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Chapter 1

Expect not a hand outstretched in forgiveness, for the Dead have forgotten Mercy. The Hand of the Dead is a terrible Fist, and the Tools of the Ghost are without number—excerpt from Psalm 312 of the Apocryphal Psalms of David.

October 10, 1992, Warsaw Poland 7:00 p.m.

Lieutenant Anatol Zagorski didn’t smell death on the air that day, but in all fairness, he had a terrible cold.

The call from his boss, Warsaw’s Chief of Police Jakub Nowak, screamed urgent. “Anatol, get down here and bring Maeve and Chun. Something is deeply wrong with this building collapse. I pray we won’t need your friend.”

The Chief couldn’t have meant ‘friend.’ He should have said ‘mortal enemy.’ Anyone referring to the Ghost as Anatol’s friend clearly hadn’t spent time with him. And Anatol didn’t care how strange the building collapse was. They were not going to need the Ghost.

Anatol should have hurried as soon as he got the call, but with the sinus pressure and congestion, he wasn’t going anywhere without coffee. He fished in his pocket for change to pay for the three of them.

The sun was setting over Warsaw when Anatol handed Maeve the money. He avoided meeting her gaze. He had no idea how he was going to tell her about the letter in his breast pocket.

Maeve hated being ignored. She raised Anatol’s chin with her fingertip, making him look her in the eyes. “Black coffee, hotter than hell for you. Black, not quite so hot, for Chun, to be sure?” Anatol found her Irish accent irresistible.

“Right,” Anatol said, already lost in those hazel eyes.

“You two never try anything interesting.” Maeve waved a hand at Chun and flashed a smile that would stop a train in its tracks before tossing her hair and walking away. “And you’re paying for pastries too, Anatol, if you’re making me stay up late sifting through a crime scene on a Saturday evening instead of taking me out for a proper dinner.”

Anatol admired Maeve as he always did, auburn curls halfway down her back, her every step the perfect stride of a woman who knew just how wonderful life is. For a moment Anatol forgot the call from his boss, forgot the letter in his pocket, forgot the entire city. Maeve caught him staring when she glanced over her shoulder and smiled again before disappearing inside the coffee shop. They’d known each other for years and Anatol could still confidently say he’d never seen anyone half as beautiful.

“When are you gonna tell Maeve you love her?” Chun asked.

Anatol sneezed, then blew his nose on a bright blue handkerchief. “Have mercy on me, Chun. I don’t even know how I’m going to tell her about the letter. She’ll never want to leave Europe for Chicago.” He sneezed again. “I’ve got to get away from this city. I feel like I’m being hunted here.”

Chun shrugged his broad shoulders and leaned against the back wall of an old warehouse in downtown Warsaw. “Don’t expect mercy from me, old friend. I’m like the Ghost in that way, forever merciless.” Chun ran a finger along his cheek, stroking one of his many scars. No one had as many scars as Chun and each one of them somehow made him better looking. Anatol had never seen anyone who had to fend off potential suitors like Chun did just to make his way across the city.

“You’re nothing like the Ghost, Chun. Don’t compare yourself to the monster.” Anatol aimed a finger at his friend. “And you love her too. Are you about to tell her?”

Chun raised his hand, palm open. “I tell her every day. Everyone loves Maeve. Loving someone and being in love with them are two very different things.”

Anatol grunted. “We work together. I can’t let feelings get in the way of the purpose at hand.”

Chun interlaced his thick fingers. “The purpose at hand.” Then he cracked his knuckles. “What hand moves the human heart?” He waved an arm in the sun’s direction as it dropped behind the spire of one of the city’s countless churches. “What master pulls our strings, Anatol?”

Anatol felt the letter folded in his breast pocket and considered what it offered—a chance to leave Warsaw, to leave the entire continent, maybe leave even the Ghost behind—and wondered how the letter had come to him.

“No one does, Chun. We decide our own fates, don’t we?”

Chun pointed his chin in the direction of the coffee shop and Maeve fast-approaching with hot drinks in hand and pastries balanced on top of everything. “I’ve known you too long to believe that, old friend. You don’t decide much of anything. You go purely on feeling.”

Maeve handed out the drinks and gazed beyond the two of them. She gestured with a chocolate croissant toward a narrow alleyway ten paces away. “I thought you two were ready to hunt monsters. But you chatty professors didn’t even notice you were being watched.”

Anatol turned. In the shadows of a narrow alleyway, a darker shadow stood on four legs with even darker eyes, staring straight at them, silent as the night.

“Hmmmm,” Anatol considered. “That one’s especially good at going unnoticed.” He took a few steps toward the mouth of the alleyway and went down on one knee. “Here, boy. Whatcha doin there, all alone?”

The giant dog’s black fur stood up on end as he regarded Anatol. He answered with a tremendous, “Woof!” that echoed up and down the alleyway and into the square. The few people still milling about at this hour and those leaving the coffee shop all turned to stare. Anatol, who should have been startled, found himself smiling.

“A regular Spartacus he is, guarding his alleyway like a gladiator not about to give up an inch of space to an oncoming army.” Anatol reached out a hand to the black dog, but the beast wasn’t quick to make friends. The dog growled low and threatening.

“The poor thing’s starved,” Maeve insisted. “You can see her ribs, straight through.”

Anatol considered. He took a plain croissant and tore it down the middle, tossing half to the dog. The dog took one sniff and gulped down the pastry. Anatol tossed the rest right after.

“You’re right about this dog being hungry, Maeve, but Spartacus is no girl. He was a mighty gladiator who stood up for the enslaved. This dog is clearly he.” Anatol stood back up. “I wish we weren’t in such a rush. I’d like to see if we could help find his owner. He’s a giant, but he can’t be over a year old.”

Chun glanced at his watch. “Chief is waiting for us, Tol. We weren’t supposed to stop for coffee.”

“Right,” Anatol said reluctantly. Chun always kept them on task. Anatol turned back once more to examine the dog and found it staring straight at him. There was something he admired about this dog. He would have sacrificed the whole evening to buy the animal food if he had time. “I’ll come see you later, Spartacus. I’ll bring a pork chop and we’ll talk.”

Maeve looped an arm through his and pulled Anatol away. “We’ll get him a roast chicken and find his owner as soon as we’re through, promise. Any dog that can sneak up on you two deserves a free dinner. Come on, Tol. You love the Old Town.”

Anatol certainly did. Warsaw was still recovering from the Soviet era, many of its buildings showing signs of bullet holes and neglect. But Old Warsaw retained its charm, with ornate buildings, faded but still beautiful, from another century. The three of them stepped inside the walls of the Old Town as the sun disappeared and Anatol felt distinctly like he was stepping into another world.

They hurried through the narrow maze of cobblestone streets, gulping down their coffees, and the only sound they heard was the echoes of their own footsteps. Anatol would have expected vendors and crowds wandering through the streets and small squares at this hour. It was far too quiet. Instead of people, all they encountered was fog.

“This fog is strange,” Chun remarked.

Anatol grunted. More than strange. Despite the lack of rain, the cobblestones were already slick with moisture. The old brick and stone buildings loomed overhead, throwing menacing shadows across the street. Flickering streetlamps cast an orange glow that vanished into the fog and mist. Anatol felt like the Old Town was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.

Anatol hoped the caffeine would help his cold and sharpen his senses. If the Chief thought there was something odd about this building’s collapse, he had to be ready to find out for himself.

Maeve nudged Anatol in the ribs. “You look worried. Maybe we should call in Tall-Dark-and-Handsome for this one?”

“He is tall,” Chun agreed.

Anatol threw Maeve a sharp look he instantly regretted. A half smile played on her face. The two of them were baiting him, and he’d fallen right into it.

“There’s nothing handsome about the Ghost,” Anatol protested against his better judgement. “He’s evil straight through. He’d kill us as soon as he had a chance and then take his vengeance out on everyone.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Maeve shrugged. “He’s got that bad boy vibe girls like. Maybe he needs a woman’s love to bring him around.” She looked suddenly thoughtful. “I think I could get through to him. You can’t deny he’s a charmer.”

The thought of Maeve actually caring for the Ghost was chilling. Anatol told himself that he was not playing into this, but he couldn’t let that stand. “He’d charm your heart by ripping it out of your chest, Maeve. We are not calling in the Ghost.” Anatol couldn’t believe this. The Ghost, handsome? Could anyone consider that mad force of destruction handsome? He was not going to feel jealous of the Ghost. Maeve was joking, wasn’t she?

But Maeve wasn’t giving up. “The Ghost is mostly bluster, Tol. Sure, he’s threatened to kill us, but he threatens to kill everyone. I think he’s especially mad at you because you turned down his offer of a wish and tricked him into giving you that gun.”

“I didn’t trick him,” Anatol insisted. “And you two were foolish to accept anything from him. The gifts he gave you come with strings you can’t see. He’s bad to the core, Maeve. You and Chun have to trust me on that. I’ve known him far too long.” Anatol thought back to that day when, as a child, he first saw the Ghost crashing through a reinforced door with stained glass showering all around him. First saw him lift his iron rod and bring it down on Krol in front of all those children. No, the Ghost wasn’t even a little bit bluster. He was death personified.

The moon had already entered the sky by the time they turned onto Hipoteczna Street and got their first view of the collapsed building. A finely wrought three-story home that must have been hundreds of years old had been reduced to a pile of masonry rubble. Entire sections of walls, twisted pipes, shattered glass, and bricks lay strewn across the street in heaps as tall as a person. A shattered grand piano lay right in the middle of everything with all its inner workings exposed, ivory keys scattered around it like teeth knocked out of someone’s mouth. Yet despite the level of destruction, the houses on either side of the disaster were almost untouched. The entire mess was blocked off with police tape to keep people away, but walking amidst the piles was a bearded man dressed in an old gray raincoat, Jakub Nowak, Warsaw’s Chief of Police.

“I see you had time to get coffee.” Nowak raised his right eyebrow, his trademark expression. The man looked as shabby as any vagabond you might encounter wandering out of a bar, but he was the most respected law enforcement officer in the country. Nowak worked and worked to ensure Warsaw was as safe as he could want it.

“Anatol insisted,” Maeve said, throwing him under the bus.

“Of course he did.” Nowak shrugged. “Black coffee, extra hot. The man never changes.” Nowak gestured at the pile of rubble. “Luckily, this house was empty. It was being used as a music school for the last year. No one killed as far as we can see. Nevertheless, very strange.”

“No sign of explosives?” Anatol asked, already knowing the answer.

Nowak shook his head. “We’ve had no earthquakes, and the houses on either side are perfectly fine. Houses built this well don’t just disintegrate and tumble into the street, Anatol. I need to know what this is about.”

Gronsky, a sharp-faced weasel-of-a-man, stepped out of a nearby police car. Nowak’s lieutenant was an ass that Anatol had no patience for. “I don’t know why you have faith in these three spook squad members. What have they ever done to deserve it?”

“Faith is a powerful thing, Gronsky,” the police chief declared. Nowak held up a hand, gesturing for his annoying lieutenant to stay silent.

Whether it was the coffee or the proximity to the destruction, Anatol wasn’t sure, but his senses had cleared and now he felt it—something was very wrong here.

Since childhood, Anatol had been plagued by visions and a sense for when things were not as they should be. Long before he’d met the Ghost, everyone who knew him well knew he was prone to see things that were not there. His mother worried he would end up in an institution for the mentally ill. His father assumed he would grow out of it.

“Someone died here,” Anatol declared.

“No sign of a body.” Nowak nudged a piece of masonry with the toe of his boot. “We’ve been through everything.”

Anatol breathed in his first true breath of the night, unencumbered by his cold, and inhaled the salt spray of the ocean and the stink of old blood. Poland had always been a landlocked country. The scent of the ocean had no place in Warsaw. Anatol was struck by the sudden panic that he was being submerged under fathoms of water, being crushed by untold weight and darkness.

“Chun, Chun!” Anatol shouted. He reached inside his coat for his brass gun and felt its reassuring weight.

His friend was at Anatol’s side in a moment, Chun’s square frame and solid spirit grounding him. “Yes?” was all Chun said, despite Anatol’s shout.

“Turn over the masonry. The big pieces.”

Nodding agreement, Chun moved toward the biggest heaps of material, heaps no man could move without machinery while Maeve stood silent, watching Anatol, one hand half raised, as if sensing the air with her fingers.

Chun grabbed a piece of wall that must have weighed more than a truck and raised it as easily as Anatol could have lifted a suitcase. He gently flipped it over, but found nothing underneath.

“Keep going,” Anatol insisted. They might as well make use of the wish the Ghost had granted Chun while they could. The smell of old blood was getting stronger, and with it the scent of an angry sea, ancient, and endlessly deep. Anatol looked up and down the alleyway, expecting a wave of black water to rush toward them in the night.

Chun moved half the rubble before he found the body. It lay under the wreck of the piano, mangled and completely hidden, half submerged in a puddle of black water. Anyone could see it was an old woman, dressed in gray. Her body was a mess, her hair soaked in that foul water. Her face, however, was completely unharmed and caught in an expression of sudden surprise.

Maeve dropped to her knees next to the body and put a hand on the woman’s cheek. “It’s not possible. I know this woman. Ms. Kowalksy, my piano teacher when we first moved to Warsaw.” Maeve’s eyes filled with tears. “She was the one person who was kind to me in those days when everything seemed so wrong. She still sends me a letter every year. How can this be, Tol? One person dies here, just one, and it has to be her?”

The pressure behind Anatol’s ears built until he was sure they would burst. He turned to find Chief Nowak kicking at a pile of rubble. The Chief was rewarded by a dark black ooze of water spilling from beneath the bricks.

Anatol felt the air shift as if a thousand hidden doors that should never be disturbed had swung open, letting in forces that hungered for this world.

“Chief, move. Chief!” Anatol’s warning came too late.

The pile of rubble erupted into the air, bricks and glass ricocheting off the walls of houses on either side of the street.

Anatol drew his gun, an enormous pistol. half wood, half filigreed brass, as a tentacle, green and grey and thick as a man’s body, shot out from the pile of rubble and wrapped itself around Nowak’s waist.

Nowak was lifted high into the air as the body of the creature emerged, wet, hideous, and three times the height of a man.

Anatol took aim, but not before a tentacle seized an entire section of wall and hurled it straight at him. A metric ton of brick and mortar spun toward Anatol’s head with the speed of a cannonball.

He had absolutely no hope of getting out of the way.
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Chapter 2

Maeve flung up her arm and a shimmering blue shield materialized in front of Anatol’s face. The section of wall struck the barrier and exploded in every direction, which was a lot better than killing him. Maeve threw up another shield in front of herself and Chun, saving them from being shredded.

Anatol started breathing again. Maybe he should be more grateful that his two best friends had accepted gifts from the Ghost. Without Maeve’s shields and Chun’s strength, some demon or other would have finished them long ago.

And this demon was clearly lining up to do the same. The creature shook itself, shedding bricks and mortar as it erupted high above them and turned its red-eyed gaze in their direction. Its immense body drank in the moonlight and shone a deep, inky black. Its dark green tentacles, tipped with razor-sharp claws, writhed with otherworldly energy.

“Shield down!” Maeve yelled.

Anatol knew his cue. He fired three shots—two at the center of the body mass, knocking the creature back ever so slightly, the third at the base of the tentacle holding Nowak.

Anatol couldn’t see a mouth on the creature, but that didn’t stop the damn thing from screaming. The sound it made as the bullets from the Ghost’s magical gun struck home were like hypersonic screams inside his head.

His last shot had its effect. The creature dropped Nowak, who by sheer luck fell into a pile of junk and rolled. If Nowak looked shabby before, he was really going to look bad now.

“It’s a giant octopus, isn’t it?” Chun stepped to Anatol’s side. “Shouldn’t be hard to kill an octopus, right?”

Anatol wasn’t so sure. This octopus had claws at the end of its tentacles and demon written all over it. His bullets had struck dead center, and a bullet from the Ghost’s gun wasn’t easily ignored. Despite that, the creature only seemed enraged.

“We’ll make sushi out of it,” Anatol said. “Maeve, throw a shield up to keep it in place. I’ll distract while Chun skewers it and sends it back to whatever plane of existence it wandered away from.”

“Ah yes, plan 63B.” Maeve shook her head. “Just remember, with a shield behind it, I can only manage one more for the three of us. If it sends another wall our way, we’re in trouble.”

Unfortunately, before they could put their plan into play, the monster got hungry.

Lieutenant Gronsky had made the ill-fated decision to start firing at the monster with his pistol while running toward his boss in an apparent attempt to earn a promotion. This only succeeded in winning the three of them some time as it distracted the monster. Before Gronsky reached Nowak, a tentacle snared him around both legs with the speed of a striking snake. In another instant he was dragged beneath the monster, an enormous mouth appeared, and Gronsky was shoved inside.

“It does have a mouth,” Chun commented.

“I’d rather not see it do that again,” Anatol said.

“That makes two of us,” Maeve agreed. She examined the monster for a moment. “Damn. I think our large problem is getting larger. Gronsky may have been super nutritious or something. That thing is growing.”

The monster was indeed growing and growing far more than eating one person should have allowed it to. The body of the creature rippled and expanded as it became taller, its tentacles stretching high above it, each now swollen far thicker than the body of any man.

No time for delay.

Anatol pointed and Maeve raised a curving shield right behind the monster, while Chun ripped a lamppost out of the ground.

“Here, my friend, right here.” Anatol waved at the creature long enough for it to stop enjoying the taste of fresh Gronsky. He raised his gun, took aim at an eye the size of a dinner plate, and fired. He got off two more shots before he was rewarded with a hypersonic scream inside his head and with some unwelcome attention. The monster spun toward him, and a swarm of clawed tentacles pointed in his direction. Then it blinked and the eye Anatol had fired straight into opened red, blazing, and apparently unharmed.

Then the demon octopus did something which Anatol found extremely odd.

It looked at him. For a far longer time than he would have ever hoped a demon octopus would examine him. The fire in its red eyes darkened as if it was considering him, peering into his thoughts, or maybe trying to guess what he would taste like. Anatol kept his gun raised but didn’t fire. He couldn’t help thinking that somehow, against all reason, he knew this monster. He would have sworn on his life he’d never met an oversized octopus before, but somehow, someway.

Anatol became suddenly unsure of himself. What were they doing here, fighting this creature that had done them no harm? He lowered his gun and peered deeper into those hypnotic eyes, the eyes that understood him.

A “Woof!” that would have woken the dead jolted Anatol from his trance. At his side stood the shaggy black dog, its hair standing on end, growling at the monster like a black lion. The monster blinked and drew back, considering this new combatant.

That brief, beautiful moment of distraction was all the time Chun needed.

Chun thrust his lamppost straight through the body of the creature, aiming for some hoped for brain or heart or whatever critical mechanisms powered this thing.

If the supersonic raging inside Anatol’s head had seemed loud before, the effect of a lamppost inside the monster’s head made the previous scream seem like a cat purring. Anatol covered his ears and crouched, trying to shelter from the assault of sound.

The monster reared back, to escape the length of steel now punctured straight through it and came up against Maeve’s shield.

“Nowhere to go, whoever you are,” Anatol said. He raised his gun and fired at both eyes as the monster slammed itself against Maeve’s shield and Chun drove the lamppost home.

If only plan 63B had accounted for all the tentacles, everything would have been fine.

In what Anatol hoped were its final death throes, the creature raised its tentacles in the air and slammed them down with enough force to break stone. Unfortunately, it aimed those tentacles straight at them.

Maeve leaped toward Anatol and Chun and a half dome of force surrounded them, absorbing the blow. The moment her dome appeared, the wall of force behind the octopus demon vanished and it retreated, taking Chun’s lamppost with it. The very next instant, the lamppost crashed into Maeve’s dome and spun off into the night. This was followed by the WHAM, WHAM, WHAM of a dozen tentacle strikes, any one of which would have flattened them all.

“I’d say we’re doing well,” Chun commented as he lay atop Anatol with Maeve sitting on his chest. Maeve’s shield dome could barely accommodate the three of them, and once she’d made a true dome, she couldn’t manage another shield. They’d been in this situation before.

“It’s a little tighter in here with the dog,” Maeve said. “Sorry, I can’t manage it any bigger.”

The giant black dog was crammed in next to them, his tail banging against Anatol’s head.

“Could certainly use a bath,” Anatol commented.

“Later,” Maeve said. The octopus demon was still busy trying to drive them into the ground. “That demon didn’t appreciate Chun’s lamppost.”

The monster still had an enormous hole in its center where Chun had been busy working his lamppost through as much of its insides as possible.

“When I put a lamppost inside someone, I make the most of it,” Chun agreed.

“I think that might finish it off,” Anatol said.

The creature was writhing in obvious pain. Anatol wasn’t sure, but it looked like it might fall over at any time.

“I hope it doesn’t take long.” Sweat was breaking out on Maeve’s brow. “I’m not sure how much longer I can hold this shield.”

“Damn,” Anatol said. “Spoke too soon.”

The octopus demon had raised the smashed grand piano with the tip of one tentacle. With another tentacle it seized the body of Maeve’s unfortunate piano teacher and in a moment the woman had disappeared inside its mouth. They watched in extreme disappointment as the wound Chun had created sealed over and the monster grew another ten feet in height.

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Kowalsky,” Maeve said. “Anatol, if you have some great plan, now would be a great time to reveal it. Either that, or call him in.”

Anatol had no doubt who Maeve was referring to and had to admit she might be right. He had plenty of ideas of how to kill this thing, but no equipment and no time to pull them off. He pulled back his sleeve to reveal the swirling black mark of the Bearer on his forearm. The mark that branded him as the one person alive who could summon the Ghost. It shone in the light of Maeve’s blue shield and seemed to pulse with a life of its own. How he hated this burden.

But the decision was made for them. With a final red-eyed look back and one more slam of its tentacles on the dome, the giant demon slipped backward into the puddle underneath the piano. Anatol watched it insert one tentacle into the shallow pool of black water and slide backward until it, impossibly, disappeared.

Maeve let the shield go and fell onto her back, breathing hard.

“Well, that demon sure got lucky, didn’t it?” Chun said. He, too, was lying on his back.

“A lot luckier than Gronsky did,” Anatol agreed. He slid his gun into his coat and pulled the other two up off the ground.

* * *

Later that night, the three of them gathered around Anatol’s circular kitchen table, nursing their wounds and tossing treats to the dog. They would all rather have been sleeping, but they couldn’t give the demon time to grow any larger.

“This plan will work,” Anatol said. “Straightforward, elegant, timeless.”

“Ha.” Maeve made some adjustments to the wiring on the explosives and started setting up the timer. Maeve was a woman of many hidden talents. “I’ll grant you straightforward, Anatol, but elegant and timeless are pure exaggeration.”

Chun held a bandage to a gash on his forehead. Chun never failed to collect a new scar. “I wish the Ghost wasn’t such a consistent jerk who threatened to pulverize us and everyone else. He might actually be useful here, Tol. I mean, if we didn’t have to worry about him killing us.”

Anatol placed both of his hands on the table and tried to stay calm. “Do either of you remember what happened last time we called him? When I was knocked unconscious and we lost our hold on him? When the two of you were trapped in that building and almost died? Did he come to rescue you? Did he take me to the hospital? No. He went missing for days. Completely out of control. Who knows how many people he killed? What he could have done? What we might have unleashed on this world?”

Maeve finished her final adjustments and slid the device into a black backpack. “He said he went to play slot machines and get as drunk as possible.”

“You believed him? You believe anything he says?” Anatol asked. “The most merciless monster in history?”

Maeve gave him a look that revealed all her exhaustion and her fresh grief over the loss of a friend she’d held dear. “The Ghost isn’t invulnerable. This monster might kill him as well.” She closed her eyes tight. “Do you ever think to have mercy on him, Anatol? Is he the one who has forgotten mercy? What have you forgotten?”

The room went silent until the dog gave a polite woof for another treat.

“We can take it on our own,” Anatol said. “We’ve done half a dozen of these on our own without the Ghost. We almost had it back there.”

“It almost had us,” Maeve countered. She lowered the backpack to the floor and took a deep breath.

Anatol remembered the look in the Ghost’s eyes the last time they had parted, his teeth bared, his terrible iron rod in hand. He had promised he would make them pay for using him as a slave. “The Hand of the Dead is a terrible Fist—” Anatol began.

“And the Tools of the Ghost are without number. We know,” Maeve said. “Calling him doesn’t come without risk, Anatol. We understand that better than anyone else.” She got up from her chair. “Come on, let’s go find this thing.”

Anatol’s phone rang before they could discuss anything further. It was Nowak.

“Turn on your T.V.,” Nowak commanded.

The late-night news showed a building on the east side of Warsaw in ruins, with people running around the street. A helicopter circled overhead.

Chun leaned forward, peering at the T.V. “That’s my mum’s old apartment. I only just moved her out last week. For God’s sake, what are the odds?”

Anatol felt a chill run through his bones. He spoke into the phone. “Where is it now, Chief?”

“No idea. Get out there and find it before it tears the city to pieces. We have reports it was two stories tall.”

Anatol put down the receiver.

“It can’t be a coincidence,” Maeve said. “My piano teacher. Chun’s mother. It’s almost as if it knows us.” Maeve froze. “Anatol, your brother.”

Anatol was already dialing. He prayed Jans would pick up.

“Halo?” His younger brother’s voice was as calm as ever.

“Jans, everything alright?”

“Tol, why are you calling so late? Of course, everything’s alright. Have you told Maeve about the letter?”

There was the sound of a crash on the other side of the phone.

“What was that?” Anatol asked.

“Hmmm. Sounds like something outside in the street,” his brother said.

There was the sound of a curtain being pulled back. “God. Looks like an entire wall of the old whaling museum’s collapsed into the street. A boiler must have exploded.”

“What?” Anatol felt his panic building. He motioned for Chun and Maeve to get moving. “There’s no whaling museum in Warsaw. We’re landlocked.”

“Of course, you’re right, brother. You always are, but you’ve forgotten the Treaty of Versailles, 1919, when Poland got access to a stretch of the Baltic. Well, they thought they might get some whale oil out of it, got all prepared, and never used any of the supplies. It’s all stashed in this big warehouse the National Museum puts everything in. I’m the only one who calls it the whaling museum. There’s a real model of the Baltic in there with an aquarium and everything.”

“An aquarium? Get out of your apartment, Jans. Get as far away as possible from that street. Do it now.”

“What do you mean…?” Jans began, but Anatol had already slammed down the phone.

In under three minutes, they were in the car, racing through the streets. The dog rode shotgun.
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Chapter 3

They arrived at the scene to unexpected quiet. It didn’t last long. Sirens in the distance began wailing as soon as they stepped out of the car.

A full moon shone high over Jans’s apartment building across from the giant warehouse he referred to as the whaling museum. A section of the museum’s front wall lay collapsed in the street. Flickers of flame shone from inside the building. Jans was right. It looked like something had exploded inside and was on fire. Anatol felt it all too reminiscent of the scene in the Old Town.

Anatol took a deep breath and inhaled the taste of the deep ocean and drowned sailor’s blood. He felt the pressure of fathoms of water building inside his skull. The creature was here, somewhere, waiting.

He motioned to the others. Maeve hefted the pack with the bomb on her right shoulder. Chun opened the trunk of the car and took out a five-foot long sword. He strapped the two-hander to his back and nodded to Anatol.

They didn’t need to knock. The hole in the wall was big enough for a school bus.

The dog dashed in first, before Anatol could hold it back. Anatol gave a silent prayer the shaggy black beast wouldn’t end up like Gronsky. He was already fond of this dog.

Maeve and Chun went right while Anatol took the left, as they always did. He could usually draw any demon’s attention with the Ghost’s gun and if the gun didn’t finish it off, Maeve and Chun always did.

They walked into the shadows, where the moonlight faded into darkness and waited. The fire, somewhere deep in the warehouse, cast a glow that danced upon the walls.

“Anatol!” Chun shouted the warning. He always saw things first.

An octopus demon, six-feet tall and the size of a Volkswagen Beetle, surged toward Anatol in the darkness. He fired two shots, and the creature recoiled, enormous holes appearing in its body. It waved its tentacles at him, gauging the best angle of attack, and that was too much delay.

Chun sliced it straight down the middle with an overhead chop. The demon broke apart in a spray of chunks that fast melted away to leave nothing but ink-black water.

“There are more of them?” Chun asked. “It’s not fair if there are more of them.”

Great. Just great. The thing was making babies. How many octopus demons could the big one create in one night? At least this one had proven much less durable. Anatol scanned the darkness for whatever might leap out next.

The central space of the warehouse stretched before them for a good twenty yards, its walls lined with old whaling gear and entire mounted boats. Crates and frames lay stacked in every corner. The National Museum had left all the extra inventory here for which there would never be space to display. The boats and clutter were not a problem. What worried Anatol most lay along the far wall—an immense aquarium where he could just make out something swimming.

“Maybe the big one went back home?” Chun offered. “I mean, maybe?”

The dog started barking. Anatol had no idea where it was, but he believed it.

When the aquarium glass shattered and the first tentacle emerged, Anatol started firing.
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Chapter 4

Anatol’s shots had little effect on mamma. The octopus demon emerged from the wave of water spilling across the floor and rose two and a half stories tall, looking very upset for an octopus. Anatol hoped it hadn’t noticed the smaller one disintegrating, but it probably had.

The monster turned to stare at him after his first few shots, just as the plan required. Once again, the fiery red eyes which were now as big as hula hoops gazed into his, and he was certain he’d met this octopus before, perhaps in a past life as a scuba diver?

The power of the monster’s gaze bored into his mind, prying into his thoughts. Anatol sensed a deep intelligence trying to communicate something to him in its demonic watery language. He gasped as he tried to hold out, fought to gain time for the others. The pressure built inside his skull as if he was being submerged in the Mariana Trench. If this kept up his brain was going to be mush.

And now, of all the times it could happen, he felt one of his visions coming on.

Anatol fired his gun into the air and collapsed. “Chun!” he cried out.

* * *

Anatol came to his senses and found he was on a boat, which was rather odd. He was bleeding from at least three different places and had a very large splinter in his left arm. He peeked over the edge of the boat and realized he was looking down on the warehouse floor. The demon had apparently hurled him into the air, and he’d landed on one of the old whaling boats mounted on the wall. The damn Treaty of Versailles, 1919 had saved him from being smashed. Unfortunately, Chun and Maeve were doing even worse than he was.

Several giant pieces of tentacle lay cut to pieces on the floor, so Chun had clearly been busy with his sword, but it didn’t seem to have slowed the octopus demon much. It was busy smashing the hell out of Maeve’s dome shield where the two of them huddled, screaming something he couldn’t understand. Anatol could make out the black backpack containing the bomb on the far side of the room, nowhere near where they needed it to be. So much for his plan being elegant.

Maeve couldn’t hold that shield much longer under such an assault. The floor had already given way beneath the two of them and they were being driven straight through it. In another minute she’d collapse and the two people he loved as much as his own brother would be killed.

It was time for the Fist of the Ghost.

Anatol pulled down his sleeve and grabbed the fishhook pendant from around his neck. In one swift motion he pierced the skin in the center of the swirling black tattoo that covered his forearm. Blood welled up and ran along the lines of black ink and his skin burned. Anatol felt the clouds cover the moon and the night ask its question. He answered, yes.

“When the heroes have fled, and all that remains is fear, you must pay the price and summon the Ghost. For though the weapons of Hell be vast, the Tools of the Ghost are without number.” He said the words, and the darkness answered.
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Chapter 5

The scream that tore through the night was loud enough to get even the octopus demon’s attention. The monster gave one final slam upon Maeve’s dome, smashing it through the floor to disappear into whatever subbasement lay below the warehouse. Then it turned to watch.

Anatol shielded his eyes, knowing what was coming.

The next moment the ceiling exploded, and a fireball broke straight through it lighting up the room in a blaze of orange. The fireball bounced straight off the octopus demon’s head, ricocheted against a wall, and spun into what was left of the aquarium. A geyser of steam erupted, vaporizing the remaining water and whatever unlucky fish remained in the bottom of the pool. The steam shot to the ceiling and quickly filled the room with a hot foggy mist.

A shaggy crow, battered and soaked, flapped its way down to settle on the edge of Anatol’s boat. Anatol nodded to it and the crow nodded back. If the crows were here, then Mr. Cheerful was not far off.

“Leave room for God’s wrath for it is mine and I will repay!” The gruff words echoed out of the mist around the warehouse without giving Anatol any idea where they were coming from.

Always a threat. The Ghost always had to start with a threat.

“Crows, where are you? Simon, Paul, have you abandoned me? Stayed home to preen your feathers? I can’t see a damned thing in this mist. What is this big rubbery thing I keep bumping into?”

Anatol figured the Ghost would find out in the next few moments what the big rubbery thing was.

The Ghost’s scream proved Anatol right. The long scream was followed by something smashing against the wall with a sickening thud just above Anatol and then slamming down into his boat. The boat swung on the wall, barely hanging on by the hooks the museum staff had mounted it with.

The figure on the other side of the longboat had an enormous grey bag lying on his chest. Anatol knew that bag.

The Ghost heaved himself to his elbows and gazed at Anatol with eyes blacker than night. “Still alive, I see. Hopefully we can correct that.” The Ghost proceeded to unzip the bag and take out a ragged grey coat followed by a floppy black hat he pulled over his silver head. He slid into the coat and finally stood up, six and a half feet tall, with mottled silver skin, and a body like a scare crow from a child’s worst nightmare.

Anatol scooted to the far end of the boat. The Ghost was at his worst when he’d just arrived. Anatol didn’t want to be too close.

Four more crows landed on the boat as the Ghost straightened his hat. Anatol felt around and found his gun in the bottom of the boat. He’d never actually had to shoot the Ghost, but he’d rather be ready.

The Ghost slid his iron rod from the bag, six feet of cold black steel, dented by the skulls of a hundred demons, then he closed the bag and slung it over his shoulder.

“You called, Master?”

“Look, do we have to go through this every time, where you try to intimidate me and scare Maeve and Chun speechless? Every time?”

The Ghost raised a silver eyebrow. “Where are the other two? I do not sense them near.” He took a step closer and tapped his iron rod on the bottom of the boat. “Your control over me is weak, Bearer.”

One of the crows cawed loud enough to get the Ghost’s attention.

“Give me a minute, just one minute,” the Ghost said. “He barely has a hold on me. It’s my best chance to kill him.” The Ghost leveled his iron rod like a javelin and aimed for Anatol’s skull.

Anatol aimed the gun at a point right between the Ghost’s eyes. “The others are in trouble,” Anatol said. “I need you to help them.”

The Ghost pointed his rod a little lower, now aimed at Anatol’s chest, which Anatol found more than disturbing. “I am the Bludgeon, the Hammer, the Fist of Death. I am Vengeance, Retribution, Judgement in the darkness. I don’t rescue anyone. The other two could fry in a pan like sausages for breakfast and I would not care. The other two could be crushed under a mountain and I wouldn’t be bothered to notice. The other two—”

Anatol held up a hand. “Enough.” He’d heard it before. “You aren’t the caring type. I get it. Then just do your damned job and kill the thing that’s trying to kill us. I’ll do the saving.” Anatol looked over the side of the boat but couldn’t see the floor through the mist. He guessed it was a thirty-foot fall to the concrete below. A great way to break his legs. “I just have to figure out how to get down.”

The Ghost peered into the cloud of steam. “What is it that you called me to kill, a giant rubber tree? I’d like to pay it back for tossing me into this boat before I got my coat on.”

This is what Anatol needed. He needed this monster to stop thinking about killing him and focus on killing the other monster. They didn’t have long to wait. Before Anatol could find a way down, the boat was seized by a pair of giant tentacles and ripped off the wall. The crows scattered as Anatol gripped the gunwale to avoid tumbling to his death. The Ghost held out his iron rod for balance and stood at the bow, holding onto his hat.

The next moment two giant red eyes as big as searchlights were staring at them from ten feet away as the octopus demon held them up for inspection. The eyes took in Anatol and slid past him until they focused on the Ghost. Then the pupils dilated and the tentacles holding them went rigid.

“Have we met?” the Ghost asked. “Because I feel like I would remember an octopus as ugly as you.”

The tentacles squeezed and the wooden boat gave a loud crack and began to come apart.

The Ghost had clearly had enough of conversation. He raised his iron rod and dove straight at the monster. Anatol had time to see him connect once with the top of the octopus demon’s head. His iron rod appeared to bounce right off, doing no damage whatsoever. In the next instant three tentacles wrapped around him.

Anatol had seen enough. The Ghost had the demon’s full attention. Now was his best chance. Anatol jumped, aiming for the base of the monster, hoping the demon was as rubbery as the Ghost had said.

It was. Anatol slammed into the base of the thing or a massive tentacle or some slimy mass and rolled off into the mist. A tentacle slammed down next to him, and he ran. There was no sense in getting killed while those two fought it out. He had to find Maeve and Chun.

Luckily the mist was dissipating and the hole in the floor where the demon had smashed the two of them into the basement was hard to miss. Anatol threw himself prone and leaned over the edge.

“About time.” Chun was hanging on to a steel beam suspended forty feet off the floor. It was at least that far because as Anatol reached for him, a section of tile fell through and it was an awful long time before he heard it hit bottom.

Anatol saw at once why Chun hadn’t been able to climb up. In his other arm he held Maeve. Her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t moving.

Anatol felt a knife plunge into his heart. He seized Chun’s arm in both his hands and pulled. He wished Chun didn’t weigh so much more than he did, but desperation lent Anatol strength. He dragged Chun over the edge of the hole and pulled Maeve after.

Anatol placed his cheek next to Maeve’s lips and felt the brush of warm air.

“She’s still breathing,” he choked out the words.

“Damn right I am,” Maeve said straight into his ear. “You took long enough.”

Anatol squeezed her tight and kissed her full on the lips. Part of him had been sure she was dead. God had had mercy on him and given her back.

“I’ll tear your tentacles off and eat them in my oatmeal!” The Ghost’s threat was punctuated by his body flying over them and smashing into the wall, which made the threat seem rather weak.

“Sorry to interrupt the kissing and everything,” Chun interjected. “But Maeve needs a hospital, and we need to get out of here. Our friend is losing badly.”

The Ghost had picked himself up from the floor and was whacking away at tentacles with his iron rod which was having no effect that Anatol could see. Amidst all the madness a tremendous barking rang out again and again. The dog was fighting a tentacle somewhere and was still very much alive.

Maeve tried to sit up and failed miserably. “I don’t need any hospital. We’ve got to help the Ghost.” She managed to raise a hand and a shimmering blue shield formed in front of the Ghost. A tentacle slammed against the shield, and it held for a moment before Maeve passed out again. Then the tentacle hit the Ghost, and he flew across the room.

“Get her away, Chun,” Anatol ordered.

Chun nodded and picked Maeve off the ground. “Be careful, Anatol.”

“I will. Take the dog with you before it gets killed.” Anatol called out, “Spartacus!”

“That’s not its real name,” Chun said. “It won’t respond to that.” He balanced Maeve over one shoulder while Anatol covered their retreat with his gun.

A moment later the dog was at their side.

“Lead them out, Spartacus,” Anatol commanded.

The dog did just as Anatol asked and Anatol took a deep breath. His friends would be safe.

A tentacle crashed into a pile of crates an arm’s-length away, turning them into splinters. Anatol was going to be smashed to bits if he stayed here much longer. He fired three shots at a tentacle headed in his direction and managed to divert it long enough to dodge the blow. He ducked through the melee and stumbled over what was left of the boat he’d been inside of on the wall. It was nothing more than splinters and old whaling supplies now. Amidst the wreckage he picked up a harpoon, its black tip sharp as ever, never used on any whale and wondered what he might do with it. What use was he going to be if the Ghost wasn’t having any effect?

The floor under Anatol’s feet shook with a rhythmic pounding. As the mist cleared, Anatol saw how right he was.

A storm of claw-tipped tentacles were crashing into the floor one after another, shaking the entire building. Underneath all those tentacles was the Ghost.

The Ghost had dropped his iron rod, which had proved useless against the demon’s foot-thick rubbery skin. His body had been driven into the floor and pierced by a hundred tentacle claws. He’d covered his head with his hands and as Anatol watched, the Ghost tried to get to his knees.

A tentacle that must have weighed as much as an elephant slammed him back down and his body spasmed. Anatol was struck by a certainty he knew was absolute.

The Ghost was going to die.

Someone who had committed the most unforgiveable of crimes, a killer, a ruthless murderer, a merciless monster, was going to die once and for all, and that was how it should be. Let one demon kill another and be done. That was justice. Anatol would be free of his burden. Never again would he be threatened by the Ghost. Never again.

WHAM! Yet another tentacle crushed the Ghost beneath the tiles and his body went limp.

That was enough.

Anatol ran into the fight, firing straight at the giant red eyes and screaming.

“Over here, octopus ball! Pick on someone your own size!” He understood this made no sense, but it worked. The octopus demon paused in its endless slamming and turned to see what kind of mosquito was annoying it.

Anatol got off four more shots dead center, putting sizeable holes into the rubbery skin that didn’t close over right away. Now that was annoying it.

Unfortunately, getting the octopus demon’s attention came with a price, and that price was a premature death.

Anatol dodged and leaped like a maniac, ducking under tentacle swings, jumping over tipped claws like a hurdler, firing every chance he could even though he knew it would all be futile in the end.

After one particularly close tentacle miss, a kind of madness overtook Anatol. Perhaps the tentacles couldn’t ever hit him. He was a dancer with a gun, and the demon could never match his moves. He spun, he twirled, he leaped and fired.

A whack across his chest disabused him of this notion and sent him crashing into a pile of crates. He felt at least three ribs crack and decided his dancing career was over.

As he tried to get to his feet, he noticed the Ghost had pulled himself out of the floor. The Ghost was wobbly as hell but appeared mostly in one piece.

“Here!” Anatol said. “Try this.” He tossed the harpoon, and the Ghost caught it in one hand.

The Ghost spun, his grey coat swinging out around him, his pack still on his back, and held the harpoon out straight across the floor.

“Round two,” said the Ghost.

The octopus demon forgot about Anatol entirely. It rose to its full height and spread its razor-tipped tentacles around it. It gazed down on the Ghost, miniscule in comparison, and prepared to annihilate him.

Anatol tried to raise his gun, but his right arm seemed to be broken. He took the gun in his left and started to take aim.

An enormous tentacle swung down with the speed of a battering ram.

The Ghost dodged and as the tentacle rebounded off the floor he jumped atop it, riding it like a wave. The octopus demon raised him high, preparing to smash him against the wall, reaching for him with a dozen other arms.

Lifting the Ghost up proved to be a mistake.

The Ghost raised the harpoon to his shoulder. “An eye for an eye, so it will be given to him.” With the last words the Ghost dove, harpoon in one hand held straight in front of him, his iron rod in his other hand, held straight behind.

The harpoon punctured the center of one of the demon’s great red eyes, the tip penetrating the inky pupil, the shaft following. The entire weapon disappeared into the red orb and the Ghost disappeared with it. The giant eye blinked once, and the Ghost was gone. It was as if the entire attack had never happened.

Anatol pulled himself out of the wreckage of the crates. He hefted the gun in his left hand. It felt as heavy as a kitchen sink. He limped in front of the tentacled-demon and started shouting, firing off a round with every statement.

“He wasn’t so bad!” Boom. “At least he had a mission.” Boom. “A purpose.” Boom. “He was a jerk, sure.” Boom. “But he was MY JERK.”

The octopus demon raised its tentacles and glared at him. Anatol aimed his final shot right between the monster’s eyes and hesitated.

The giant red orbs went wide as the monster’s head began to writhe and ripple. Then the demon went still as stone.

The fist of the Ghost crashed through the center of the monster’s other eye, then disappeared once again. The harpoon was next, slicing straight across the space between the demon’s eyes. Finally, the iron rod shot straight out of the top of the demon’s head and the Ghost climbed out of the hole. He stood atop the spongy surface and slammed the harpoon home once again.

“I stirred everything inside like an octopus milkshake,” the Ghost shouted down at him. “Get ready. The bigger they come…”

The crows shot up into the air, cawing like thunder, circling around the Ghost’s head, beating their wings in a wind that became a storm.

The demon fell, crashing into the walls, bringing the entire place down with it. Anatol watched the Ghost tumble off and disappear. He watched as entire sections of the walls crashed down around him. He tried to dodge, but there was nowhere to run from the destruction. Then the final bits of the roof collapsed, burying Anatol like the dead.
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Chapter 6

A vision came to Anatol then, as a thousand tons of museum lay atop him squeezing the soul out of him like a vice.

In his vision he was being held up high in the air and shaken like a rag doll by a giant. Then, he was flung across the room in a high, fatal arc, crashed to the floor, and the last of his life started leaving his body. In that instant before death, he saw the face of a beautiful, brown-skinned woman. She was cradling his head in her hands and crying. Anatol held out his arm and knew what he had to do. This woman, whoever she was, would be the next Bearer of the Mark. He had to protect her at all costs.

But he knew with all certainty that he would fail.

He would die in that future, killed by the wounds that the giant had given him. He would die and she would die if he couldn’t protect her. It was a puzzle with no possible answer and despair filled Anatol’s heart like water flooding into an empty room.

“Woof!” was the next thing Anatol heard over and over, and then a huge weight was lifted off of him.

“There you both are.” Chun looked down on him and Anatol realized how he had survived being crushed beneath the weight of an entire building.

Chun reached down and dragged Anatol out from under the Ghost who by sheer luck had tumbled upon him and born the weight of the fallen rubble.

“Now that was a lucky chance,” Chun said. “And lucky too that the dog sniffed you both out. We never would have found you otherwise.”

The building around them was a complete ruin. The rising sun shone through the fragment that remained of the roof, illuminating the Ghost in a bright beam of light.

The Ghost shook off the dust and debris and banged his floppy hat against his thigh before slapping it back on his head. “Lucky for him, that is. I would have been better off if the Bearer had been pulverized.”

“You certainly would have.” Maeve rushed the Ghost before he could move and kissed him hard on the cheek which should have been impossible with the power of Anatol’s amulet.

Anatol’s brother, Jans, stood at Chun’s side, watching.

“I wouldn’t have been better off,” Jans said. “You saved me once before, Ghost. Now you’ve saved my brother. I am in your debt.”

The Ghost stepped away from Maeve and pointed his hat at Jans like a shield. “I only saved you as part of a deal, boy. I had no choice. Your brother surviving was my bad luck, nothing more.”

Anatol felt like he’d been hit by an entire building, which in point of fact was what had happened. His ribs were on fire but he managed to bend ever so slightly and scratch Spartacus between his ears. The giant dog pushed itself against his legs, providing some much-needed support.

“I want that wish now,” Anatol said.

The Ghost spun. “You want what?”

“I want the wish you owe me. Remember, each of the trinity gets one wish and one only, forevermore.”

“Of course, I remember, fool.” The Ghost glared at him with his trademark glare that could melt steel. “What do you desire?”

Anatol leaned into Spartacus. “The dog. I want the dog.”

The Ghost raised an eyebrow. “You have the dog already. You cannot ask for something you already possess. Do you mean you want it to be ever faithful, or have some great strength, or vast intelligence?”

Anatol shook his head. “No. It has all that already. I don’t want it to be in any way magical. I just want it to live and be healthy long enough to protect the next Bearer of the Mark. It must protect whoever comes after me.”

“You were always so strange,” the Ghost said. He fingered the white button on his coat. “You are certain of your wish?”

“He has to protect the next Bearer,” Anatol insisted.

“It is done.” The Ghost pulled his hat tight over his ears. “Now send me—”

“What is that?” Chun asked. He pointed to an orange slash in the air beyond which a glowing red light flickered.

“Gods be damned. A portal,” Anatol said. “It opened a portal before it died.”

Anatol limped closer and shielded his eyes. He could make out hundreds of shadowy figures moving towards them. Some had horns, others great fangs, all of them were brandishing weapons. He had no idea how they were going to deal with this.

The Ghost leaped in front of the portal, iron rod in hand. “Which one of you is first?” he screamed. He slapped the iron rod into his palm. “The Sushi-demon really pissed me off. I hate sushi. Hurry up, one of you come through!”

The crowd of demons on the other side halted in their progress toward the portal. They wavered, began to retreat, and faded away. The portal started to close.

“Anatol, look.” Chun pointed again. “An octopus baby.”

Wandering out of the wreckage was a miniature octopus demon, no bigger than a wood stove. It was peach colored and had the cutest tiny tentacles. It looked rather confused, wandering out of the wreckage of the museum warehouse. Anatol had the strange feeling that it would make a nice pet. He raised his gun and took aim.

“Hold.” The Ghost stepped between Anatol and the baby demon. “Have you forgotten Mercy, Bearer of the Mark?”

As the rest of them stood stunned, the Ghost patted the baby demon on its squishy head and put an arm around it. He herded it away from them and toward the rapidly closing portal to Hell.

“Come on, little guy. Let’s get you back home. People won’t be nice to you here,” the Ghost said.

Anatol gestured at the Ghost and the demon with his gun. “I can’t believe this.”

Maeve put an arm around Anatol’s waist and pulled him close. “Looks like you two were wrong about the Ghost after all. His heart is not all stone.”

The Ghost handed the baby demon a piece of steel beam. “Hold this. You can use it to bash any demon who tries to boss you around.” They took another step toward the portal and the Ghost picked up a large marble tile. “This will work as a shield if they try slashing at you. You could whack someone with it too. And make sure to complain to management. You’re here all alone!”

“My God, he’s giving it lessons,” Anatol said.

The Ghost equipped the baby with a few more objects before ushering it through the portal and waving goodbye. Then he kicked the orange slash in the air with his boot and the portal shut with the sound of a fuse blowing.

The Ghost raised a fist. “Now I am free to bring vengeance to this world. All the black coffee will be mine. I will play every slot machine and break them when I need coins. I will smash anyone who dares deny me. I’ll smash them even if they don’t deny me.” He walked away, kicking rubble into the street as he went and talking to himself. Promising destruction wherever he might go.

With a jolt of pain, Anatol raised his broken arm and the black mark shone in the morning sunlight. “Back you go, Ghost. To whatever world keeps you and holds you, to whatever place we call you from when in need. Back you go. Trouble this world no more.”

The Ghost spun and shot Anatol a look of pure hatred.

He had expected it. It was the Ghost. Stay safe in whatever world you live in, Anatol thought, but did not say.

A wind appeared out of nowhere and swirled around them with the force of a gathering tornado. Riding it were eleven ragged crows, the same number as all the times before. They circled the Ghost ever faster as the wind picked up speed and the Ghost howled his fury.

Thunder clapped like the closing of a book, and they were gone.

Anatol leaned down and kissed Maeve until he needed to breathe again while Chun and Jans pretended not to notice.

Anatol stopped kissing Maeve long enough to speak. “I have something to tell you, Maeve.”

She took his face in both her hands. “Of course, we’ll come to Chicago, you big oaf.” Her eyes were full of tears. “Chun and Jans told me about that letter you’ve been carrying around days ago. You think you could go without us?” She kissed him again, and he pulled her in tight.

He’d been about to tell her he loved her, but maybe she already knew that too.

“And I never want to hear you two say the Ghost has forgotten Mercy,” Maeve continued. “Don’t ever say he’s nothing but a bludgeon or some terrible fist. He remembered Mercy in the end.”

Anatol had to admit she might be right.

But Chun shrugged. “I’m not so sure.” The corner of Chun’s mouth turned up in the slightest of smiles. “I had a better view than you two did. The last thing the Ghost handed that baby demon was the backpack with the bomb. I’m pretty sure he set the timer.”

Anatol slapped a palm on his forehead.

Maeve stared in the direction where the portal had been in complete shock. “The weapons of Hell may be vast…” she began.

Anatol closed his eyes and tried to hold on to this moment of complete happiness despite the broken ribs and all the destruction. He scratched Spartacus on the head and then slipped his arm back around Maeve’s waist and finished the psalm for her.

“But the Tools of the Ghost are without number.”
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Chapter 7

On another plane, in the Land of Shadows and Lost Hope that some call Hell, two figures looked out from the top of a dark tower. One was stooped and groveling, the other tall and impossibly beautiful in his perfection.

“I am well pleased with you, Krol,” the Elf Lord of this region of Hell began. “You used the body we gave you to perfection. Everything you promised us has come to pass.”

Krol grinned, baring all his crooked teeth. “I promise you far more next time, my Lord. I gazed into the mind of the Bearer of the Mark. I know who the next Bearer will be. I know exactly when we must strike.”

“And you have set it all in motion? Ensured that the Bearer will travel to this new place where it must all unfold?”

“I have, my Lord.” Krol could not believe how easy it had been. A simple letter of invitation was all it had taken. An invitation to a new life far away from the old and a chance at something different. People were so predictable.

“Then you shall be rewarded.” The Lord of Hell patted Krol upon his head like a dog.

Krol fought not to snarl. He had to remember his plan. His time would come.

There was a knock, and they both turned to look back on the inner chamber. An ornate door opened, and a servant clad all in dark red bowed at the waist.

“My Lord, there is a visitor here for you.”

The Elf Lord’s eyes narrowed. “A visitor? Show them in.”

The servant gestured and through the door shuffled a small octopus demon wearing a black backpack. The pack seemed to be making a loud ticking buzzing sound.

Krol remembered seeing that pack a few moments before. He rushed back, trying to jump over the balcony before it was too late.

“Damn the Ghost!” Krol screamed an endless scream as the tower exploded and he tumbled down to the jagged rocks far below.

The End—For Now

Stay tuned for more upcoming stories of Anatol and the Ghost as well as Kiran in the Path of the Ghost Series

If you liked this story and The Tools of the Ghost, please be so kind as to leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads. Reviews help new readers find the Ghost with all his glares, threats, and bad moods. Thank you!

Be sure to download the free story The Ghost’s Tale at

hemantnayak.com and the free first chapter of THE SHADOW OF THE GHOST
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