass. It probably already has. You’ll see. This week will be great.”

Gordon prayed the big guy was right. “Have you seen anything strange? Anything at all?”

“Sweetheart, you could film the world’s best reality show based on what I’ve seen on this ship.”

Gordon glared at him. “You know what I mean.”

Ike nodded. “I’ll tell you this. Everybody’s sleeping with anybody. Somebody’s got an onshore connection for reefer and they’re running a happy little side-business. That old dame living on the high roller deck has a bottle tan, and the Captain’s new cufflinks cost more than a man in his pay range should be spending, but they really are fabulous.”

Gordon ground his teeth together. “Forget it.” He tried to step past, but Ike put a gentle hand on his arm.

“You’re good at your job, Gordon. If I see anything that I think you should know, I promise I’ll tell you.”

“Do you think the deaths are natural?” Gordon asked him.

Ike took a deep
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