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      To my dad and sister, for pulling through like champions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        We are doomed to all kinds of nonsense: the pain nonsense, the nightmare nonsense, the sweat and slave nonsense, and many other shapes and sizes of insufferable nonsense. It is brought to us on a plate, and we must eat it up or face the death nonsense.

        Thomas Ligotti
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      Dear Reader,

      As you know from the last book, our hero Creed has been possessed by a demon. From my perspective as the writer, this situation presented some technical challenges when it came to formatting dialogue between Creed and the demon. To simplify matters, I chose to use normal formatting, even though the conversations are telepathic and not spoken aloud. So, unless otherwise stated, you can assume that all of the dialogue between Creed and the demon takes place telepathically.
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      This is your first real foray onto the filthy streets of Earth since donning your new flesh suit. It’s been too long, you tell yourself, as you stroll down the street, taking in every detail of your surroundings: the lit buildings, the loud traffic noise, and even louder voices of the people that pass you by as if you were just another human. A few of those people even nod as if they know you, and you smile at them and nod back courteously as if you know them as well, ignoring the strange looks you get in return. It seems the meatpuppet you are occupying is well known in these parts. Good, you think. That should allow for more fun down the line. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? To have fun? Hell, you’re on fucking vacation! Your domain in the Underworld can go fuck itself for the time being. Everybody needs a break, right?

      You spot a strip club called Filthy Nasties, and decide to go inside and have some fun. You move through the crowd, occasionally nodding at people who nod at you, not all of them human. When you find a seat near the main stage, you sit down. A naked girl asks you what you’re drinking, and you tell her Long Island Ice Tea. Last time you visited Earth, you got a taste for Long Island Ice Teas. How long ago was that? You smile when you realize you are beginning to think like a human again. Where you’re from, there is no concept of time; just an endless now. It can get tedious, which is why you are here.

      When the naked waitress arrives back with your drink, you smile and thank her, taking in the curves of her body as you do so. Ah yes, you think, the pleasures of the flesh. Your main reason for being here. You can hardly take your eyes off the girl, her ass jiggling enticingly as she moves away in high heels. The feel and taste of human flesh is exquisite, especially when one is occupying another human body, as you are now. But the smell you are not so keen on. Humans stink, as far as you are concerned. That’s all there is to it. It can take some getting used to. The first few times you broke through to Earth millennia ago, you couldn’t stop your human body from convulsively being sick over and over. You thought you were going to die, that something was badly wrong. Thankfully, you got used to the smell after a while. You can tolerate it now without wanting to vomit.

      Another girl is dancing on stage, wrapping herself around a steel pole for the pleasure of all the men watching, her long dark hair almost touching the stage floor as she arches her back in a near impossible way, gripping the pole with only her muscled thighs. My, you think as you taste the Long Island Ice Tea, humans are a crude lot, but they sure know how to entertain each other.

      As you watch the dancing girl, you begin to feel the cock of your meatsuit stir and come to life. A slight shiver runs through you, and you close your eyes for a second to enjoy it. There it is, you think. That singular feeling of sexual pleasure that only humans seem to experience so deeply. You’ve possessed the bodies of many a different creature in your time, but none seem to do sex in the way that humans do. Humans are built for sex. They are equipped to feel every nerve impulse. Which also makes them good at feeling pain, which to you is the same as pleasure…at least when you are giving it.

      You sit drinking for a while, as you marvel at the skills of the dancers. Your cock is semi-erect as you anticipate the pleasure soon to come, tasting and feeling all that warm, pliable flesh once more. But first, a little exercise of power is in order, just to make sure everything works as it should. Not every human host is built to withstand the pressures of channeling your power through their weak bodies. Some collapse immediately under the strain, which can be a real inconvenience. In the case of your current unwilling host, you don’t think you will have that problem, as his body is already used to channeling large amounts of powerful energy. It is perhaps one of the strongest bodies you have ever been in, and you are glad you decided to let this one live years ago. Still, a quick test is called for, if only to blow out the cobwebs, to use one of the many strange human expressions you find so despicable, yet amusing.

      The girl with the dark hair and big natural tits is still working the stage, while the men sitting near you shout things like, "Yeah baby!" and "Shake that ass!"

      Let’s up the intensity of this show a little, you think.

      You begin to focus your concentration on the dark haired dancer with the dragon tattoo on her leg. You wait until the girl finishes collecting money from the men around the stage, allowing them to tuck bills into the elastic of her G-string. When she walks back to the pole, you begin to direct your power at her. You see the confusion and slight consternation on her face, as she realizes she can no longer move herself away from the pole. It’s as if someone has glued her hands to the metal. Professional that she is, however, the girl keeps moving the rest of her body to the rhythm of the music. But she is also looking to the back of the stage for some sort of help, and soon another naked girl walks onto the stage and dances her way over to the girl by the pole. The two girls exchange words, and then they both look confused as the dark haired dancer continues to try and unstick her hands from the pole, but to no avail.

      Smiling, you decide to up the ante, and you begin to manipulate the girl’s entire body this time. The dancer lets out a frightened squeal that only seems to excite the crowd more, as you start to wrap that delectable body of hers around the pole. The girl’s hands stay in place as the rest of her moves in the opposite direction. You see the pain and distress in her face as her body is pulled around the metal pole. Then you hear the crack of bone as the girl’s wrists snap, followed by her forearms, the broken shards bursting through the girl’s skin, spraying blood all over the stage, and over the blonde girl who was trying to help her.

      Soon the mangled girl is screaming in agony as her body continues to twist and fold around the metal pole. The sound of more bones breaking causes the people around you to draw back in horror from the stage, yet unable to keep their eyes off the grotesque performance that is happening. The music has now stopped, and the stage is full of people who try in vain to unwrap the screaming dancer from the pole. But there is no moving her, and the people on the stage soon realize this, as they step back from the girl in helpless horror.

      More of the dancer’s bones break as you continue to force her body around the pole, stretching and tearing her skin. The lit stage is now awash with the dancer’s blood. She only stops screaming when her spine breaks. Even then, you continue to manipulate her broken body, until it ends up looking like some disgusting creature has wrapped itself around the pole.

      But you are not finished yet. The crowd needs a finale, and you shall give it to them. You focus on the blonde dancer who is still on stage and screaming in horror at her friend. When your power hits her, the blonde dancer is upended and slammed onto her back. Before anyone knows what’s happening, she is sliding at speed towards the flesh covered metal pole. Her legs are wide open when she hits, and the sound of her pubic bone shattering makes people scream. Some of the men standing behind you begin to vomit.

      But they ain’t seen nothing yet.

      You slide the screaming blonde dancer back across the stage, causing those around to jump out of the way. When the girl is a good ten feet away, you rocket her towards the pole, with her legs wide open once again. The girl’s face is a picture as she speeds towards the pole. She knows exactly what’s coming, the pain she is in for, and that makes things all the more pleasurable for you.

      The metal pole splits the girl open to her belly when she hits it, throwing back a great wave of blood onto the stage that covers some of the people still standing there. The sound of increased screaming only makes you smile wider.

      But you are not done. One final movement is called for in this symphony of blood.

      You slide the now dead girl across the stage again. Then you slam her into the pole once more. This time the pole cleaves right through the girl’s body, splitting her in two in the most brutal manner possible. The two halves go flying out either side of the stage, and you are hit with a spray of hot blood that is shocking at first, but then immensely satisfying.

      Standing up, you begin to clap. "Bravo!" you shout as everyone stares at you aghast. "Bravo!"

      A rough hand grabs your shoulder and spins you around. A large man dressed in black now has you by the throat. Security, you presume. You grab the man’s wrist and twist sharply. The man screams as a shard of broken bone bursts from his skin. As the bouncer falls to his knees and screams in agony, you grab him by the head and pull. His head rips from his body easily. Like pulling a grape from a vine. You stare at the head for a second, as if you are fascinated by it. Then you throw it onto the stage, which already looks like a bloodbath.

      Smiling as you look around, no one else approaches you. Not even the handful of supernatural creatures in the room. They recoil when you look at them, and you are aware that your human eyes are now glowing red. "Thank you all for a wonderful evening," you say, just before draining the last of your Long Island Ice Tea, which now has blood mixed into it. "I bid you all a good night!"

      As you go to leave the strip club, someone shouts out, "You won’t get away with this, Creed!"

      A smile crosses your lips. "I think you’ll find that I will."
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            Riding With The Devil
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      In terms of terrifying things that have happened to me over the years, getting possessed by a goddamn demon has to rank up there with one of the most terrifying. It’s not just your body the bastards possess, even though that’s bad enough. It’s also your mind and soul. The fuckers invade every tiny part of you. No corner of your mind is too dark or remote not to be violated and merrily explored by the demon possessing you. Within moments of the invasion, the demon will know your every dirty little secret, your every repressed memory, and anything you have tried to hide away over the years, even from yourself. At the same time, the demon’s dark essence seeps deeper into your soul, making you feel so dirty and unclean that you just want to squirm your way out of your own body to escape.

      Physically speaking, things aren’t much better. Once inside, the demon has full control, as it settles firmly into the driver’s seat. You still have the sensation of moving around, but you are a prisoner in your own body. It’s like being paralyzed inside a moving machine, where you have no choice but to go where it goes.

      In the end, possession is the ultimate form of rape. A human will never feel so violated as when they are possessed by a demon.

      That’s what I had to put up with for over a week after being possessed. I remained a paralyzed prisoner in my own body, unable to communicate in any way. I couldn’t speak, and I could barely muster a thought. I remained trapped while the demon strode around town doing whatever the hell he wanted, without fear of reprisals and to whomever the hell he wanted.

      Let me tell you, he did a lot of things to a lot of people.

      Over the course of those long days, I became a spectator in the life of an immensely powerful serial killer. Or so it seemed. The demon tortured, brutalized and killed so many people, I lost count. It had to have been dozens, and that wasn’t even including the scores of people he caused to have unfortunate "accidents". If he saw someone walking across the road, he would direct a car in the person’s path. If he saw someone on a ladder, he would cause the ladder to fall. For the fun of it, he would also invade the minds of random people and force them to do crazy things, like begin to assault and rape the person nearest to them, or to murder some other random person in a variety of creative ways. All for the sheer  fun of it. I may not have been able to access the demon’s thoughts, but it was still clear the bastard was enjoying himself as much as a master butcher in a kill house.

      After witnessing dozens of horrifying incidents, the fear that this was now my existence began to permeate every fibre of my being. The demon no doubt allowed this fear to spread in me, just because it amused him. How long was I going to be a prisoner in my own body? Would the demon just kill me after it had finished using me? Such questions burned within me, but I had no means of communication to ask them.

      I don’t think I would have gotten very many answers anyway. That was the other infuriating thing about it all. The demon was completely ignoring me. After those first words when he initially invaded my body, he went on to act as if I wasn’t there at all. It was like he didn’t want the distraction of having to acknowledge me. The fucker was on vacation, and he had slapped a big DO NOT DISTURB sign on my face.

      The only times the demon even remotely acknowledged my existence was when someone recognized me. That is to say, when someone recognized the face being worn by the demon. To everyone out there who saw, it was August Creed walking around, not some demon. So when the demon did bad shit, like force a woman to throw her baby into oncoming traffic, people saw me at the scene, and not the demon. Luckily, he was mostly subtle about his public displays of power. Most people didn’t realize it was him manipulating matters. They only knew when the demon wanted them to know, like in the strip bar when the bastard wrapped that poor dancer around a pole, and then used the same pole to split another dancer in half. People thought I did that shit!

      But there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. The demon could fuck Donald Trump to death on national TV for all to see, and there wouldn’t be anything I could do to stop him (admittedly, in that particular case, I don’t think I would stop him).

      I was fucked basically.

      The cops couldn’t stop the demon either. Despite the trail of blood left behind, the cops—or even Division for that matter—never got near him. He proved expert in avoiding the authorities, who were no doubt going all out to try and catch the depraved serial killer who was painting the town red.

      Then one day in an expensive hotel room in the Highlands, the demon said out of the blue, "I think it’s time we had a little chat."

      Just like that, I had control of my body again. The move was so unexpected, and I had forgotten what my body felt like by then, that I immediately collapsed onto the expensive carpet like a puppet whose strings had just been cut. I lay there gasping and making strange sounds with my mouth, as I struggled to get used to being me again. The whole experience was as overwhelming as the initial possession, and it took me a good few minutes before I could even stand up, and a further few minutes before I could work my brain properly again.

      What really threw me, though, was the fact that some other me was standing staring…at me. At first, I thought I was hallucinating, as my mind struggled to right itself. But the other me was smiling, his eyes were glowing red. He also wore the same dark clothes as me, right down to the dark green trench coat. It was me all right, but a much more evil version of me.

      "That’s right," other me said. "You are looking at yourself. Or rather, at a representation of me, the demon who possessed you. Who still possesses you."

      A rush of pure anger hit me, and instinctively I went to use my magic on the other me, but as I did, a great pain went through my whole body, and I tensed as if being electrocuted, before falling to my knees.

      Evil Creed came walking toward me. "Make no mistake, I still very much own your body. What you see here, this form in front of you that reflects your own, it is just a mirage for your benefit. Only you can see it, for the most part. I just thought it might be a helpful way for us to communicate. So you can put a face to the voice, in a way."

      I shook my head as the pain dispersed, and I got back to my feet. "As handsome a devil as I am, you couldn’t have chosen a different avatar?" I said. "Like maybe Jenna Jameson?"

      Evil Creed shook his head. "I don’t know who that is."

      "She’s a porn star."

      "Ah, I see." He smiled, or rather sneered at me. I never realized I could look so damn evil. "No, Creed, as you like to be called. This particular form seems more fitting to me, and a lot more fun. You should see your face. Oh wait...you can." He chuckled to himself like it was all one big game to him, which it probably was.

      "Fuck you."

      "Now, now. No need for hostilities. You should be thanking me for releasing you at this time. Or would you rather I take you over completely again?" His eyes flashed red. "I can do so in an instant, believe me."

      I shook my head. "What do you want from me?" I asked wearily, unable to believe that I was once again trapped in a situation that wasn’t of my own making. After everything I had been through recently, I thought I was due at least some respite from the madness. But apparently not. Apparently the multiverse thought I was due a bit more, because you know, the multiverse is an uncaring cunt. Ligotti is right about that much, I can tell you from experience.

      The demon sat down in a chair by the large window that looked out over the financial district. He had a drink in his hand that I didn’t see him pour. "You’re just a vessel, a meatsuit to be abused, until it is worn out," he said.

      I went to the minibar and found a small bottle of whiskey, which I cracked open and drank all at once, hoping the alcohol would calm my nerves. "That’s it? That’s all I am to you? Some cheap suit off the sale rack? Nothing more?"

      The demon looked confused for a second. Then he smiled and nodded. "Ah yes, I see. You are referring to the fact that I marked you years ago."

      "Yes, and the fact that you slaughtered my fucking family." I gritted my teeth against the fact that the demon responsible was now in the same room as me again—was now in me, for fucks sake. "Why did you do it?"

      His red eyes glowered at me. It was difficult to even look at him, given that I was also looking at myself. "Because that’s the kind of being I am. A demon, as you humans like to call us. And also because your wretched father planned to trap and destroy me after he had drained me of all my power."

      I frowned, unable to remember my father ever mentioning that he had planned on trapping the demon. I was under the impression that a deal had been made between them. "That’s news to me."

      "Of course it is."

      "But that still doesn’t explain why you had to kill the others. They were innocents, only there because my father forced us to be there." I shook my head. "You didn’t have to kill them…"

      The demon laughed in a slightly deeper voice than mine. "Careful, Creed. You are beginning to sound naive, which I know you are not. Surely you know how things work with us by now? We don’t fuck around. Human lives mean nothing to us."

      Don’t I know it, I thought.

      "So you left me alive just so you could come back and possess me?"

      "Yes. I like to mark certain humans for future use. For when I come here on vacation."

      "Vacation? You’ve got to be fucking kidding me." I grabbed another mini bottle of whiskey and cracked it open.

      "Not at all. Even demons need a break sometimes."

      He was smiling, so I couldn’t tell if he was serious or just fucking with me. Not that it mattered. All that mattered to me was getting rid of the bastard so I could go back to my life. Speaking of which, Leona was probably out of her mind with worry, no doubt wondering where the hell I was, not to mention angry as fuck, knowing her. She probably also had people scouring the city looking for me. Given the sometimes very public acts of carnage perpetrated by the demon in my body, I was shocked Leona wasn’t able to locate me. I guessed the demon was good at not being found.

      "The answer is yes," he said. "I, or rather you, was approached on several occasions by people claiming they knew you. I simply killed them. You probably don’t remember. I can read your every thought, by the way, just so you know." A wicked smile crept over his face.

      My stomach churned as panic struck me. "Leona. Did you..." I couldn’t even say the words.

      "Kill her?" The demon shook his head casually. "No, though I would have had I come across her."

      I let out a sigh of relief, though I still felt sick at the thought of the demon killing Leona. Of me killing her. I sat down on the edge of the bed and stared at Evil Creed. "Are you done with me and your little vacation now?" I asked hopefully. "I mean, you’ve had your fill, right?"

      The demon snorted. "I’m nowhere near done," he said. "In fact, I’m just getting started."

      Jesus Christ...

      "So you plan on using my body to kill more people, is that it?"

      "If it tickles my fancy." He smiled. "My fancy is always tickled."

      I probably would’ve laughed at that had I not felt so sick. Instead, I shook my head at him. "And when you’re done?"

      "Then I kill you and move on."

      The casualness of the statement made it obvious he wasn’t lying. "So I’m fucked."

      "Maybe not completely fucked."

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      Evil Creed stood up and walked towards me, leaving his empty glass on a table. "It means two things. Firstly, despite what you think, I don’t just possess you humans so I can kill other humans, as much as I enjoy doing that. No, I’m also interested in some of you, the kind of human’s you are, the lives you lead here, however petty and inconsequential they are most of the time. As I said, it’s a break from the norm. That’s why I marked you all those years ago when you were still a boy." His eyes narrowed, and he looked at me kinda weirdly, as if perhaps I amused or intrigued him on some level. "I must say, you do interest me, Creed. You’ve grown up to be quite powerful for a human. You destroyed your demonized father, for instance. You also managed to banish that old goat Baal to Dimension X. You even managed to save this world from a madman bent on destroying it. You get shit done, Creed. I can respect that."

      "So you’re a Creed fanboy now, is that what you’re saying? You just want to hang and be friends?"

      Evil Creed’s eyes flashed a deeper red than before. "I don’t like your tone. I’m trying to give you a chance here, which you clearly don’t appreciate."

      I held my hands up and nodded. "All right, I apologize, before you go treating me like a meatpuppet again to prove your point. What’s the second thing you meant?"

      Evil Creed kept staring with glowing red eyes for another moment, as if he was contemplating ripping me apart just to be done with me. Then he shook his head, and his eyes went back to normal again, which is to say, less red. "The second thing is that I know you are planning on finding the rest of your family. You know where they are, yes?"

      For a second, I wondered how the hell he knew that. Then I remembered he could read my mind. "Yes, I do."

      "Good, because I would like to know how they escaped from my domain in the Underworld. No soul escapes from my domain. Ever."

      "And yet my family did."

      "Yes, somehow. I should like to speak with your mother again, to find out how she managed it. How they all managed it."

      "Then what? You take them back to the Underworld with you?" I shook my head. "I won’t allow that to happen. You might as well kill me now."

      "Answers will be enough."

      "You expect me to believe that?"

      "What choice do you have? You either take me along, or I take your soul to the Underworld after I’ve used up your body, which won’t take as long as you think."

      I sat and thought for a moment. He was right. I didn’t have a choice. "Okay," I said. "But there has to be ground rules."

      "Rules?" He looked disgusted. "I don’t do rules. I do what I want."

      "If you want answers, there has to be rules. It’s the only way this is going to work."

      Sighing, he shook his head melodramatically. "Fine, let’s hear them then. What are your silly rules?"

      "For a start, you can’t control me all the time," I said. "You can ride along, but I’m in control."

      "So when do I get to have fun, hmm?" He shook his head. "No can do."

      My fingers gripped the edge of the bed and squeezed. "Then we compromise."

      "Compromise? A hateful word if ever there was one. How?"

      "You only get to use my body some of the time."

      "Oh really? When?"

      "I don’t know."

      "Twelve hours each."

      "Twelve hours? That’s..."

      "Fair is what it is, and I’m not known for being fair, so take it or leave it."

      I stared back at the demon and saw he wasn’t going to compromise any further. Like it or not, I would have to give myself over to him for a full twelve hours each day. I wondered if Dr. Jekyll was this perturbed at giving half of his life over to Mr. Hyde. At least Jekyll didn’t remember anything Hyde had done. I wished I could say the same about—"What do I even call you?"

      The demon smiled. "You can call me Max."

      "Max?" I said back, thinking things couldn’t get any more surreal.

      "Yes, Max will do. Your human tongue won’t allow me to say my real name. So Max it is. I like Max."

      "All right then, Max. I guess we have a deal."

      "Good," Max said. "I’m glad to hear it. This should prove to be fun, don’t you think?"

      "Oh, definitely, yeah. A whole load of fun indeed."

      "That’s very sarcastic of you to say so."

      I stood up. "There’s one other thing."

      Max’s eyes narrowed. "What?"

      "As you’ve been riding around in me for over a week, I need my body back so I can sort out the undoubted devastation you’ve left in your wake."

      Max snorted. "Good luck with that."

      "I need forty-eight hours."

      "Two whole days?" He stood for a moment as he considered my offer. "Fine, but just remember, Creed. I’ll always be inside you watching your every move. Any attempt to screw me, such as attempting to exorcise me, will be met with severe punishment. Do you understand?"

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "Good," he said, just before his Evil Creed avatar disappeared. "Your time starts now."
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      Once Max had disappeared, I immediately teleported out of the hotel room in the Highlands to my Sanctum in Freetown. I reappeared in the living room, half expecting to see Leona sitting in there fraught with worry, or more likely, seething with anger at my unexplained and very sudden disappearance. But Leona wasn’t in the living room. Neither was she to be found anywhere else in the Sanctum.

      Blaze was there, though. He walked in from the kitchen and paused a few feet from me, which wasn’t like him, because he normally came to me so I could greet him with a hug. But he kept his distance this time, and I knew why. "Relax, Blaze," I said. "It’s me."

      Blaze’s yellow eyes seemed to narrow as his mouth curled into a snarl, and he started growling at me. Obviously, he could sense the demon in me. Blaze hated demons, especially after Baal and Demon Black. His snarl got nastier as his heckles raised, and thin lines of fire began to break out all over his body.

      Shit, is he going to go for me here?

      "Blaze, seriously," I said holding my hands up to try and calm him. "It’s really me. I know you can sense the demon that’s inside me, but you have nothing to worry about. I have it under control."

      Yeah right.

      Blaze continued to growl and snarl as he bared his large teeth at me. He wasn’t backing down, despite what I said.

      Then he did something I thought he would never do. He attacked me. He came running at me like I had seen him run at countless monsters before. But I was no monster, or at least that’s what I told myself. The recent string of dead bodies left behind in my wake told a different story.

      A sadness washed over me as Blaze, my faithful companion for the last fifteen years, bounded across the wood floor in attack mode, heading straight for me. But before he could reach me and start tearing at me his teeth, and burning me with his elemental fire, I teleported out of there.

      I landed outside on the steps leading up to the Sanctum, and stood there for a moment shaking my head in dismay, unable to believe that my best friend was about to attack, and possibly kill me.

      "Don’t take it personally," I heard a voice say then. A voice in my head that sounded just like mine only deeper and snarkier. Max the demon’s voice. "The mutt was going for me, not you."

      "Christ," I said. "Am I going to have to put up with your fucking running commentary in there on top of everything else?"

      "You know you are talking out loud? You don’t have to, unless you want to seem insane. Just think your reply, and I will hear you."

      "Fuck you. Did you catch that thought?"

      "Loud and clear." He hit me with a burst of pain in my head then, that made me slap both hands to my skull in case it exploded. "Did you catch that one?"

      Gritting my teeth against the residual pain, I snarled out loud, "That was uncalled for."

      "So was being rude to me."

      "Rude? Are you fucking kidding me? You’re a demon. You’re not supposed to take offense."

      "I know, I’m just fucking with you." His laugh chilled my blood. "This is all good fun, isn’t it, Creed? I’m glad I chose you to possess this time."

      I shook my head. "Yeah, I’m real fucking glad as well. Wanna be BFF’s?"

      Max went silent for a second. "What is BFF’s?"

      "Christ. Forget it."

      "Ah, I see. You were being sarcastic."

      "What the fuck do you think?"

      "What is a BFF anyway? A Big Fucking Fish? A Bereaved Female Ferret? A Battered Femoral--"

      "Oh fuck, enough!" I shouted. "God! It’s a fucking Best Friend Forever, all right? Now just shut the fuck up and let me fucking think. Please!"

      Max started tittering to himself. "Best Friends Forever," he said. "That’s amusing, Creed...and strangely sickening."

      "Someone fucking shoot me now," I implored as I turned around slowly to face the street.

      Then froze.

      In front of me on the street was a group of heavily armed men. Some in dark suits, others in tactical gear. "Get down on the fucking ground!" one of the men in a dark suit said as he advanced towards the steps aiming a handgun at me.

      Instinctively, I raised my hands in the air. "I think you’re making a mistake…"

      "Get down on the ground and put your hands behind your head!" the dark suited agent bellowed again, this time adding, "If you don’t comply, we will be forced to shoot you. Do it now!"

      Holy fuck. Can this hellish week get any worse?

      "I’m willing to bet that it will," Max said cheerfully, as if he was standing right beside me. Frankly, I was surprised his Evil Creed avatar hadn’t made another appearance, just to fuck with my head further.

      "I’m sure you are," I muttered back silently at the same time as deciding it was time to teleport to somewhere that didn’t have men pointing guns at me. Only, when I went to use my magic, it didn’t work. Nothing happened. "What the fuck?"

      "Last chance, Creed!" the gunman shouted.

      He said my name. He has to be from Division.

      "Division?" Max said. "What’s that?"

      "Shut up. You caused this. You’re the reason they’re even here and about to fucking shoot me."

      "I could wipe them all out in seconds…"

      "No! Don’t do that. You’ll just make things worse."

      "I know," Max said gleefully.

      "Please, listen to me--"

      Max started laughing. "You’re so easy, Creed. All your kind is. I’m not going to miss the chance to see you squirm under questioning as you try to explain the blood trail you left behind."

      "That you fucking left behind!"

      "Same difference."

      "No, it’s fucking not the same!"

      "I’M ABOUT TO FUCKING SHOOT YOU, CREED!" the Division agent balled.

      "All right!" I shouted. "I’m complying!"

      I dropped down to my knees as the lead agent came running up and slammed me face first into the ground. In seconds, I was surrounded by a forest of legs in heavy combat boots, some of which ended up kicking me in painful places.

      "They’re a rough lot, aren’t they?" Max said as if he was watching the whole scene play out on TV.

      Ignoring the demon inside me, I said to whoever would listen, "What’s this about? Did Brentwood send you?"

      I was cuffed and hauled to my feet before I got an answer from the heavily built blonde haired agent who arrested me. "Yeah, motherfucker, he did."

      "Why?"

      The agent shook his head in disgust, as did several other agents. "Because you’re a sick motherfucker, that’s why."

      He punched me hard in the stomach then, and I would have went down if it were not for the agents either side of me holding me up.

      "They don’t like you very much, do they?" Max said. "I wonder why?"

      "I’m glad you’re finding this funny."

      "Oh, I am, Creed. Believe me I am."

      I was hauled down the steps and dumped into the back of a meat wagon with two armed guards either side of me. The blonde haired agent stood by the doors. "Oh, and I suppose you’re wondering why you can’t use your magic on us? That’s because we switched it off." He clicked his fingers. "Just like that. Enjoy the ride, Creed."

      No way…

      Once again, I tried to use my magic, but nothing happened.

      What the hell have they done?

      As the heavy metal doors slammed shut, so to did my mind.
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      I was taken to Division HQ, where I was brought to an interrogation room and handcuffed to a table. Then I was left alone there.

      "What the fuck?" I said to no one. I had at least expected Brentwood to have given me the benefit of the doubt, considering all that I had done for him recently. I was being treated like a dangerous mass murderer. To make matters worse, Max’s avatar—still in the form of Evil Creed—appeared in the corner of the interrogation room, and stood there with his arms folded, that fucking annoying, sneering look on his face.

      Christ, I hope I don’t actually look at people like that…at least not all the time.

      "How does it feel to be treated like a criminal, Creed?" Max asked with blatant delight in his voice.

      I was about to answer out loud when I realized there was a camera in the room. It probably wouldn’t help my case if I was seen talking to someone who wasn’t really there. Division probably thinks I’ve snapped and gone insane, having buckled under the pressure of the last few months. Although that did pose the issue of how I was going to explain myself without sounding like I’m off my rocker. "This isn’t the first time I’ve been treated like a criminal," I said telepathically. "Certainly not the first time by Division. What the hell are you doing here anyway? You said you would fuck off for forty-eight hours, and yet, here you are."

      "I just enjoy seeing you suffer, Creed. There’s something uniquely satisfying about human suffering in general." He smiled. "It hits the spot."

      "Fuck off."

      Just then the door opened, and in walked someone I wasn’t expecting to see. At least not yet, and certainly not in Division HQ. "Leona," I said in a voice somewhere between shock and relief. "Thank God. What are you—"

      I never got to finish the sentence, because Leona’s right hook to my jaw stopped me talking any further.

      Max started to laugh. "Oh, yes," he said with delight. "This is getting interesting now."

      "That’s for running out on me," Leona said as she paced the room for a moment, before coming to sit in the chair across from me. She was dressed in her tactical leather outfit and long leather trench coat, which meant she looked sexy as hell and I couldn’t help noticing, despite the fact that she looked ready to punch me again if she didn’t get a satisfactory answer to her next question, which was, "What the hell happened, Creed?"

      "What happened is, my usual bad luck kicked me in the balls again," I said, resisting the urge to glance over at Max who stood leering in the corner.

      Leona made a face and shook her head. "What are you talking about?"

      "Yes, Creed," Max said, staring at leona as if she could hear and see him. "What are you talking about?"

      I took a deep breath, deciding just to come out with it. "You know how I told you I was marked by the demon who killed my family?"

      Leona nodded. "Yes."

      "Well, that demon came to collect a week ago."

      "Came to collect? You mean--"

      "It possessed me."

      Leona drew back away from me as if in defense, a move that made me reach out to her, only to have the chains around my wrists tighten and snap my arms back. "Are you seriously telling me you’ve been possessed by a fucking demon?"

      I nodded as I stared angrily at the chains holding me. "Yes."

      She stared into my eyes, soon realizing I was telling the truth. "That’s fucked up, Creed."

      "You’re telling me."

      "She believes you," Max said.

      "Stay out of it," I told him.

      "It would also explain a lot," Leona added.

      "You mean…the bodies?"

      "Everyone thinks you killed those people," she said.

      "Does Brentwood think that?"

      "He doesn’t know what to think yet."

      "Is that why he sent you in here, to get the truth?"

      Anger flashed across Leona’s face. "He didn’t send me anywhere. I asked him to let me talk to you first, as a favor to me."

      "What are you even doing here anyway? Are you back working for Division?"

      "What?" She shook her head. "God, you’re such an asshole at times. I work with you now, remember?"

      "Of course I remember," I said. "I’m sorry. It’s just this whole fucking mess. Can you get me out of these chains?"

      The door opened then. Brentwood walked in wearing his usual serious scowl. "You’re lucky you aren’t in a containment cell right now," he said, then looked at Leona. "Give us the room."

      Leona knew better than to argue with her former boss. She nodded, giving me a quick look before she left the room. Brentwood sat across from me. His stare was long and hard.

      "General Brentwood," Max said, as if a new player had just entered his game. "He’s much more intimidating in person than he is in your thoughts, Creed. You don’t give the man enough credit."

      "I’m guessing you heard everything I said to Leona," I said to Brentwood, while ignoring Max.

      He nodded his bald head. "The devil made you do it? That’s seriously your defense?"

      "Why would I lie about something like that?" I was genuinely annoyed that he didn’t believe me.

      "You tell me, Creed. You never were the most stable of individuals, and with the kind of insane life you lead, who’s to say you didn’t suddenly crack under the strain? I’ve seen it happen enough times. Some guy’s, they just snap one day and do crazy fucking shit, like go on a killing spree around town. Maybe they also don’t want to believe the bad shit they’ve done, so they concoct some cock and bull story to cover up their madness."

      The consternation on my face grew as he spoke, until I finally shook my head in dismissal of his beliefs. "Look at me, Brentwood. Do I look fucking insane to you?"

      "You always look a bit insane to me, Creed. It’s hard to tell."

      Max laughed at that.

      I sighed sharply. "Fuck off," I told him, having to stop myself from shouting it out loud.

      "So you’ve really been possessed by a demon?" Brentwood said. "That’s what you’re telling me?"

      "That’s what I’m saying."

      "Can you prove it?"

      "Yes, Creed," Max said, now standing behind me somewhere. "Can you?"

      When I said nothing, Brentwood took out his phone. "Because I can prove to you that you killed over a dozen people, Creed."

      "What?" I said, dreading what he was going to show me.

      "Oh," Max said. "This should be interesting." He went around behind Brentwood so he could stare at the phone. I tried not to look at him while keeping my eyes on the table.

      "There," Brentwood said sliding the phone toward me. "Recognize anyone in that video?"

      I sighed as I picked up the phone, dreading what I was going to see. It was security cam footage of me inside an elevator somewhere, with an older woman standing beside me. I watched myself on the video reach out and press the stop button on the elevator, before proceeding to viciously attack the woman, biting and clawing at her face like some wild animal. "Jesus Christ," I said, wanting to look away, but watching until the end, which seemed to take a long time. Before the video ended, I could be seen standing over the bloodstained body of the woman, as I smiled at the camera inside the elevator.

      I looked at Brentwood, and shook my head emphatically. "That’s not me."

      Brentwood took the phone. "Well, it sure fucking looks like you, Creed."

      I shook my head. "Come on, Brentwood. Do you really think I would do something like that? Do you think I would blatantly look at the camera like that if someone wasn’t making me do it?"

      Brentwood merely stared at me as he slid the phone across the table again. "Take a look at those. Crime scene photos of the people you killed."

      Even though I didn’t want to, I picked up the phone and went through the slideshow of horror that depicted one mutilated body after another. Some of the bodies were so cut up, they reminded me of the work of Jack the Ripper. "Nice work," Max said chuckling to himself as he stood looking over my shoulder.

      "I didn’t do any of this," I said. "I’m not a murderer."

      "Try telling that to my superiors," Brentwood said. "They want your head on a stick, Creed."

      "They wanted my head on a stick even before this."

      Brentwood sat back in his chair and sighed. "I’ll be honest with you, Creed. I don’t think you killed those people. You’re crazy, but not crazy enough to slaughter innocent people. I don’t think anyway."

      "I didn’t do it."

      "Well, whether you did or you whether you didn’t, I don’t have much choice but to hold you here."

      "What?"

      "Even if you are telling the truth about being possessed by a demon, there’s no way I can let you go free so your demon can murder more people."

      "So I’m your prisoner now?"

      "It looks that way."

      "Fuck’s sake," I said clenching my fists. "You can’t keep me locked up in this place."

      "Can’t I? Everyone thinks you’re a murderer, Creed. A sick bastard. What do you want me to do? Someone has to pay for all those deaths."

      "Oh dear," Max said as he leaned in close behind me. "Did I get you into trouble, Creed? I’m sorry."

      Max’s cold laughter caused me to strain against the chains holding me as I tried to get to the bastard. "Fuck you!" I screamed aloud.

      "Creed!" Brentwood said. "What the fuck are you doing? Sit down!"

      Feeling like an angry idiot, I sat down again and tried to quell my emotions as I clenched and unclenched my fists. "This can’t be fucking happening," I muttered to myself.

      "What was that?" Brentwood asked. "Can you see the demon who possessed you?"

      "Unfortunately," I said.

      Brentwood drew back almost in fear for a second. "It’s here in this room right now?"

      "Over here," Max said as he started waving at Brentwood, as if Brentwood could see him.

      "Unfortunately," I said again.

      Brentwood shifted in his seat, as he seemed to be considering leaving the room. Evidently, he didn’t feel safe in the company of a demon. The moment Brentwood stood to leave, I felt Max take over my body, and then snap the chains holding my wrists as if they were made of paper. I was then dragged along helplessly as he used my body to attack Brentwood. I felt my hands wrap around Brentwood’s throat, as my fingers began to squeeze his windpipe. Brentwood was strong, but Max was much stronger, and easily held Brentwood down on the floor. "What the fuck?" I screamed at Max helplessly from within. "Stop it!"

      I was relieved when my fingers released themselves from around Brentwood’s throat. Max relinquished control again, appearing in the room once more as Evil Creed, laughing while I stood in shock, and Brentwood scrambled to his feet. Then a second later, the door burst open and four armed guards came storming in pointing automatic weapons at me, screaming for me to get down on the ground. "I’m sorry," I said to Brentwood as I sank to my knees, and the four guards rushed me. "That wasn’t me..."

      My hands were zip tied behind my back, along with my legs. "Take him away," Brentwood said in a hoarse, pissed off voice.

      I resisted the guards, turning to Brentwood as I remembered something. "My magic," I said. "How were you able to block it?"

      Brentwood snorted once. "Technology, Creed," he said, sounding a little too smug for my liking. "It’s catching up with magic. Get used to it."

      That wasn’t enough for me. "How?"

      "We can use satellite technology to target any adept, then we put a block on their magic. As you know, it works…just like magic."

      Bastard.

      "Where did you get the tech, Brentwood? No one in Division is smart enough to come up with something like that."

      Brentwood glared at me, but he knew I was telling the truth. "Outside contractors. That’s all I’m going to say." He looked at the guards still holding me and nodded at them. "Take him to his cell."

      Before the guards took me away, I shouted, "Just remember who you’re dealing with, Brentwood. You might be able to hold me now that you can block my magic, but you can’t block the power of the fucking demon inside me…"

      Brentwood got to his feet quickly. "Is that a threat, Creed?"

      I said nothing as the guards took me away.
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      They locked me up in one of the cells on the bottom floor of the facility. The cell was a small room made out of reinforced concrete, except for the front wall which was made of thick plexiglass. "I hope you’re happy now, asshole," I said to Max as he stood staring at me in the corner of the room. I sat down defeated on a bench that seemingly doubled as a bed, even though there was no bedding anywhere in the room.

      "Happy?" Max said screwing his face up. "I don’t really do happy the way you humans seem to. There is a certain inherent satisfaction in the situation, however."

      "Even though you’re locked up in here as well?"

      "I’m not worried about that. I can break us out of here after I grow bored with your predicament."

      I nodded. "Great. That’ll really help matters."

      "We could go off-world. I know some interesting dimensions where we could go."

      "No thanks."

      Despite what I said, breaking out off Division could end up my only option if Brentwood and his superiors insisted on keeping me locked up. By their reckoning, I was too dangerous to be let out, at least not while I was possessed by a demon. It was looking increasingly likely that I wasn’t going anywhere soon.

      "So is this what you normally do to the people you possess?" I asked Max. "You fucking ruin their lives before killing them?"

      "Usually," Max said. "You are just playthings after all."

      I shook my head. "You’re a total cunt."

      "Oh, come now, Creed. All is not lost. And besides, didn’t I agree to help you find the souls of your family members?"

      "The ones you killed, you mean? Yeah, you did, but that was before your serial killing got me thrown in here."

      Just then, Leona appeared in the corridor outside, standing by the Plexiglass as she looked in at me sadly. "Hey," I said going to the glass. "I’m really sorry about this. I feel like fucking Hannibal Lecter in here. Quid pro quo, Clarice... did the cries of the lambs bother you?”

      Leona gave a slight smile and shook her head. "Weirdo. It’s not your fault."

      "That I’m a weirdo?"

      She laughed. "No, Jesus…of course you’re a weirdo, but that wasn’t what I meant."

      "Thanks."

      "I meant it’s not your fault you’re in this place."

      "I’m sure Brentwood isn’t thinking that."

      "His back’s against the wall on this one. He says he can’t release you."

      I sighed and shook my head. "What a nightmare. I bet you wished you’d stayed in Washington."

      Smiling, Leona put her hand to the plexiglass, as did I. "You’ll figure this out, Creed. You always do."

      "The damage is done, and there’s a string of bodies to prove it. I don’t see how." I shook my head as the seriousness of the situation hit me like a ton of bricks. "All those people dead...because of me."

      "Hey," Leona said firmly. "You’re not responsible for killing those people. It wasn’t you."

      "I wouldn’t be so sure of that," Max said from the back of the room.

      I couldn’t help but turn my head as I telepathically said, "What the hell do you mean?"

      When I turned back to Leona, she was frowning at me. "What’s wrong, Creed?" she asked.

      "Nothing," I said.

      Leona looked past me into the room as if trying to find something. Or someone. "Can you see it?"

      "You mean the demon?"

      She nodded. "Yes."

      "Well, the motherfucker is standing right behind me," I said. "Or at least a projection of himself. Or rather myself." I shook my head as if the whole situation was a confused mess. "I mean, he copies my image."

      "So you...see yourself?"

      "Yes. A more evil version of myself, as joyful as that sounds."

      "That’s fucked up."

      "Yes, it is rather fucked up, isn’t?" Max said gleefully.

      "Is it talking to you right now?" Leona asked, unable to keep from looking past me into the room.

      "Unfortunately," I replied. "He’s an annoying fucker, I’ll give him that."

      "He?"

      "He calls himself Max. You believe that? A fucking demon that calls himself Max."

      "Would you have preferred I call myself Veltron or Belthane or some other ludicrous name instead?" Max asked.

      "I couldn’t give a fuck what you call yourself, asshole," I shouted aloud, not caring anymore who heard me. "I just want you fucking gone."

      "Yes, all in good time," Max said. "Provided I get what I want."

      "Well, maybe if you had consulted me first before going on a fucking killing spree, we might have been able to come to an arrangement sooner, and we’d be on our fucking way now," I shouted back, again out loud, after spinning round to face him. "But you didn’t. No, you had to be the big bad demon and kill a load of innocent people, just so you could feel big or superior or whatever the fuck it is you get out of picking on defenseless beings. You’re nothing more than a child killing fucking cunt!"

      Max stood in front of me with his eyes blazing red, his face dark and tense. "I should just rip you apart right now in front of your bitch girlfriend and be done with it," he snarled. "There’s plenty more meatsuits out there for me to wear."

      "FUCKING DO IT THEN!" I bellowed as I threw my arms out. "PUT ME OUT OF MY FUCKING MISERY!"

      Max’s stare intensified just as all of my joints seemed to pull painfully away from my body.

      He’s going to fucking do it, I couldn’t help thinking in shock. He’s going to end me.

      But then Max smiled, and his stare became less intense, as did the pain in my joints. "You aren’t getting out of this that easily. I’m going to stick around to see you suffer for another while yet." Sneering, he backed off into the corner and stood with his arms folded as if to say, Your move, motherfucker.

      "Creed!" Leona shouted through the glass. "Are you all right in there?"

      When I turned around there were two armed guards standing beside Leona, and they all drew back in slight horror when I looked at them. "I’m fine," I said, before taking a deep breath to calm myself. "Just releasing some steam. Nothing to see here."

      The two guards stared hard at me as they looked like they were about to burst into my cell to restrain me. Leona, however, said something to make them back off, and they both nodded before heading back up the corridor, disappearing out of sight. "What was that?" Leona asked when the two guards had gone.

      "What was what?" I asked.

      She shook her head like she was in no mood for any bullshit. "You know what. Did you just dare that demon to kill you? You know how fucking stupid that is?"

      I shook my head. "I was just straightening some things out, that’s all."

      "Indeed," Max said, as if Leona could hear him.

      Leona stared at me a moment, and then looked away. It was rare to see her upset, and I felt terrible about it. I walked to the glass as Leona wiped a few tears from her eyes, before straightening herself up and resetting her face into its usual stony expression. "Did you know your eyes were…glowing red, when you were arguing with the demon?"

      I sighed and shook my head. That would explain why Leona and the guards drew back when I looked at them earlier. "No, I din’t know."

      "I’m worried, Creed," she said.

      "I know you are," I said, putting my hand back on the glass. "But I’m going to fix this. I promise."

      Leona’s deep brown eyes stared into mine. It was a look I often thought she had perfected while working as an interrogator, a look that made it seem as if she was looking right into your head, like a mindreader. "That’s the thing, Creed," she said quietly. "I’m not sure you will fix it this time."
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      When Leona had gone to talk to Brentwood again about releasing me, even though we both knew it would be a waste of time, I had nothing else to do but sit on the bench in my cell. Max, or at least his avatar, had disappeared for the time being. I could still feel him inside me though, monitoring my every movement, my every thought and feeling. It was like being under twenty-four surveillance by a cold, faceless entity. There was nowhere to go to be alone, not even with your thoughts. Nothing was private anymore unless Max chose not to pay attention. But as the constant knot of anxiety in my stomach was telling me, Max was paying attention to everything. Mercifully, he was refraining from giving any snarky rebuttals to my thoughts, or to the fact that I was trying very hard to ignore his presence, which naturally proved impossible.

      My biggest fear was him taking me over again. I hated the absolute loss of control. It was terrifying knowing Max could do anything he wanted with my body, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop him.

      Max owned me.

      And he knew it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I spent the next several hours in that cell just sitting around, or pacing the floor as I wracked my brains trying to figure a way out of the situation I was in. Of course, I was well aware that Max was listening to my every thought, like some sleazy spy on a morally dubious assignment. He didn’t seem to mind that I was blatantly plotting against him, though. He was confident there was no way for me to get rid of him without killing myself in the process. Or rather, without him killing me before I got a chance to take any real action. The first line of an exorcism to come from my mouth would result in my death. Any kind of spell or ritual designed to hurt or hinder him would be met with swift punishment in the form of extreme pain or death. Max had made that abundantly clear by now, several times.

      In my defense, I was trying to think of a way in which we could both get what we wanted, and he seemed okay with that. The occasional thought of revenge would often hitch a ride on my train of thought, though, sometimes traveling for a good distance before I realized exactly what it was: an invitation to extreme pain or death. Max let these occasional lapses slide without repercussion. In fact, if I was reading him right, he was quite enjoying watching some of the scenarios that would play out in my mind. They seemed to amuse him. Going by the laughter I heard in my head, his favorite revenge scenario was the one where I used my magic to rip his spirit out of me, at which point the Ghostbusters would direct their proton streams at Max’s vengeful spirit, being careful not to cross the streams of course, before directing Max into the ghost trap on the floor. The scene finished when Max’s contained spirit was dumped into a containment unit. Just one of the more satisfying scenarios I cooked up.

      Revenge fantasies aside, it soon became clear to me—if indeed it wasn’t clear before—that whatever path toward resolution I chose to take, it would hinge upon first getting out of the cell I was in, and that wasn’t about to happen anytime soon. Max once again offered to bust us out, but that would involve killing more people, and there was no way I was going to let that happen. Max had killed his last innocent, at least in my body. He begged to differ, of course. But fuck him. I would kill myself first before I let the bastard go on any more killing sprees.

      I had just about given up on any hope of escaping or being released from my prison, when I heard movement in the corridor outside. Thinking it was either Leona or Brentwood, I went to the plexiglass to see.

      Imagine my surprise when Angela Crow appeared on the other side of the glass. She was a gleaming vision of white, dressed in an eighties style power skirt, and bright red high heels the same color as her lipstick. Her platinum blonde hair was wrapped in a bun on top of her head, which allowed her large predatory eyes to beam out of their sockets unshaded. When she smiled, the tips of her fangs showed. "Hello, Creed," she said, stepping close to the glass. "What a mess you’ve got yourself into this time."

      "What are you doing here?" I asked suspiciously. "Are you worried I’m going to fall victim to foul play? We both know what happens if I do." I tapped my chest and gave her a suggestive look.

      She shook her head. "Yes, Creed, I’m well aware of the supposed bomb you have in me."

      "Not supposed."

      "Whatever. I don’t think that’s any way to talk to the person who’s going to get you out of here anyway."

      My eyes widened. "What?"

      "You heard her," Max said, his disembodied voice in my head. "This delectable specimen is going to free us."

      "How are you going to manage that?" I asked Angela. "Brentwood has made it clear I’ve to stay locked up."

      "I have my ways, Creed. You should know that by now."

      I narrowed my eyes at her. "You’re not going to have your minions storm this place, are you? If so, forget it. There’s enough blood on my hands."

      "Really? I thought you considered me to be more subtle than that."

      "Subtle?" I barely smiled, unwilling to piss her off with any sarcastic remarks. "How are you going to manage it then?"

      "You forget the influence I have, now that I’m head of the Council of the Gifted." She smiled, showing her fangs again. "I could make things very difficult for Division, if I wanted to. Brentwood will simply be made aware of that fact."

      "And if he doesn’t go for it?"

      "He will."

      "You seem sure. Though perhaps you haven’t heard—I have a demon problem."

      "Yes, I know," she said. "That won’t matter. Still, you’re always getting into sticky situations, aren’t you, Creed?"

      "This one’s a little more than sticky. Dire, I’d say."

      "You’re referring to the body count you left behind recently?"

      "Not me. The demon."

      "Whatever," Angela said. "I could care less about a bunch of dead humans. You know me, Creed. I’m not one for sentiment."

      "So why are you here?" I asked her. "Am I to believe you are getting me released out of the goodness of your heart?"

      Angela smiled. "Whatever else you think of me, Creed, I do show some loyalty toward those who deserve it. As much as you are a pain in the ass, you’ve done more than most to help this city, and dare I say it, even me."

      My jaw nearly hit the floor. For a full ten seconds, I was literally lost for words. Then I said, "Those are words I never thought I would hear coming out of your mouth, Angela. Are you sure you haven’t been possessed by an angel?"

      Angela shook her head. "Balk if must. You always do."

      I smiled somewhat wickedly. "What do you want, Angela? It must be important considering the strings you would have to pull to get me out of here."

      "It is," she said. "I want you to go to Babylon, and bring my daughter home to me."

      Again, I was almost lost for words. "Why?" was all I could think to ask.

      Angela moved her face right to the glass, her piercing blue eyes now staring right at me. "Because she is my daughter, and she should be with me. It’s time she came home."

      "Who said she wants to come back here?"

      "You did, Creed."

      "I don’t think so."

      "Yes, you did. In our last few conversations you mentioned that Jennifer had softened her position somewhat when it came to me."

      "That’s not the same as saying she would want to come back here," I said. "And why would she if you’re just going to treat her like an underling again?"

      Angela’s mouth tightened as she scowled at me. "It wouldn’t be like that. Jennifer would be by my side as an equal. One of the benefits of living so long is that you have plenty of time to learn from your past mistakes."

      "Or be doomed to repeat them."

      She snarled at me this time, her eyes flashing red for a second. "Why are you so quick to think the worst of me, Creed?"

      My expression softened for a second as I looked away. Maybe Angela had changed as much as she was putting across. There was no doubt in my mind that she missed her daughter. What I was worried about was reuniting her with Jennifer, and then the same old patterns of behavior emerging. I pulled Jennifer out of that life before, and I had no wish to do it again if I could help it.

      On the other hand, I was looking at imprisonment for the foreseeable future. Keeping me locked up was helping no one. The only way I would get Max out of me was to give him what he wanted, or at least what he said he wanted. You never know with demons. They’re such lying, manipulative bastards.

      "And humans aren’t, I suppose?" Max piped up in my head.

      "Butt out of my goddamn thoughts, will you?" I shot back.

      "I can’t believe you are even debating this creature’s offer," he said. "Just fucking reunite her with her bitch daughter, and then we can go on our little adventure together."

      "You’ve got serious fucking issues, you know that?"

      "So have you. I guess we’re a match made in heaven."

      "Fucking hell, more like."

      "Oh yes, that sounds much better."

      "Fuck off," I said out loud without meaning to.

      "Did you just tell me to fuck off?" Angela said as anger rushed into her face.

      "No," I said holding up my hands. "I didn’t mean to say that out loud. I was just talking to the demon…as you do."

      Angela shook her head. "I can only imagine the kind of conversations you are having."

      "Trust me. You’d stake yourself rather than put up with a demon inside you—inside your head. Especially one named Max."

      "Max? The demon is called Max?"

      "Catchy name for a demon, don’t you think? I would have preferred Cunt, or Annoying Prick, but I didn’t have a say in the matter."

      "I’m offended," Max said.

      "Anyway," I said to Angela. "I’ve considered your offer."

      She raised her eyebrows slightly. "And?"

      "I’ll do it."

      She couldn’t keep the smile from her face, which sort of threw me. She actually looked happy. "Thank you."

      "But on one condition."

      "Yes?"

      "If Jennifer says she doesn’t want to come back here, then that’s it. You have to respect her wishes and leave her alone, which means no abducting her."

      "It wasn’t something I was considering," she said, sounding offended. "But of course I will respect my daughter’s wishes whatever she may decide."

      I nodded. "All right, now get me the fuck out of here."

      "There’s one more thing," Angela said.

      I gave a small sigh. Here we go. "What is it?"

      "If Jennifer comes back, I want you to make her a Daywalker, like me."

      "A Daywalker? That’s…I’m not even sure I could do it again."

      "Don’t bullshit me, Creed. We both know you can do it."

      She was right. I could do it. I was just pondering the implications of doing it again. It was a lot of power to hand to one vampire, and normally, I would’ve refused to do it. But since it was Jennifer, and since I didn’t have a choice…

      "Fine," I said. "But I’ll only do it for Jennifer. No one else."

      "Of course."

      "All right," I said. "Are you going to get me out of this fucking cell…you know, before I adopt the roach in the corner as my pet?"

      Angela shook her head. "I’ll go and talk to Brentwood," she said, before walking away. "Don’t go anywhere, will you?"

      "Oh, ha ha…"

      Max chuckled to himself. "I do like her."

      "Screw you, Max."
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      Brentwood didn’t seem too amused when I walked out of Division HQ alongside Angela Crow, but the order to release me came from above his head, so there was nothing he could do about it. Given that I expected a bit more trust from Brentwood in the beginning, I couldn’t help but smirk back at him on my way out the front door just to piss him off even more. After everything I’d done for him, he should have given me the benefit of the doubt, instead of tossing me in a fucking cell.

      "Well," Max said. "You did try to strangle him, did’t you?"

      "No, motherfucker," I replied. "That was you."

      Max laughed. "Oh yes…it was, wasn’t it?"

      "Asshole."

      "Speaking of assholes, I’d bet her’s is just delightful."

      I assumed he was speaking of Angela Crow, whose slender ass was wrapped tight in her white pencil skirt. "You want to cut her up like you cut up those other people? Trust me, she won’t fucking let you do that."

      "Powerful is she?"

      "Very."

      "But still powerless compared to me."

      "I wouldn’t be so sure."

      "I’d like to find out."

      I shook my head. "Christ, give it up, will you? Not every flesh parcel you see is fair game, you know."

      "Actually, it is."

      "Well, there’s more important things to worry about besides getting to know the Crimson Crow’s asshole."

      "For you maybe," Max said. "Remember, Creed. I’m just along for the ride; for the experience, and the pleasures along the way. No matter what happens, I have nothing to lose. You, on the other hand, have everything to lose. Your body, for instance…or your soul."

      I stopped on the way to Angela’s limo. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?" I said aloud.

      "I’m just pointing out the stakes. Eventually, this body of yours will begin to break down, as it won’t be strong enough to contain my presence anymore. Then you will die, and I will naturally claim your soul."

      "How long?" I asked as Angela and her guards stood staring at me with confused looks on their faces.

      "Before your body dies?" Max said. "Most of the fleshsuits I inhabit break down within a week. Some of the stronger ones last a bit longer. You’re pretty strong, Creed, with all your magic. I’d give you two weeks."

      "Two fucking weeks?" I tried to say quietly through gritted teeth.

      "Creed?" Angela said, seeming bored by what was happening. "Are you all right?"

      "Fine," I muttered before addressing Max again. "We had a deal, Max. We find my family, you get your answers, and then you leave."

      "Yes, that’s still the deal…if you make it that far."

      "So what the fuck are you talking about then?"

      "I’m just pointing out that time is of the essence, and that I won’t be helping you in any way. I am merely an impartial observer here. I just enjoy seeing you squirm under pressure, Creed. It gratifies me."

      Angela was looking agitated now. "Creed, are you coming or not?"

      "I’ll make my own way," I told her. "I’ll be in touch."

      "Suit yourself." Along with her guards, she walked away to her limo.

      "Hmm," Max said. "I can’t wait to see her again. Delectable piece of flesh that she is, vampire or not."

      "That’s all anyone is to you, is it? Just flesh?"

      "Yes. You humans and your supernatural subspecies are just playthings to me, and others like me. In the grand scheme of things, this realm and its inhabitants are small and insignificant."

      "Well," I said. "For something so small and insignificant, you and others like you sure seem to spend a lot of time with humans." For the first time, Max was silent, and I laughed and shook my head. "What, no comeback?"

      "We just enjoy playing with our toys, that’s all."

      "Yeah? You know who else enjoys playing with toys?"

      "Slutty housewives?"

      "Kids, that’s who."

      "If I were human, I might take offense to that, but seeing as how I’m not…"

      I sighed. "Whatever, Max."

      I looked around the parking lot for a moment feeling slightly lost, as if I was marooned on an island with a psychopath, with no chance of help coming from anywhere. My first instinct was to go to the sanctuary of the Sanctum, but then I remembered that Blaze attacked me the last time I went there, so going back didn’t seem like a good idea. I didn’t blame Blaze for what he did. As special as he was, Blaze was still an animal. He was still a wolf. When he attacked me, he was just following his instincts, probably out of fear, which may have blinded him to the fact that it was me he was attacking, and not the demon inside of me.

      "Actually, you’re wrong about that," Max said. "Your little wolf friend, or pet or whatever he is, can see me. When he looks at you, he doesn’t see you. He sees me, or at least the energy I put out." Max laughed. "So it looks like there won’t be any ruffling of fur or playing of fetch any time soon."

      I puffed my cheeks out in exasperation. "You’re a total bastard, you know that?"

      "Again, that’s where you are wrong."

      "What?"

      "Well, all this talk of flesh has, shall we say, stoked my desire. I’d like to get my hands…dirty again, if you know what I mean. Or should that be bloody? Bloody dirty, perhaps..."

      Panic hit me like a ten ton hammer as I had visions of having to helplessly watch Max as he butchered more innocents. "No," I said. "No more killing."

      "Relax," Max said. "I won’t be killing anyone else. Not while I’m in your body at least."

      I didn’t like the sound of that either. "Wait, what do you mean?"

      "Well, I’ve been thinking. I have no desire to be trapped in a cell with you again, which would likely happen if you were seen around town with your hands dripping with blood. Plus, I’m rather looking forward to our coming adventures. I didn’t think I would be, but I am. For some strange reason, I find you interesting, Creed. You’re not like most of the humans I possess, who tend to be weak and afraid all of the time…but more on that later. Just know that I will be using some other body when I want to indulge my taste for the flesh."

      "You mean you’re going to possess some other poor sod just so you can kill people?"

      "Yes. I thought you’d be glad."

      I shook my head. "Glad that you’re going to kill more innocent people?"

      "Would you rather it was you who killed them?"

      I shook my head again, this time in shame. "No."

      "Well, then. Stop your whining, and don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. You’ll be free of me, Creed, for a little while at least. Isn’t that what you wanted? No need to answer. I know it is. I can feel it."

      At that point, my mind was so mangled, I just wanted him gone. "Go now. Just fucking go."

      "Remember, Creed," Max said, turning up the pain dial in my chest just a little, a sinister tone to his voice inside my head. "I can come and go from you as I please, and there is nothing you can do to stop me. You have been marked, which means there is no spell, no magic that can undo that. I own you completely until I decide not to. So while I’m gone, don’t waste your time looking for ways to stop me. If you do, I will know, and I will take it personally that you chose not to listen to me. Do you understand?"

      I nodded as I winced at the stabbing pain in my chest. "Yes."

      "Good." He stopped the pain. "Then I shall see you soon."

      A second after he finished speaking, Max’s invisible spirit shot out of my chest so forcibly, it felt like my guts were being pulled out along with it. When he had gone, I breathed a huge sigh of relief as I bent over and leaned my hands on my knees, feeling like I was finally able to breath properly after so long. Then, when my lungs were filled, I shot up straight, threw my head back and let out a long, agonized scream.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Despite what Max said about not scheming behind his back to have him exorcised, or prevented from re-entering my body, I teleported over to Sanaka’s Sanctum and let myself in. It took me a few minutes to find Sanaka in one of his training rooms practicing his sword katas. He didn’t miss a single beat when I slid back the door and walked into the room, minus my boots of course, which I left outside the Sanctum. I remained by the door respectfully while Sanaka continued to perform the sword kata, his movements graceful and masterful in their execution, but also laden with tremendous power and strength. I admire those who wield such skill with weapons. When it comes to edged weapons, I’m more of a hack and slash guy. Less Miyamoto Musashi, more Jason Voorhees. That was me. My mind is my main weapon, along with my magic, and always has been. Sometimes I even wield both like I know what I’m doing.

      "Why would you bring a demon into my Sanctum?" Sanaka asked as he stood in the middle of the room, dressed in white robes and still holding his katana.

      "I haven’t," I said. "The demon is gone for now. That’s why I’m here."

      "You want to know if you can stop it from possessing you again."

      "Yes."

      "You can’t."

      I sighed at his bluntness. "Seriously? There’s nothing to be done to stop this motherfu—I mean, demon, from possessing me again? There must be something."

      Sanaka remained seemingly unaffected by my plight, his calm composure as infuriating to me as ever in these tense situations. When my back is against the wall, I like people to scream along with me. It makes me feel less alone. Not that Sanaka cared about any of that. "If there is, I do not know about it."

      "So I’m screwed then." It was more of a statement than a question.

      "I hear it’s the same demon which marked you years ago," Sanaka said, walking forward. "The one who killed your family."

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "I’m sorry. It must be hard."

      "Are you sympathizing with me? You never show me any sympathy. Ever." I paused for a second as I realized something. "I must really be screwed."

      "The demon will kill you and take your soul when it is finished with you," he said.

      "No," I said shaking my head. "We made a deal."

      Sanaka raised one eyebrow at me. "You made another deal with a demon? Remind me again how the last deal you made with a demon worked out."

      "Point taken." I shook my head. "What the hell was I thinking? I can’t trust the son of a bitch. Not that I had much choice. I was screwed anyway."

      Sanaka shook his head at me as he left the training room with his sword. I followed behind him as he made his way to the kitchen, where he began to prepare Sushi from a freshly caught sea bass. My nose wrinkled as he began to gut the fish. While still Sanaka’s apprentice, I grew to hate the smell of fish, for he fed it to me everyday, telling me it helped the flow of magic around the body. Something about the essential oils, I don’t fucking know. Whether it does or not, I still don’t know. Sometimes I think Sanaka just enjoyed fucking with me at times. "The best I can do is try to find a solution to your problem," he said eventually. "But I don’t think there is one. Some things just can’t be changed, even with magic."

      "Yeah," I said. "Don’t I know it."
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* * *

      When I left Sanaka’s Sanctum, I walked out into the park and called Leona on my phone. "Hey," I said when she answered. "Where are you?"

      "The Sanctum," she said. "Where are you? With that Crow woman?"

      The vitriol in her voice was unmistakable. Leona had no love for Angela Crow, or any other vampire for that matter, but especially Angela, whom Leona thought I was too close to for my own good. "No. I was with Sanaka trying to find a solution to my demon problem."

      "Any luck?"

      "No."

      "Figures."

      "Are you all right, Leona? You sound…pissed off."

      "That’s because I am, Creed. I know this getting possessed by a demon from your past thing is not your fault, not exactly anyway, but it’s still—" She stopped in frustration like she couldn’t form the words.

      "What?" I said, feeling like shit that I had dragged her into something again.

      "I’d just like things to be normal for once, or as normal as they can be with you."

      "It sounds like you regret moving back here…or getting back with me."

      She sighed. "It’s not that, Creed. I don’t do regrets, you know that. What’s done is done. But once again, there’s a very real chance that you might…"

      "Die?"

      "Yes. Again."

      "Look, I’m not going to die. I’ll figure a way out of this. I always do."

      Leona went silent. I could picture her back at the Sanctum, staring hard at the floor as she tried to keep her emotions under control. "So what’s your next move?" she asked eventually.

      "To see you," I said. "Is Blaze there with you?"

      "No. He left earlier."

      Blaze was probably out hunting somewhere, which meant he would be gone for most of the night. "All right. I’ll be there in a minute."

      After hanging up the phone, I went and sat on one of the park benches, as there was something I had to do before Max showed up again. Max couldn’t know that I had been talking to Sanaka about trying to get rid of him. I couldn’t afford to piss Max off, so I would have to conceal the memory of my conversation with Sanaka. Closing my eyes, I focused on the memory, and then wrapped it up in a bit of concealment magic. Then I pushed the memory far back into the recesses of my mind. It was like taking an old video tape and stashing it in a box in the basement. As long as Max wasn’t looking for it, he shouldn’t find it. Once I had pushed the memory to the depths of my mind, I could barely recall it myself. With that done, I teleported to the Sanctum to see Leona.
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* * *

      Leona was sitting in the living room of the Sanctum, still dressed in her field gear. In front of her was my centuries old chess table. On this highly prized, and ridiculously expensive, table was one of her custom Berettas, stripped down to its various components, which Leona was cleaning with an oil cloth. It was something she liked to do when she was stressed, to calm herself and regain her focus. The fact that she was in the middle of doing it now, spoke volumes about the effect my current situation was having on her. Once again, guilt stabbed at my belly like a knife. When Leona came back from Washington, she did so on the understanding that it was to be a fresh start for her and us. That fresh start lasted barely two days before things went belly up. It was beginning to seem that Leona and I were fated to be together only in strife. Normality was a foreign concept for us and our relationship. Unless of course, this was normality.

      "Hey," I said as I stood feeling like a stranger in my own Sanctum, knowing that if Blaze decided to walk in now, he would most likely attack me again. Or maybe not, since Max wasn’t in me at present. But I had no doubt screwed with Blaze’s head the last time, and the poor guy probably didn’t know what to think now. He might attack just out of pure confusion.

      Leona stopped what she was doing long enough for us to look at each other, as if to say, Well, here we are again in the midst of another shitstorm…

      "Are you okay?" I asked her.

      "You’re the possessed one," she replied.

      "Not right now I’m not." I crossed the room to pour myself a glass of whiskey from the bottle on the mantle. "Max has decided it would be unwise to use my body for any more killing, so he fucked off into someone else’s body instead, so he could do his killing without any negative consequences to me. Or him for that matter."

      "Jesus. You know how fucked up that sounds?"

      "Believe me, I know."

      "Can’t you keep the demon out, now that he’s gone?"

      I shook my head as I filled my glass for the second time. "I wish. There’s nothing to be done on that score. Me and Max, we’re like two fucking peas in a pod until he decides otherwise."

      "What about Ray or Sanaka? Surely they must be able to help?"

      "Sanaka is a dead end, I think anyway. I can’t quite…" I shook my head dismissively. "As for Ray, I’ll see him when I get to Ireland."

      "Wait, what? You’re going to Ireland?"

      I nodded. "I have to. It’s a condition of my release."

      "Why did the Crow get you out?" Leona asked, somewhat suspiciously, I thought.

      "So I could go to Babylon and bring her daughter home to her. Ray has direct access to the place, which is why I’m going to Ireland."

      Leona shook her head. "You’re going away again."

      "Yes," I said. "I don’t have a choice. It’s either that or stay locked up at Division."

      "And then what?"

      "Well, assuming I manage to persuade Jennifer Crow to come back here, then I have to go to where the rest of my family are, or at least their souls."

      "What for?"

      I frowned. "What do you mean, what for?"

      Leona frowned and moved the table aside as she stood. "Your family is dead, Creed. Wherever they are, they’ve moved on. What do you hope to achieve by tracking down their souls?"

      It was a valid question, despite the defensive anger that rose in me when she asked it. Truth be told, I hadn’t really considered what I would do when I tracked down my family. Neither did I know anything about their situation in the multiverse. I just knew I had to find them. After that, I didn’t know.

      "Closure," I said eventually, in answer to Leona’s question.

      "I thought you got that when your family appeared to you last time," she said.

      "They were ripped out of this world before their time, Leona."

      "Lots of people are taken before their time, Creed. It doesn’t mean we have to track their souls half way across the universe to do…whatever it is you plan on doing."

      "Are you telling me you would pass up the chance to see your brother again?" I asked her, knowing I’d be hitting a nerve.

      Her face set in anger for a moment as she stared hard at me. "Fuck you, Creed."

      "Hey, I’m just saying. I know there’s not much logic in finding my family when they’ve been dead for so long, but this isn’t about logic or common sense—"

      "Nothing ever is with you."

      I nodded. "Fair point, but it’s just something I have to do."

      "Is your demon tagging along with you, then?" She sat back down and started purposely cleaning her gun.

      "That’s the only reason you’re even talking to me," I said. "Otherwise I’d still be out there killing people, until I ended up dead myself."

      Leona looked up at me briefly. "What do you mean?"

      "I made a deal with the demon. Luckily our interests intertwine."

      "So the demon will leave you alone once it gets what it wants, is that it?"

      "That’s the plan, yeah."

      "And the plan always works out, right?"

      I sighed. "What do you want me to do, Leona? I’m working things out as best I can here."

      Leona stopped oiling her gun and sighed as well. "I know. I’m sorry."

      I crossed the room so I could give her a hug. "We can get through this," I said.

      "We?"

      I pulled back to look at her. "Yes, we."

      Leona went silent for a moment, before saying unexpectedly, "Brentwood offered me my old job back."

      That motherfucker.

      "What did you say?" I asked as calmly as possible.

      "I told him no, and that I was partners with you now."

      I wanted to kiss her, but it didn’t seem appropriate somehow. "You’ve no idea what that means to me."

      "I know what it means. That’s why I told Brentwood no. I’m with you, Creed, but on the understanding that we are partners, and partners don’t keep shit from each other, or do foolish things behind each others backs. From now on, I want complete transparency from you."

      I nodded. "Of course. That goes without saying."

      "Good."

      "You’re a real hardass, Lawson, you know that?" I said, smiling as I moved in to kiss her. But just as I did, a familiar force slammed into my back, and a dark presence filled me.

      "Hey, Creed," Max said. "Did you miss me? Let me show you what I’ve been up to…"
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      It was like being trapped in a chair while being forced to watch a nightmarish film reel, or some awful snuff movie, as Max gleefully fed me his most recent memories. I had to watch through the eyes of a stranger—the person whose body Max possessed—as the demon used the person’s body as a tool for murder. The first image I saw was of a young woman, possibly a prostitute, lying spreadeagled on a filthy looking motel bed. The woman was stripped naked, and her stomach was cut open, her intestines removed and placed on the blood soaked bed beside her. I don’t know how, but the woman was still alive. She was screaming, but little sound left her mouth, as her tongue had been cut out, and most of her teeth had been removed, presumably with the bloody pair of pliers that lay on the beside table next to her. A large butchers knife came into view, and I watched as the hand holding the knife began to slice off the meat from the woman’s legs, as garbled noises came from her mouth. It was bad enough that I had to watch this horror unfold. What was worse was that I could feel everything that Max was feeling as he mutilated his victim. His pleasure was as intense as his hatred for the victim, and it was difficult for me not to get swept away in those feelings, to the point where I smiled and began to relish the next cut with the knife…

      Then the memory changed to a different one. This one was of a tramp in an alley, as Max brutally bludgeoned the man with an iron bar, hitting the tramp repeatedly over the head as the old guy lay dead on the ground. Again, I felt the palpable pleasure coursing through Max as he smashed the tramp’s skull open with the iron bar, and then keep hitting until the tramp’s brains were mush. The tramp also had a little dog with him, which yapped and nipped at Max’s ankles. Max looked down at the dog in annoyance, before lifting his leg high and bringing his boot down hard on the dog’s head…

      After that, the memories came thick and fast, until it felt like I was the one doing all the killing: an old man is thrown into the path of an oncoming truck as people stand around screaming; a child is fatally stabbed at the zoo; a woman has her breasts bitten off one agonizing bite at a time; a cop is shot repeatedly in the head with his own gun; a prostitute is raped by a gang of mind controlled dogs, and then eaten afterward…

      The horror went on and on, until…it just stopped, and I was back in the living room of the Sanctum again, with Leona.

      And Max, of course.

      He was laughing inside me like he’d just played some supremely funny practical joke on me. "Did you enjoy the show, Creed?" he asked.

      "Fuck you!" I snarled as I fought to get my bearings again.

      "Creed!" Leona said as she held my arm. "Are you all right?"

      I nodded. "I’m fine."

      "I take it your demon is back?" she said.

      "You better believe it, baby," Max said, sounding like he was on a high after his latest killing spree.

      "Listen," I said to Leona. "I should go now. I don’t trust this asshole around you."

      "And rightly so," Max said. "Hmm, the things I could do to that sweet—"

      "Don’t even fucking think about it!" I shouted aloud, startling Leona. "I’ll slit my own throat before I let you—"

      "What, Creed?" Max said.

      "You know what," I said, silently this time. "Leona is out of bounds, you hear me?"

      "I think you are forgetting who is in charge here, Creed. Do I need to show you again?"

      "No. Just please keep her out of this."

      "Humans and their silly feelings for each other. Fine. I’ll do my best."

      Knowing that was as much of a promise as I was going to get from him, I dropped the matter and went to Leona so I could kiss her goodbye. "I’m not sure how long I’ll be gone for," I told her. "Hopefully not too long. I’ll call you."

      "Don’t worry about me," she said, looking at me like I was a complete basket case, which is how I felt. "I have a case to work on anyway."

      "A case?"

      "Don’t look so surprised. A woman came here while you were…away. She wants help with something that has taken up residence in her basement. Something small and demon-like apparently."

      "A Yattering," I said straight away. "Not all that dangerous, but the little bastards can cause trouble if they want to. Mostly they just like a place to hideout while they cause mischief. They’ve driven many people insane."

      "I already figured it was a Yattering."

      I smiled. "Of course you did. That’s why we’re partners. Just be careful. How are you going to handle it? I usually—"

      "I’m going to kill it."

      "Oh, right. Sure. That’ll work, I guess."

      Max laughed. "I’m liking her more all the time."

      "All right," I said ignoring Max. "I’m going to go now." I kissed her one more time, much to the disgust of Max. "I love you."

      Leona smiled. "I love you too, Creed."

      My heart warmed when she said it. "See? We’re getting better at this whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing. Next we’ll be going on dates and camping trips and—"

      She punched me on the shoulder, slightly embarrassed now. "Get out of here."

      I smiled once more before teleporting out of the Sanctum.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Outside in the street, I phoned Ray and briefly explained my situation to him, telling him I needed to go to Ireland so I could use his access portal to Babylon. He sounded busy, whatever he was doing, and merely told me that was fine, and that there would be a private jet waiting for me at the airport. Then he hung up without giving me any lectures, or lamenting me for being in deep shit once again. I frowned at the phone in my hand for a moment after Ray had hung up, wondering if my old uncle was okay. I guess I’d see when I got to Ireland.

      Which I wasn’t looking forward to, by the way. It had been many years since I last set foot in Ireland, for obvious reasons. Too much bad shit had happened there, and I never saw the point in going there just to relive a load of painful memories.

      "You’ve been reliving them ever since anyway," Max said in my head.

      "I’d appreciate it if you wouldn’t invade my mind like that," I said as I walked to the Cadillac parked just down the street. The airport was too far away to teleport, so I decided I would drive there. I fancied the drive anyway, thinking it might clear my head a little.

      "Em, duh." Max sounded like me doing an impression of a teenager, which I found disturbing. "I’ve possessed you, you know. I can do whatever I want with you."

      "Fine, whatever." Christ, now I was doing the stupid voice.

      As I was about to get into the car, I sensed movement not far behind me. When I looked over my shoulder, I saw nothing. Not at first anyway. Not until a shape materialized out of the darkness.

      A wolf shape.

      Blaze stood there staring at me, his yellow eyes full of mistrust. We stared at each other for what seemed a long time, and then Blaze finally turned away, becoming invisible again as he did.

      "Heartbreaking," Max said. "The bond of trust between a man and his dog…broken." He laughed like it amused him greatly.

      "First of all, Max, he’s not a dog, he’s a wolf," I said. "And second of all, he won’t come near me because you’re here."

      "He’s a smart doggy then."

      I gritted my teeth for a second as I griped the door handle on the Cadillac, slamming it behind me as I got inside. As soon as I sat down, Evil Creed appeared in the front passenger seat beside me. "Oh, God…really?" I said. "You’re going to sit there for the whole drive?"

      Max smiled. "Of course. This feels like a road trip."

      "We’re going to the airport."

      "Still, it’s a chance for us to chat. To get to know one another."

      I couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. "You have access to my entire mind already, and I have no desire to know you, so…" I shook my head at him and started the car up. "There’s nothing left to say."

      Just as I was about to drive off, something massive crashed down onto the hood of the car, causing me to cry out in shock.

      Max never flinched. "Well, what do we have here?" he said calmly.

      What we had, was a fucking huge werewolf on the hood, staring in at us with glowing yellow eyes. I barely had a chance to react before the beast launched itself at the windshield, smashing one sinewy arm through the glass, and grabbing me by the throat with its huge paw.

      "Oh, shit…"
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      Fully transformed werewolves are frankly terrifying monsters, with the power and strength to rip a man apart in seconds. Coming face to face with one, as I have many times, is always a frighteningly intense experience. This time was no different.

      As I was pulled through the windshield of the car, my head breaking the glass on the way through, I couldn’t help but panic that I was about to be torn apart and eaten by the monstrous werewolf who had me by the throat. The werewolf’s paw was so big it completely wrapped around my neck. One quick jerk is all it would take to snap my neck like a chicken’s.

      The werewolf stood up to its full height on the hood of the car, holding me out in front of it like I was nothing but a nuisance to it. It’s reddish-yellow eyes burned fiercely within its massive head, and it opened its mouth to reveal possibly the biggest teeth I have ever seen. Those things could bite my head off with one quick snap, which I thought the creature was going to do as its head came towards me. But it roared instead, its hot breath blasting my face, the noise of it causing my heart to stop for a second as terror ran through me unabated.

      But I didn’t even have time to be scared, because the werewolf then turned and threw me into the air like a rag doll. When I came down, I bounced over the road, grunting in pain until I came to a stop next to a parked car. I could only lie there dazed as massive shadows seemed to close in around me.

      The rest of the pack.

      Great.

      As I regained my vision, I made out the shapes of about six more towering werewolves, every one of them roaring down at me. The noise was deafening, and completely overwhelming. Under such an aural assault, the last thing I was thinking about was employing defensive magic. But of course, the werewolves knew that would be the case. Who said werewolves were dumb anyway?

      "Well, this was most unexpected," Max said calmly within me. "These things really want to eat you, Creed."

      I could barely hear his voice over the noise the werewolves were making. Not that I wanted to hear it anyway.

      A few seconds later, some of those surrounding me stood aside, and the pack leader who had ripped me out of my car came stomping over and picked me up by the lapels, holding me so our faces were level. As I looked into those rage-filled eyes, it didn’t take me long to work out who the werewolf was. "Big Joe," I said. "I know it’s you—"

      The werewolf pulled me closer and roared in my face, coating me in hot saliva. I guess it was Big Joe after all. He was here about his cousin, Ace, whose death I had facilitated on live TV. Clearly Big Joe wanted payback, and although I could understand why, there was no way I was going to let the werewolf kill me over the head of his sociopathic sexual sadist of a cousin. Ace got what he deserved in my book, and killing me wasn’t going to bring him back. Not that Big Joe cared about any of that. He just wanted revenge.

      Well, there was no way I was going to just roll over for these hairy fucks. It was time to use my trusty Silver Needles Spell. That should slow the bastards down a bit, long enough for me to get the hell out of there anyway.

      Only, when I went to tap into my magic, I couldn’t. It was like something was blocking me from doing so. Even when I tried to teleport, nothing happened.

      Then one of Big Joe’s huge paws slammed into my chest and sent me flying back onto the road again. Half conscious from hitting my head on the hard asphalt, I could only lie there and wait for the werewolf to come get me so it could continue beating the shit out of me.

      But then several loud bangs roused me out of my daze, and when I sat up I saw Leona on the sidewalk near the Sanctum. She was firing continuously with her two custom Berettas. She had already downed two of the werewolves, though I wasn’t sure if they were dead or not. Maybe, if she was using silver nitrate bullets.

      As I watched from the middle of the road, I saw one of the werewolves go bounding up Leona’s blindside. "Leona!" I shouted, but she was too busy firing at the other beasts to hear me.

      The werewolf got to within feet of Leona before I saw Blaze come to her rescue. He ran down the steps of the Sanctum and leaped in the air, launching himself at the werewolf about to railroad Leona. Blaze’s body was a mass of flame by this point, and the second he leapt on the werewolf, the beast’s fur immediately ignited and began to stick to its flesh. The werewolf howled in pain, but Blaze didn’t stop until he had torn out the beast’s throat, and its body was a charred, smoldering mess that filled the night air with foul smelling smoke.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I sensed something running toward me. When I looked, I panicked when I saw Big Joe bounding toward me on all fours. There was no doubt the werewolf was about to execute a kill stroke. Perhaps decapitate me with one powerful swipe of his massive paw. Desperately, I searched for my magic again, but it wasn’t there.

      Then, as if someone had pulled my strings, I found myself jumping to my feet as I stood to meet the incoming werewolf head on. Now I had the by now familiar feeling of being a mere passenger in my own body as Max took over.

      When the werewolf came rushing at me, my arm shot out and stopped the huge beast in its tracks, as if the werewolf had run into an invisible wall. For the first time, I felt a new form of power coursing through my body. The dark power of Max, from which he drew a shocking amount of strength. My body did not give an inch as Max held Big Joe up by the throat, holding his head in place to keep his snapping jaws away from my face.

      A huge rush of blood lust then took over, and Max went to work.

      Using my body, he slammed Big Joe down into the road with so much force the asphalt broke underneath the werewolf’s body. To Max, Big Joe was no more than a bothersome animal that needed to be put down. I felt my knee drop onto Big Joe’s chest, pinning him to the ground. I felt my hands grab a hold of those snapping jaws and begin to pull them apart. Even though I didn’t necessarily want Big Joe dead, there was still something satisfying about prying those huge jaws of his until a loud snap was heard, followed by a howl of pain.

      Max didn’t stop there. He kept pulling until the jaws began to extend back over Big Joe’s head, finally ripping his face off, spraying blood everywhere. "There," Max said in my voice. "No more howling at the moon for this beast."

      Before Max could even chuckle to himself, the remaining three werewolves moved in to attack. Completely unconcerned by the fact that three massive beasts with teeth and claws were advancing toward him at speed, Max smiled and counter-rushed the werewolf to his left. My body moved at such head-rushing speed that I could barely comprehend what was going on. I felt Max operate my limbs in ways I never knew possible, and all at the same blinding speed. For a few long seconds, my vision was taken up by the towering bodies of the werewolves that became stained with swathes of dark crimson blood, as Max proceeded to rip each of them apart, effortlessly tearing off their limbs and ripping their heads from their shoulders. For me, trapped inside my own body, the rush of all that power and speed and brutal violence, it was at once terrifying and exhilarating, like being on the world’s scariest rollercoaster. You only think you know power until you have experienced what other beings such as demons are capable of. It’s a humbling experience, to say the least.

      When Max had finished his flurry of violence, he stood in the middle of the road with blood dripping down his face, looking around at the scattered body parts of the werewolves. "Well, that was fun, eh, Creed?" he said joyfully. "Did you enjoy the ride in there?"

      If I could, I would have shook my head and said nothing. As it was, I just said nothing.

      Max then looked over to Leona, who was standing on the sidewalk, a look of horror on her face. I doubted her look of horror had anything to do with the gore on the road. It likely had more to do with the fact that she just watched me rip apart three werewolves like they were made of Playdoh. Of course, it wasn’t actually me that did it. It was Max, but I’m sure it didn’t seem like that to Leona.

      "What’s wrong, Leona?" Max called over with a smile on his face.

      "Stop it!" I said. "Leave her alone!"

      Leona shook her head. "I don’t even know who I’m talking to."

      "It’s me, it’s Creed," Max said in a soothing tone.

      "You bastard," I said.

      "That wasn’t you who ripped those werewolves apart," Leona said.

      "Oh, but it was, dear," Max said slipping back into his own snide tone. "You see, me and Max are the same now."

      Leona stared hard, her guns still in hand. "You’re not Creed," she stated bluntly.

      "Good girl," I said within myself, as much to annoy Max as anything.

      Max chuckled. "You’re right. Creed doesn’t have the power to do what I just did. The same as he doesn’t have the power to do this."

      Max raised his arms, and I felt a massive surge of his power go through my body.

      "What the fuck are you doing?" I asked him.

      "Wait and see," he replied aloud. He was still staring at Leona as he continued to draw on his power.

      "Don’t you fucking hurt her, Max. I swear—"

      "Silence!" Max commanded, and I found myself in the position of not being able to form thoughts anymore. The only thing I was capable of now was to experience everything as it was happening, and no more. To Max, I was now unable to communicate and interrupt him.

      When he turned away from Leona, his attention went to the body parts of the werewolves scattered all over the road. As I watched, all of the detached limbs and severed heads began to come together like iron filings to a magnet. Arms, legs and heads began to knit into torsos, to form a monster that was far more terrifying to look at, and far bigger, than any of the werewolves were by themselves. This new creature stood upright on six legs, which were attached to a bunch of squashed together torsos. Heads and arms from all seven werewolves were attached, seemingly randomly, all over the grotesque torso, with three heads mounted together on the top to form one giant, misshapen head that roared from three different mouths.

      "Isn’t it handsome?" Max said as he presented the Beast like a proud father.

      Leona was already pointing her guns at the Beast. She emptied two full clips into it, and although the Beast roared in what sounded like pain, it didn’t seem that fazed by the bullets.

      "It will take more than a few bullets to stop this beast," Max said. Then he turned to the creature. "Go!"

      The Beast roared once more, and then went bounding down the street away from us, surprisingly fast considering its twisted form.

      Leona’s guns were now pointing at Max.

      At me.

      Max merely smiled. "Are you really going to shoot me, the love of your life?"

      "You’re not the love of my life…demon."

      "It’s like I said, Creed and I, we’re one and the same now. You better get used to that, Leona. Oh, and before I disappear, good luck with the Beast. I hear he can get a bit…violent around people. Bye, Leona. See you soon." He blew her kisses. "Love you…"

      He chuckled to himself as he teleported away.
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      Max teleported us right to the airport, near a baggage cart that was parked on one of the runways. After a few seconds, I realized that I was back in control of my mind and body again. A huge surge of pent up anger went through me, and I turned around and punched the luggage on top of the cart. "Fuck!" I shouted, attracting the attention of a couple of baggage handlers strolling down the runway toward me. Before the two men caught up, I teleported to the runway where I knew the private jet was waiting. But before I headed towards the waiting plane, I stopped on the runway to talk to Max.

      "I’m sensing some anger," Max said in his smug voice that made me want to strangle the cunt.

      "What the fuck was that?" I demanded, telepathically of course.

      "What was what? Oh, you mean the Beast. Yes, a—"

      "I mean with Leona, asshole. You don’t fucking talk to her, you hear me? You don’t even fucking look at her, or I’ll—"

      "Go on," Max said. "You’ll what, Creed? What will you do?"

      I shook my head in frustration. "Leona has nothing to do with any of this. Just leave her alone."

      Max sighed as if I was being overly dramatic. "I was merely speaking with her. If I wanted to hurt your pretty girlfriend, I would just—"

      "Stop. I don’t want to hear it. Just keep her out of this, all right? I’ll do whatever you want me to do, but Leona is off limits."

      "Off limits?" Max laughed as if I was a silly little boy. "Haven’t you realized yet? Nothing is off limits to me in this world. Nothing."

      "Look, I’m just asking you to leave Leona alone. That’s all. It’s the fucking least you can do considering you’re wearing me like a cheap suit."

      Max laughed. "A cheap suit. That’s funny. That’s actually how it feels sometimes."

      Shaking my head, I started towards the waiting jet. "Let’s just get on the fucking plane," I said aloud.

      "Can I ask why we are getting on a plane?"

      "What? You know why."

      "Yes, I know, but the fact is I can get us to Ireland much quicker."

      I stopped. "You can teleport that far?"

      "Of course. Like I said, nothing is off limits here."

      "You might’ve mentioned this before."

      "You never asked."

      I sighed. "You really are a cunt."

      [image: ]
* * *

      In barely the blink of an eye, I found myself standing outside a small cottage in the middle of the day, with nothing but green fields surrounding it. Although I hadn’t laid eyes on the tiny cottage for many years, I knew immediately it was Uncle Ray’s Sanctum. If the talismans hanging over the door weren’t enough to give it away, the sight of Ray himself as he opened the front door was. "August?" Ray said, staring at me quizzically. "You weren’t due to arrive for another ten hours at least."

      "I know," I said. "Didn’t you hear? I got myself a new way to get around. My own personal demon."

      Ray nodded. "Right enough. At least they’re good for something, right?" He chuckled.

      "Cheeky bastard, your uncle," Max said.

      "Did he hurt your feelings, Max?" I said as I went inside the Sanctum. "I’m sorry."

      "Two cheeky bastards in one family. Who would have thought?"

      As small and quaint as Ray’s Sanctum was on the outside, on the inside it was like a grand castle fit for any lord or king. It was positively cavernous inside, with stuff everywhere. Every artifact and thing of interest that Ray had ever procured on his extensive travels, ended up inside his Sanctum. Everywhere you looked there were things like old wooden trunks and suits of armor, ancient weapons, and even a sarcophagus, which God knows where he got that from. Ray’s place always reminded me of an antique store that no one bought from, so the stuff inside just kept piling up everywhere. It had gotten worse since my last visit. It was like he was building a whole other structure inside, based upon a crazy blueprint that only he understood.

      "Does this man ever throw anything out?" Max asked.

      Ignoring Max’s question, I addressed Ray inside his huge living room, which was also full of stuff, though slightly more organized stuff. "It seems like every time we meet these days it’s under dire circumstances. You must be sick of helping me sort out my problems."

      Ray smiled as he sat down on a well worn leather armchair, taking his pipe and tobacco pouch from out of his brown waistcoat. "That’s what I’m here for," Ray said as if it was nothing. "Will you be visiting the old family home while you’re here?"

      I shook my head as I sat down in the chair opposite him, next to the roaring open fire. "Not this time."

      "Or any time is the impression I get."

      I gave a tight smile as I stared into the fire. "I have no wish to go back there."

      "Well, at least sell the place then." Ray lit up his pipe, filling the room with a sweet smelling smoke.

      "I will, eventually. I’ve got more pressing matters to take care of first."

      "Like getting rid of the demon that’s possessed you?" He stared hard at me, as if he was trying to see the demon inside. "What’s it like?"

      "You mean the demon?" I shook my head. "I don’t even know where to start."

      "Oh, come now, Creed," Max said. "I was looking forward to your summation of me."

      "He’s an asshole," I told Ray.

      "Bastard," Max said.

      "Aren’t they all?" Ray said as he offered me the pipe, which I refused. My head was messed up enough without smoking some of Ray’s special blend. "How do you plan on getting rid of it?"

      "We worked out a deal."

      Ray raised his eyebrows. "A deal?"

      "Yeah, I know. My deals with demons don’t usually go that well."

      "Just be careful, son."

      "I’m trying to be," I said, directing it more at Max than Ray.

      Max laughed within me as if the whole situation was a joke to him.

      "So you want to go to Babylon?" Ray said. "On behalf of our mutual friend."

      "You think I’m wasting my time?"

      Ray shrugged as a cloud of smoke drifted around him. "I barely know Angela’s daughter, so I can’t say how she’ll react. Angela does want the girl home, though."

      "You think she genuinely misses Jennifer?"

      "I do. Thirty years apart has only filled Angela’s heart with yearning. A surprising development, I have to say."

      "Maybe she’s more human than she lets on."

      "Angela has many sides to her that most don’t see."

      "You’re the one that sleeps with her every chance you get. You should know."

      Max chuckled. "Really? Well, who’d have thought it?"

      "I’m not ashamed to say that no other woman compares," Ray said smiling. "You’d have to have been there to know what I mean."

      "I’ll just take your word for it," I said, pushing back unwanted images of Angela Crow behaving sexually.

      "How’s Leona?"

      I nodded. "She’s okay. Struggling to cope with my latest mess, I guess."

      "She’s a strong woman. She’ll be fine."

      "I know she will."

      We sat in silence for a few moments while Ray continued to puff on his pipe, his eyes becoming slightly droopy as the herbs had their psychoactive effect on him. "Right, then," he said eventually as he got to his feet. "I can see that time is pressing. Let’s get you to Babylon."

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Ray travels so extensively throughout the multiverse, he has gone to the trouble over the years to create a whole wing in his Sanctum that houses nothing but gateways that lead to other worlds and dimensions. There are hundreds of individual rooms in the wing, each room containing a portal leading to a different place in the multiverse. Sorcerer’s, and other people in the know, often come to Ray’s Sanctum just so they can access one of his portals. It’s easier to do that than to go to the trouble of creating their own. Thanks to all these traveller’s, Ray has amassed quite a few favors in return, making him one of the most connected sorcerer’s anywhere. "Passport, please," he said as he opened the door to one of the rooms.

      "Funny," I said, not smiling at all.

      Ray chuckled anyway. "You should learn to smile more, son. Everything is better with a smile."

      "Yeah, Creed," Max said. "Let’s see you flash those pearly whites."

      Fuck you.

      I moved past Ray into the small room, which was as basic as it gets. Four stone walls, and a shimmering portal in the middle that resembled an upright pool of glistening, orange-colored water. "This will still take me to your Sanctum in the center of the city, right?" It had been a long while since I’d stepped through the portal.

      "Yes," Ray said. "Everything is still the same, although the city itself has gotten somewhat…dystopian."

      I frowned. "Dystopian? How?"

      "The corporations have taken over, as they are want to do. It’s like this realm, only worse."

      "Whatever. I’m sure I won’t be staying long."

      "Be careful anyway. The violence levels have gone up since the corporations started running things."

      "You know me," I said. "I’m always careful."

      Ray just looked at me. "Of course you are."

      I walked up to the portal and looked at my uncle before stepping through. "See you soon, Ray."
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      Ray’s portal took me through to his Babylon Sanctum, located in the very heart of the city. The Sanctum was nestled in the center of a huge tower block, and on the outside it looked like any of the other apartments in the building. Inside of course, was a different story. There were many rooms, most of them containing more of Ray’s stuff that he had piled around everywhere. I swear, if Ray ever decides to keep all of his books in one place, such a library will be the biggest in all the realms. It will also probably contain every key piece of knowledge, magical or otherwise, known to man. As it is, Ray prefers to keep his valuables scattered around in different places, because he thinks it will be safer that way. He’s probably right. The realms are full of those who spend their time stealing other people’s most valuable possessions, and keeping all your shit in one place just made it easier for said people to steal. Hence why the Babylonian Sanctum looked like a storage facility in parts.

      I walked through the nondescript living room and out onto the balcony. It was still daylight outside, and I took a few moments to look out over the city, to see if it had changed as much as Ray said it had. On the surface at least, the city looked the same to me, save for a few extra skyscrapers that had been erected since my last visit. The tallest of the skyscrapers was right in the center, and it stood higher even than the fabled Tower of Babel, which had always been the city’s centerpiece. Now the skyscraper stood alongside it like a bully trying to intimidate or push out the smaller kid. The arrival and placement of the huge skyscrapers spoke volumes. The Tower of Babel was occupied by the Babylonian royal family, who had historically ruled over the city since it rematerialized in this new dimension. It now seemed that the corporations were trying to muscle out the old rulers, if they hadn’t done so already. Not that I cared that much. I didn’t live in the place after all, and as soon as I was done, I’d be gone.

      "Did I mention Babylon is one of my favorite playgrounds?" Max said, now standing beside me on the balcony as Evil Creed. "Such fun to be had here."

      "Fun?" I said. "You mean killing?"

      Max smiled. "They are one in the same."

      "Of course they are. Fucking psycho demon."

      "Says the human with the hypocritical moral code. It’s laughable. At least I am true to my nature. Can you say the same, Creed?"

      "If being true to my nature means being an evil, murdering bastard, then I’m happy as I am."

      Max shook his head. "You humans will never understand the true meaning of life in the multiverse. You think you have it all worked out, but you don’t."

      "And demons have?"

      "There is nothing to work out in the first place," he said. "One simply becomes what they are, and acts like they were born to act. It’s not complicated. Only humans make living complicated."

      "So we should just live like animals, is that what you’re saying?"

      "Better than how you live now, with all those repressed feelings of guilt and shame, and whatever else. It makes me sick."

      "You make me sick."

      Max smiled at me. "You are always so defiant, Creed. I like that about you. I think you would make an excellent demon."

      "No thanks."

      "Many of the greatest of our kind started of as human."

      "Did you? I dread to think what kind of person you would have been."

      "I was never human. The mere thought turns my stomach."

      "So you were just excreted from the darkness, is that it?"

      "In a way, yes. I was born evil, as you humans might say. I prefer to think of myself as pure, rather than evil."

      "Pure?" I couldn’t help but smile. "You can be a pretentious cunt at times."

      Max’s eyes flashed red for a second. "And you can be an insolent swine at times."

      "Then I guess we’re both assholes."

      "Your self-loathing is palpable."

      "So is your dickishness."

      Max frowned as if he didn’t know what that meant. "Whatever."

      "Yeah, whatever. Are you going to be tagging along inside me for this whole mission, or will you be jumping ship for a while?"

      "I haven’t decided yet."

      Not that I wanted anyone else to die at the hands of Max, but I couldn’t help wanting rid of him while I made contact with Jennifer. "Just don’t get in my way."

      "Saying something like that only makes me want to get in your way, you know."

      "What if I said please?"

      "It wouldn’t matter. At all."

      "Fuck you, then."

      "Fuck you, too."

      "Dick."

      "Twat."

      I almost smiled, but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. "I’m going to do what I came here to do," I said walking away. "You do what you want."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Unfortunately, despite making it plain I didn’t want him around while I went to meet Jennifer, Max tagged along anyway. He made his presence keenly felt as I first teleported across the city, and then walked the few hundred yards to where Jennifer lived. Or at least, where she did live last time I saw her, which would have been a few years ago. She may have moved since then for all I knew.

      "You could have called this girl before coming here," Max said.

      "And tell her what? That I was coming to bring her back to her mother? She would have shut me down straight away, and then when I came here she probably wouldn’t want to speak to me. Face to face is better. Anyway, you’re in my head all the time, you should know this."

      "Contrary to what you might think, I don’t spend all my time sifting through the sad remnants of your mind, Creed. That would just be tedious and supremely bloody boring."

      "So what do you look at in there?" I asked, genuinely curious about the answer.

      "Just the stuff that matters," Max said as I opened the glass door to the apartment building, which was made out of sandstone blocks, and was shaped like a pyramid. "Like your memories of me slaughtering your family."

      I stopped dead in the foyer, my boots squeaking on the mosaic floor. "You had to bring that up, didn’t you?" I said aloud as my face set in anger. A second later, images of the very incident he was talking about flashed across my mind like blood splashing over a wall.

      "You forget I’m here to torment you, Creed. Did you think I was here to be your partner in this little buddy movie you call your life?" He chuckled like that was funny.

      "Fine," I said as I did my best to keep my voice level. "Just do me a favor, and leave the tormenting until after I’ve convinced Jennifer  to come back with us—with me. Don’t forget I’ll end up in prison again if I fail here, which means so will you. I’m sure neither of us wants that."

      "This doesn’t give you power over me, you know. I’m happy to watch you squirm as I torment you in that cell again. But—" He paused, for effect no doubt, to cover up the fact that he knew I was right. "—I don’t get out that often, and I would rather not spend all my time breaking your mind in a prison cell, which I would do…eventually."

      "How many souls have escaped from your domain in the Underworld?" I asked him.

      The question seemed to jar him. "What?"

      "How many lucky souls have managed to free themselves from your chains in the Underworld?"

      "I see what you’re doing."

      "Just answer the question."

      "Four souls, all of them your family members," he said, unable to keep the anger from his voice.

      "Just the four in…how old is your domain? Very fucking old, I’d say. And in all that time, no one has ever escaped, until—"

      "Your wretched family came along!"

      "I know, right?" I said nodding. "That must really bug you, not knowing how they did it. I mean, you said the place was impossible to escape from, right?"

      A sudden stabbing pain in my chest caused me to stiffen up. "Stop it," Max growled, his voice no longer human.

      "I’m just saying," I said wincing with pain. "You want to make sure…no one escapes again…right?" The pain stopped as suddenly as it began, and I breathed out sharply.

      "You’ve made me angry now, Creed." His voice sounded human again, but it was still deeper than normal. "I feel like killing something to vent my frustrations. Maybe I’ll use your body to do it."

      "Wait," I said. "I wasn’t trying to piss you off. Okay, maybe a little. But I was just trying to make you see that we both have a stake in things going smoothly. I mean, could you really go without finding out how my family escaped from your domain?"

      "What’s to stop me from going to them now and getting those answers myself?" Max said. "You know which realm they are in, which means I do to."

      I shook my head. "Even if you found them, they would never tell you anything."

      "I wouldn’t be so sure of that. You have no idea how persuasive I can be. Just ask your mother."

      "What the hell does that mean? That you tortured her?"

      "Tortured? In the beginning, yes. Of course."

      I shook my head. "In the beginning? So then what, you tried to wine and dine her?"

      "That’s actually not too far from the truth. In some small way, I found Brenda to be fascinating. For a human, I mean."

      "Wait a minute. Brenda?"

      "Much time passed during her incarceration. Many conversations took place. She spoke of you a lot."

      It felt like my head was spinning. "You’re fucking with my head again."

      "Yes and no," Max said. "Yes, I am always fucking with your head, Creed. But also no, on this occasion I am not really. I speak the truth. I probably know your mother better than you do." He laughed, finding this funny.

      "Jesus Christ," I said, my stomach tying itself in knots at the thought of him being in any way intimate with my mother. Whatever she did, she must have did it so she could play him. Maybe that’s how she eventually escaped.

      Thankfully, Max didn’t appear to pick up on this thought. "There is much you don’t know, Creed. Maybe I’ll fill you in sometime. Or maybe I won’t."

      "Fill me in about what?"

      "Secrets and lies. It’s what makes the world go around."

      "Could you be any more cryptic?"

      "You go and retrieve vampire girl," he said. "I’m off to kill some people. There’s more meat here besides humans. It would be a shame to waste it."

      Before I could even protest, his spirt burst out of my body, and he was gone, just like that. I stood in the foyer for another moment, trying to wrap my head around everything he had said about my mother. Was he telling the truth, or was he just trying to fuck with my head again? In any case, it didn’t matter. All that mattered now was persuading Jennifer Crow to come home.

      The other stuff could wait.
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      I was slightly nervous when I knocked on the door to Jennifer’s penthouse suite, and not because I was turning up unannounced. I knew she would be fine with that, and had always been pleased to see me in the past when I’d dropped in. Rather, I was more nervous about what I had to say to her. While I knew Jennifer’s attitude toward her mother had softened over the years, I wasn’t sure if she would go so far as to move back to Blackham to be with her again. It could be that was a line Jennifer never intended to cross again, in which case, it was back to prison for me. Unless of course, I went on the run instead. Or stayed here in Babylon perhaps. No, I thought. My life’s in Blackham, along with the love of my life, Leona. I couldn’t just clear off, never to be seen again as I constantly looked over my shoulder. If Angela Crow didn’t hunt me down, Leona surely would for leaving her high and dry.

      I cleared my throat as I heard footsteps nearing the door inside the penthouse. Then I smiled as the door opened, and Jennifer was standing there. "Surprise," I said lamely.

      Jennifer froze for a moment, like she couldn’t believe who was at her door. Then she returned my smile, and ran forward to throw her arms around me, gripping me tight. "I can’t believe you’re here," she said, sounding tearful.

      Neither can I, I almost said, but thought better of it. "Are you going to invite me in?"

      Jennifer let go of me, and stood back and smiled. Needless to say, she hadn’t changed at all since I last saw her. Being a vampire, Jennifer didn’t age the way humans did. She was forty-six years old, but didn’t look a day over twenty-five. Her long dark hair shone under the lights of the hallway, and her slightly wet brown eyes reflected the light like dark pools. She also wore a black business suit that made her look grown up and professional. I say that because I met Jennifer when she was just fifteen and still a kid. She has tended to remain that way in my mind over the years, even though she is far from being a kid these days.

      Jennifer stood aside so I could enter the penthouse, the interior of which was spacious and spotlessly clean. The complete opposite of my Sanctum back in Blackham. All the windows in the place were covered by heavy curtains, but the doorway leading to the balcony outside was open, allowing a gentle night breeze to drift in. The only slightly messy part of the penthouse was the far corner near the kitchen, which contained an easel and stacks of canvases leaning against the walls. "Still painting, I see."

      "Of course," Jennifer said in a voice that was just the right side of husky. "It’s what keeps me sane, you know that."

      I nodded. "I do."

      A silence ensued for a moment that felt awkward, made worse when Jennifer asked, "What are you doing in Babylon, Creed?"

      "I came to see you, of course."

      She stared a moment, then smiled. "I know you, Creed. There’s more to it. And to be frank, you look like shit. What’s going on?"

      I sighed and shook my head. "Get me a drink and I’ll explain everything."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Three drinks later and I was done explaining to Jennifer the purpose of my visit. Once I told her that her mother wanted her back in Blackham, Jennifer sat in stunned silence for a few moments. Then she got up and walked out onto the balcony. When I’d finished my drink, I put the empty glass on top of an expensive looking table, before joining Jennifer outside. Standing beside her, I was grateful for the cool breeze blowing my skin, and I stood in silence for a moment just enjoying it. It was the closest I felt to being free since…forever it seemed like.

      "I knew this day would come eventually," Jennifer said after a while. "I didn’t think you would be the one to come and get me, though."

      I shook my head, feeling like shit about the whole situation. "Believe me, neither did I. This was the last thing I wanted to do. I know you’re happy here, and that you probably don’t want to go back to Blackham. Why would you?"

      Jennifer nodded. "Why would I indeed?"

      "What do you mean?"

      "I mean maybe I’m not as happy here as you think."

      "Really? I thought you liked it here. I thought you were content."

      "I was, but things changed."

      "Like what?"

      "Take a look out there, Creed," she said. "Babylon is not what it was when I first came here. When I came here it was a free city, full of art and history. It had a really great vibe."

      "And now?"

      She shook her head. "Now the city has been taken over by the big corps. They moved in from other worlds and just took over. All but crushed the small corps that were here to begin with, and turned the city into a place of pure commerce, splitting it in two, making the gap between rich and poor even wider. Art is barely tolerated anymore, unless its being used as currency. I’m not sure I can live in a city that doesn’t tolerate art."

      "You look like you’re doing okay here," I said.

      "I got a job with one of the big corps after they bought over the other corp I was working for." She shrugged. "It was okay for a while. But then things got serious. Corporate espionage is a huge thing here now. It’s like an ongoing war. People die all the time, and no one blinks an eye. It’s fucking creepy, and wrong."

      "Sounds like it."

      She turned to look at me, her hair billowing behind her in the breeze. "And now you’re here, asking me to go back to Blackham and my mother."

      "She’s changed," I said, not sure if I really believed that or not myself. "She genuinely misses you."

      "It’s been thirty years. She should."

      "You know what’s been happening lately back on Earth? Things have changed."

      "Changed how?"

      "The supernatural is no longer underground for a start. Sleepwalkers are a thing of the past."

      Jennifer looked shocked for a second. "How?"

      "It’s a long story," I said. "But your mother is now in charge of a group called the Council of the Gifted, if you can believe that. The Council now oversees the supernatural world."

      "Of course it does," Jennifer said nodding. "And of course my mother is in charge."

      "She wants you there alongside her, to help her run things. As her equal."

      "Her equal? She said that?"

      "More or less."

      "I don’t know, Creed. Do you believe her?"

      "Believe her about what?"

      "Well, that she won’t try to control me like she did before."

      I shrugged. "I’m sure she will, but it’s up to you to stand up to her. You’re a grown woman now, Jennifer. She has to respect that, and I’m sure she will…eventually."

      "Yeah, eventually."

      "Look," I said leaning my elbow on the balcony railing. "My opinion is that the Council needs someone like you to stop it from becoming just another power hungry group. It needs someone who will at least try to do the right thing. This could be good for you as well. Plus, there’s the other thing."

      "What other thing?"

      "Your mother wants me to make you a Daywalker."

      Jennifer drew back a little in surprise. "You would do that? You’ve always said you would never make anyone else a Daywalker. That one is enough."

      I nodded. "I know, and I still probably feel that way…" I trailed off for a second before speaking again. "I feel like I need to come clean about why I’m really here." I meant to explain everything to her earlier, but when it came to it, I chickened out, thinking it would upset her too much. Now it didn’t seem to matter, given that she didn’t seem too averse to going home.

      A frown came over her face. "What do you mean?"

      "To cut a long story short, I’ve been possessed by a demon."

      "What?" Her eyes widened. "You have a demon in you right now?"

      "Well, not right now. He’s actually off…doing stuff. He’ll be back soon enough, though, you can be certain of that."

      "I’ve never met a demon before. Does it control you? Like completely?"

      I nodded. "When it wants to, yes. In fact, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. While the demon controlled me, it killed a number of people. As it used my body, I’m being held responsible. It was your mother who got me out of jail."

      "In return for bringing me home to her," Jennifer said, then smiled and shook her head. "That sounds just like her, using desperate people to do her bidding."

      "What can I say? She plays the game to win. She always will. Although, she did say she would still keep me out of jail, even if I failed to return with you, but…" I made a face. "I don’t really believe that she will. So really…"

      "You have no choice," Jennifer finished, then shook her head. "That’s the sort of behavior that motivated me to leave in the first place. I was sick of her manipulating and hurting people to get her way."

      She wasn’t making things easy for me, especially as she spoke the truth. "Look, I’m not saying your mother is, or ever will be, Mother Teresa. She is who she is. But the fact is, she maintains order in Blackham. Soon enough, her reach will extend across the world thanks to this new council she’s heading up. I really can’t think of anyone better suited to the job. Except you."

      "What makes you think I’m a leader?" Jennifer asked.

      "Because like it or not, you are your mother’s daughter, Jennifer. You’re a vampire princess, for fuck’s sake. You were born to lead. Aren’t you a leader here in the corporate world?"

      "Of sorts. I’m not as ruthless as some. My morals get in the way."

      "Yes," I said. "And that’s precisely why the New World Order needs you. It needs a moral center, which you can provide."

      "If I go with you."

      "Yes."

      Jennifer stared at the city below for quite a long time, as I had all but forced her to consider her options and possibly make a life changing decision. Eventually, she turned her back on the city to lean against the balcony. "I can’t believe you’re possessed by a demon," she said with a slight look of amusement on her face. "How does that even happen to the great August Creed?"

      "It was set in motion a long time ago," I said. "There was nothing I could’ve done."

      "And now?"

      "I’m working on it."

      She nodded. "Which means working on me, right?"

      I laughed. "You make it sound so…"

      "Manipulative?"

      "I was going to say dirty. I didn’t come here to manipulate you into anything. If you choose to stay, I’ll just find another way to save my ass. I’m usually good at that, if nothing else."

      Jennifer smiled. "Like I would ever refuse you help, Creed. I’m coming with you."

      I was glad to hear the words come out of her mouth, but all the same, I had to be sure. "I don’t want you doing this just because I asked you to. It has to be your decision."

      "I owe you a debt that I’ve never really paid, Creed," she said as she took my hand. "I know you think I don’t owe you anything, but I do."

      "You really don’t—"

      In a flash of blinding speed, she put her finger on my lips to stop me from speaking further, and for a second I was reminded of how powerful a vampire Jennifer was. She was powerful enough when I first met her over thirty years ago. Time would only have increased her innate powers, especially as she was a pure blood. Royal blood no less. "I’ve made my decision," she said, an almost playful smile on her crimson lips. "It’s time I stopped hiding anyway. It’s time I embraced my true destiny."

      I gently pulled her hand away. "Which is?"

      Her smile widened. "I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?"

      I smiled back. "I guess we will."

      Jennifer went to turn away to walk back inside, but the second she did so, blood exploded from her chest as she was knocked back onto the floor.

      Before I could even shout her name, a huge force hit me on the back, and I went flying forward, landing on the floor next to Jennifer, who was groaning in pain and shock. At first, I thought Max’s spirit had forced its way back into my body. But given the sharpness of the impact, and the fact that Jennifer was lying bleeding on the ground, I quickly came to the conclusion that we had both been shot by a sniper, who was probably perched on one of the buildings across the way. When I realized what had just occurred, I became thankful as fuck that I was wearing my trench coat, which as I mentioned before, is bullet proof thanks to the demon skin the coat is made out of.

      Through my own pain and confusion, I saw movement inside the apartment. I counted three people dressed in black tactical gear with masks over their faces. All of them held automatic weapons. "Targets are down!" I heard one of them say.

      "What the fuck is this?" I barely had time to say before two of the intruders stood over me, aiming their guns at my head.

      "Say goodnight, motherfucker," one of the intruders said.

      Then he pulled the trigger.
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      The gun went off, and I braced myself for a bullet to the head which thankfully, didn’t come. It did however, strike the ground next to my head, sending sparks and chips of concrete stinging into my face, not to mention the bang of the shot itself, which left my left ear ringing in pain. When the shot rang out, I instinctively closed my eyes. When I opened them again, the shooter was still standing over me, but his guts were spilling out onto the floor right next to me, as if his belly had been slit open by a knife.

      Which it had, in a way, because it was Jennifer’s razor sharp claws that had slit the man’s gut open, and she was now using those same claws, combined with lighting speed and supernatural strength, to decapitate one of the other hitmen. When she swiped at the guy, his head went rolling over the balcony to fall out of sight.

      The last remaining intruder had by now raised his gun to fire at Jennifer. As he squeezed off a round of shots, Jennifer moved quicker than any human eye could see, dodging every one of the bullets flying at her. Then, with the same speed, she moved around behind the human, and twisted his head so far around he was almost looking at her when his neck snapped. Jennifer let the body drop to the ground, and at that moment, another sniper bullet slammed her in the chest and sent her staggering back.

      All of this played out in a matter of seconds, so I was still lying on the ground at that point, as more sniper bullets zinged above my head. I knew if I didn’t do something about the sniper, that I would run the risk of being shot myself, an inconvenience I didn’t need.

      "Time to give this motherfucker a taste of his own medicine," I said as I crouched on the balcony. "Jennifer? You all right?"

      A groan came from Jennifer’s mouth that signaled she was in pain. "Fine," she wheezed. "Just two big fucking holes in my chest. Nothing to worry about."

      "Glad to hear it."

      I stood up to face the buildings across the way. Going by the trajectory of the recent bullets, I figured the shooter was in one of the apartments straight across, though I couldn’t see any sign of them, until I saw a muzzle flash coming from the window of one of the top apartments. I already had a magical shield erected in front of me, which stopped the bullet dead in mid-air.

      "Let’s see how you like this, asshole," I said as I used my magic to send the bullet whizzing back along the exact trajectory it had previously travelled on, and at the same speed. If the sniper was in the same position, the bullet would travel up the barrel of the rifle to give the person a nasty shock.

      When the shooting stopped, I became satisfied the shooter had been taken care of. Going to Jennifer, I helped her to her feet. "We should get inside in case there are more snipers out there," I said.

      Jennifer nodded as I helped her inside the penthouse, sitting her down on the red leather sofa. "Fucking Astro Corp," she said as she gingerly fingered the holes in her chest.

      "Astro Corp?" I said while checking the penthouse for more intruders, and finding none.

      "One of the big players. Probably the biggest. As you can tell, they aren’t averse to taking people out who are in their way…or those who have crossed them."

      I walked back to the sofa. "Did you cross them?"

      "Yes. It’s a long story, so don’t ask."

      "Looks like I arrived here just in time. Things are dangerous here for you now."

      "You could say that."

      "We should go now then."

      "After I’ve healed. I need blood first."

      "Well," I said. "There are three blood bags out on the balcony. Take your pick."

      Jennifer got up and dragged in one of the bodies from the balcony. Then she knelt down beside it and sank her fangs into the neck of the corpse. It didn’t take her long to drain the whole thing dry. When she had finished, she took a deep breath and wiped the excess blood from her mouth. "That’s better," she said, her fangs still out.

      "I forgot how fierce a fighter you are," I said. "You made short work of those guys out there."

      "They left me no choice."

      "I’m surprised this Astro Corp didn’t send a lot more men. Surely they know what you are?"

      Jennifer stood up and proceeded to remove her torn and bloody clothes, stripping down to her underwear.

      Yep…she’s all woman these days.

      I did the decent thing and turned away.

      "I never had you down as the bashful type," she said, a note of amusement in her voice as she headed to the bedroom, presumably to get fresh clothes.

      "I’m not. I’m just being a gentleman."

      "Not many of those around these days," she shouted out from the bedroom.

      "We’re a rare breed."

      Jennifer reappeared wearing dark jeans and a black leather jacket. "That you are, Creed."

      I returned her smile. "You ready to get out of here now?"

      "Sure, once I do one last thing."

      "What’s that?"

      "Give someone a message." She walked to the body she had recently drained and unclipped a radio from the dead man’s vest.

      "You’re radioing the people who just tried to kill you?"

      She nodded. "Just to let them know their ill-advised assassination attempt didn’t work." She clicked a button on the side of the radio. "Come in. Anyone there?"

      The only sound that came over the radio was static.

      "Maybe they’re out," I said, half joking.

      Jennifer spoke anyway. "I’m guessing you assholes know who this is. I’m just letting you know that I’m still alive, and all your men are dead. I’ll be leaving Babylon soon. Don’t try to track me, or you’ll be sorry."

      She was about to toss the radio when a voice came over the line. "You have something we want," said a male voice that sounded educated and arrogantly well mannered.

      Jennifer shook her head at the radio. "I know I do, and you will never get it."

      "Don’t be so sure," the other voice said. "We have our ways. You know this better than most, Jennifer."

      "Yeah, I do," Jennifer said, her voice full of contempt for whoever she was talking to. An Astro Corp executive if I had to guess. "But you should know that I have my ways as well. Don’t test me." She tossed the radio on the floor, and looked at me. "Let’s go."

      "What was that about?" I asked as we headed out the door, Jennifer not looking back even once.

      "I have something they want."

      "I gathered that. What do you have they want so badly?"

      "The most valuable thing to any corporation—information."

      "About what?"

      "Believe me, Creed," she said. "The less you know the better. The less anyone knows the better."

      Needless to say, I was immediately intrigued by what she was hiding, but I knew better than to push her on it. Not the right time. Definitely later, though, if there ever was a later.

      "Not the right time for what?"

      I stopped dead when I heard Max’s voice in my head. Then I turned away from Jennifer slightly as I spoke telepathically back to him. "What the fuck, Max? How long have you been—"

      "In you? I just got here."

      "Why didn’t I feel you going in? Jesus, that sounds disgusting. I think I’m going to barf…"

      "I thought I would slip in silently," Max said with an exaggerated note of salaciousness in his voice. "You know, like slipping it to the wife when she’s sleeping."

      "What? That makes no—"

      "Creed?" Jennifer said. "What the hell?"

      "Sorry," I said to her. "My demon is back."

      Jennifer drew her head back slightly as if she was trying to see the demon in me. "So are you going to like, demon out on me now or something?"

      "No," I said shaking my head. "It’s not like that. I—"

      "I can see the resemblance," Max interrupted. "The daughter is delectable as well, but in a different way that I can’t quite—"

      "Shut up!" I said aloud.

      Jennifer flinched and took a step back. "Are you demoning out?"

      "No, I told you—"

      "I know," Max said. "She has hidden depths. The mother keeps nothing hidden."

      "Yes, well observed, Max," I said. "Now will you shut the fuck up for a minute? We need to get out of here."

      "I’ll teleport us to wherever—"

      "No. I got it, Max."

      "Fine."

      "Can we go now?" Jennifer said.

      "Yes," I said.

      "Creed," Max said. "Remind me to show you the movie of what I was up to here in Babylon. Let’s just say things got a little…freaky."

      I sighed and shook my head. "Shoot me now," I said aloud, and then teleported us out of there.
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      Ray was in the living room puffing on his pipe with a book in his lap when I arrived back at the Sanctum with Jennifer. "My dear!" Ray said as he put the book he was reading aside, and struggled up out of his chair. "How lovely to see you again."

      Jennifer smiled as Ray made his way over and hugged her. "Hello, Ray," Jennifer said. "Long time no see. You haven’t changed a bit. Still as handsome as ever."

      "Stop," I said. "His ego is big enough."

      Ray shook his head at me, before turning his attention back to Jennifer. "My," he said as he seemed to marvel at her in a way that I didn’t think was entirely appropriate for a man of his considerable age. "You have grown a good deal since we last met. You look so much like her now."

      "By her, I assume you mean my mother?" Jennifer said. "You still sleeping with her, Ray?"

      "A gentleman never tells," he said.

      "He is," I said, walking away to find the drinks cabinet.

      "What’s wrong with you?" Ray asked me. "Why are you so grumpy? Is that demon playing you up?"

      "I thought I was being a good demon," Max said.

      "Keep quiet, Max," I said as I poured myself a large measure of Glenfiddich, which was also Ray’s favorite brand of whiskey. Then to Ray, I said, "We ran into some trouble in Babylon. I got shot. Jennifer got shot twice."

      "Shot?" Ray said looking at Jennifer. "I didn’t think you capable of making such enemies. Who shot you?"

      "Corporate shills with no soul," she said. "I got into business with the wrong crowd."

      "Unfortunate," Ray said. "But easily done. Do you think you’ve left your unfortunate business behind now?"

      Jennifer puffed her cheeks out as if she was overwhelmed by everything that had happened. There was no doubting that things were moving fast for her. "I’d like to say yes, Ray, but I doubt it."

      Ray nodded. "Trouble does have a way of following you wherever you go. Right, August?"

      I just shook my head at him. "Sure, Ray."

      "My nephew is having his own troubles," Ray said to Jennifer.

      "I know, he told me," Jennifer said as she gave me a look of sympathy. "I can’t imagine what it must be like to have one of those things inside you."

      "Things?" Max blurted within me. "That’s rich coming from a bloodsucking vampire!"

      "Shut up, Max," I said aloud.

      "What?" Jennifer said.

      "Ignore him," said Ray. "He’s just admonishing his demon. Come and sit down, my dear. August, get the lady a drink. It’s terrible that I have to even remind you."

      "What’s your poison?" I asked her.

      "Absinthe would be nice," Jennifer said as she sat down on an ancient looking sofa.

      "Interesting choice," Ray said. "Bottom shelf, August. There’s a bottle of real absinthe there that I picked up on my travels recently. Not like the piss they sell in most places these days."

      I found the bottle Ray was talking about and poured three shots of the bright green Absinthe, just the fumes of which brought tears to my eyes. Then I carried the shot glasses over and gave one each to Jennifer and Ray. Ray raised his glass. "Welcome home, Jennifer," he said with a broad smile. "May things work out for you."

      "Let’s hope," Jennifer said.

      I raised my own glass. "Welcome home, Jennifer. It’s good to have you back."

      Her dark eyes smiled back at me. "Thank you, Creed. It’s actually…good to be back."

      As we drank, I hoped she would feel the same way after spending time with her mother in Blackham. Not that that was my biggest concern at that point. I had other things on my mind now, like traveling to the realm where my family was. Or at least their souls.

      With the absinthe burning my stomach like liquid fire, Ray sent me to fetch another round. When I returned, he had that look on his bearded face. The one that said he was waiting on me to tell him something. "What?" I said.

      "There’s something you are not telling me," he said. "I can always tell with you. You’re even more standoffish than usual."

      A sigh escaped me as I sat down next to Jennifer on the sofa. "I was going to tell you anyway."

      "Tell me what?" Ray asked as he began stoking his pipe up again. "Is Leona pregnant?"

      I couldn’t keep the shock off my face as I nearly choked on my absinthe. "What? No, of course not. Jesus, the thought…"

      Jennifer tittered to herself beside me. "You should see your face, Creed."

      Shaking my head, I said, "A kid, really? In my line of work? No way."

      "You have to think about carrying on the family line sometime," Ray said.

      "Why haven’t you then?" I asked him.

      "Who says I haven’t?" Ray replied, as he casually lit his pipe.

      "What?"

      Jennifer laughed this time. "Your face, Creed…"

      "You’re squirming inside here," Max said. "A strangely pleasant sensation for me…"

      "Are you serious?" I asked Ray as I ignored Max.

      "No," Ray said smiling. "Maybe. Who knows?"

      I shook my head. "I wouldn’t put it past you."

      "Neither would I," Ray said. "But we’re talking about the fruits of your loins, August, not mine."

      "We’re not talking about mine either, for fucks sake," I said. "I think there’s too much fucking absinthe going around here."

      Again, Jennifer laughed, given credence to my last statement.

      "Relax, son," Ray said. "I’m just playing with you. Although it is something you should certainly consider in the future."

      "Yes," I said. "When I’m done being possessed by a demon, sure I’ll give it some thought, Ray."

      A chuckle left Ray’s mouth. "All right then, son," he said. "Enough talk of procreation. For now."

      "For bloody ever," I said.

      "What’s really going on with you?" he asked.

      I hesitated and stared at the floor for a moment. This was something I had been dreading telling Ray about, simply because I knew what he was going to say. "Well," I began. "You remember how I used the Dark Codex to learn how to defeat Grayson?"

      Ray nodded warily. "Yes."

      "Well, I also used the book to find out where the souls of my family are. Currently, they are in the Realm of the Dead."

      "And let me guess, you’re going to find them?" Ray shook his head. "Not advisable, August. It’s a bad idea to interfere with the souls of the dead. I thought you knew that."

      "Why?" Jennifer asked.

      "Because, my dear," Ray said. "They are in the Realm of the Dead, which is no place for the living. It is too easy to have one’s soul hijacked there. There are many souls who would like nothing better than a second chance at life, even if it is in a different physical body."

      "I’m not worried about that," I said. "I’ll figure out some protection spells before I go. Plus, my body and soul have already been hijacked. Isn’t that right, Max?"

      "Indeed they have," Max said. "Aren’t you the lucky one?"

      "I sure am."

      "Yes," Ray said. "Your demon might actually be an asset in this case. It will be like having an attack dog with you."

      "So people go to this Realm of the Dead when they die?" Jennifer said. "Then what?"

      "Most get taken to the Underworld, or to the Celestial Heavens," Ray explained. "Whichever afterlife they are destined for. Others never leave the Realm of the Dead at all."

      "So who decides where a soul gets taken?" Jennifer asked.

      "No one is entirely sure," Ray said. "Apparently you just get sent where you need to go. Greater universal forces are at play than mere mortals can understand, even the more knowledgeable amongst us. The multiverse is a vast place, my dear, full of unknown entities who wield unimaginable power. It’s like a great machine that operates in the background, keeping things running and sorting out the infinite souls of the beings who inhabit the multiverse at large."

      "It’s best not to think too hard on it," I said. "If you value your sanity."

      "Yes," Ray said nodding. "Plenty have gone mad trying to understand things that are so far beyond their understanding, as to be forever out of reach."

      Max sighed inside me. "Stupid humans with your minuscule intellects," he said. "I have no idea where you all get your smugness from. You know nothing, at the end of the day."

      "Thanks for pointing that out, Max. Is it hard to breathe all the way up there in your ivory tower?"

      "I can breathe just fine, thank you."

      I shook my head at Max, then said to Ray, "Look, I just know my family is in the Realm of the Dead somewhere, and that I have to find them. When they appeared to me that time at the factory, I got the sense that something was wrong."

      "Good," Max said. "Serves them right for screwing me over."

      "Fuck you, Max. You were screwing them over, not the other way around."

      "That may be true," Ray said. "But I still think you should leave it. It’s too risky. You may never return."

      "That’s a chance I’ll have to take," I said. "Trust me, I don’t have a choice here."

      "What do I always say, son?"

      "That there’s always a choice."

      "That’s right. In this case, I don’t think you’re making the right one."

      "Well, that’s on me, isn’t it?"

      "Careful, son. You’re beginning to sound like a martyr, and we all know what happens to martyrs. They get crucified."

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "Sure what’s new? At this point, the fucking cross is stuck to my back permanently."

      "I could go with you," Jennifer offered.

      "Thanks," I said shaking my head. "But no. Like I said, this is on me. I’m not risking anyone else’s soul. Besides, you’ll have enough on your plate when you get back to Blackham."

      "All right," Ray said as he stood up. "If you are going to go on this crazy trip, at least let me give you something that might help. Hold on."

      Ray left the room and arrived back a few moments later with something in his hand, which he placed on the table between us. The object was about the size of my hand, and made of metal that appeared intricately engraved with various symbols. In the center was a metal cog, and in the center of that was a dull green gemstone that resembled a skull. An arrow pointed out from underneath the metal cog. "It’s a compass," I said. "I already have a similar one. It’s for finding people, right?"

      "Not people," Ray said. "Souls."

      "It’s beautiful," Jennifer said.

      "The Realm of the Dead is vast," Ray said. "Trying to find a soul in somewhere that size would be like trying to find a needle in a haystack. That’s where the compass comes in. All you have to do is focus on the soul you want to locate, and the compass will lead you to them."

      I took the compass off the table and held it. It felt surprisingly heavy in my hands. "Thanks, Ray," I said. "I appreciate you giving me this."

      "I expect it back," Ray said, his gray eyes focusing on me. "You hear me, son?"

      I locked stares with him for a moment, and then nodded. "I hear you."

      Ray nodded. "Good."

      After a moments silence, I stood up. "We should go now," I said to Jennifer. "Your mother will be waiting."

      Jennifer gave a tight smile, but didn’t stand. "I’m not sure I can do this now," she said.

      "Nonsense, my dear," Ray said. He went over and took hold of her hands, gently pulling her to her feet. "I know for a fact that your mother will welcome you with open arms."

      Jennifer nodded in response, but said nothing. She knew she didn’t have a choice anyway. If she thought anything like me, she would probably have thought her destiny was just catching up with her. Some things in life you just can’t avoid, no matter how far you run, or what you do.

      "Teleport us back to Blackham," I said to Max.

      "And what if said no?"

      "Then you’d be an even bigger dick than I already consider you to be."

      Max chuckled. "It’s more fun being a dick."

      "Whatever. You want your answers, you’ll take us back."

      I turned to Jennifer. Thanks to her nerves about going home, she now reminded me of the young, vulnerable girl I had saved all those years ago.

      "Only to now throw her back in the lions den," Max said smugly.

      "You ready?" I said to Jennifer. "My demon hijacker will be teleporting us back."

      Jennifer nodded as Ray released her hands. "I’m ready."

      Ray patted me on the shoulder. "Good luck, son," he said.

      "Thanks, Ray. I’ll hopefully see you soon."

      As we were about to vanish from the room, Ray said, "And August?"

      "Yes?"

      "Get rid of that bloody demon."

      I couldn’t help but smile. "I’m working on it."
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      As per my instructions, Max teleported us back to Blackham, landing us outside the gray stone fortress that Angela Crow had called home for decades now. It was the middle of the night, and there was no one around but the four guards posted at the entrance to the building. "It’s good to be home," I said despite my current circumstances.

      "I wish I could say the same," Jennifer said.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. "That’s just the nerves talking. You’ll be fine."

      "Will you come in with me?"

      "What? I…"

      "Please, Creed. I’d feel better if you were there. Just until I see how things go."

      "All right," I said. "I’ll come in with you. Your mother will probably kick me out again anyway."

      "No, she won’t," Jennifer said as we walked to the entrance of the building, the four guards already standing to attention as we came toward them. "I won’t let her."

      I couldn’t help but smile. "Is this new no-bullshit attitude a sign of things to come?"

      "Well, it won’t be like before, I can tell you that much."

      "Glad to hear it." It would be interesting to see how Angela responded to sharing power with her daughter. Something told me it wouldn’t all be plain sailing.

      One of the burly, black suited guards stepped forward from the rest as we approached. I knew his face from my numerous visits over the years, a face that hadn’t aged at all since the first time I saw it. He still looked like a lumberjack in a suit, thanks to his thick beard and massive frame. Normally, the guard, whose name is Bradley, would throw me a few hostile words when he saw me. But this time, his focus was completely on Jennifer. It was the first time I had ever seen Bradley’s face anything but stoney. He looked like he was going to cry. "Princess Jennifer?" he said in a deep voice. "Is that really you?"

      "Hello, Bradley," Jennifer said. "Yes, it’s me."

      Bradley stepped bent his knee to bow. The other three guards behind him swiftly bent the knee as well. "Welcome home, Princess."

      Jennifer seemed uncomfortable as she shifted her gaze away from the guards. She clearly wasn’t used to such devoted loyalty after thirty years away. "I’m here to see my mother," she said, after first clearing her throat slightly nervously.

      "Yes," Bradley said. "She’s expecting you. This way."

      I went to walk behind Jennifer, but Bradley stood in my way, projecting his imposing demeanor once more. "Not you, Creed," he growled.

      "He’s with me," Jennifer said. "Step aside, Bradley."

      The vamp held my gaze for a moment as if he was going to refuse Jennifer’s order, but then he stood aside.

      "Thanks, Bradley," I said cheerfully as I smiled at him.

      One of the other guards held the door open for us. When we were in the foyer, Jennifer dismissed Bradley, saying she could take it from here.

      "But, Miss—"

      "That’s an order, Bradley," Jennifer said holding his gaze.

      Bradley soon relented, throwing me a dirty look as he went back outside.

      "Well," I said. "It didn’t take you long to find your authority again."

      Jennifer smiled. "Old habits."

      We took the elevator up to the penthouse suite and walked down the carpeted hallway to the front door. Or at least, I did. Jennifer stopped a few feet back from the door. "What is it?" I asked turning back.

      Jennifer let out a shuttering breath. "I don’t know if I can do this." She shook her head as she shifted her weight back and forth.

      I went and laid my hands on her shoulders. "I’m here with you," I told her. "You’ll be fine. And just to remind you, you’re under no obligation here. You can walk away at any time. It’s not going to be like before, trust me."

      She nodded. "I hope you’re right, Creed. If you’re not, I’m gone."

      Jennifer walked to the carved wooden door and knocked it twice. Her mother would already be alerted to the fact that we had arrived, of course. But it wasn’t like Angela was going to be waiting for us by the door like some soccer mom waiting for their kid to come home from summer camp. No, she would be inside, sitting patiently, playing things the only way she knew how, which was cool.

      I was about to place a friendly hand on Jennifer’s shoulder, but as soon as I raised my arm I lost control of it, and I suddenly felt my hand clamp over one of her sizable breasts instead. Before Jennifer could even register her shock, my other hand grabbed her other breast so that I was now squeezing and kneading both of them at the same time. "Oh shit, I’m—"

      My mouth stopped working as I lost control of my entire body.

      "Creed!" Jennifer said. "What the hell are you doing?"

      "Max!" I shouted telepathically, since I couldn’t speak anymore. "What the fuck are you doing?"

      Max didn’t answer me. Instead, he said to Jennifer in my voice, "Your tits are so firm and lovely," as he continued to squeeze them like stress balls. Then to make matters worse, Max pressed his—my!—groin against Jennifer’s ass, and started grinding against her. "Oh yeah, that ass is amazing too. Oh yeah…"

      The door opened then, and Angela Crow was standing there. Her delight at seeing her daughter again lasted only a second as she took in what was happening.

      If I had control of my body, the blood would have drained from my face. Max continued to grind harder against Jennifer’s ass, as he kept my hands firmly on her breasts. "I want to fuck your daughter until she squeeeeeals, Angela…"

      "Oh fuck," I moaned trapped within myself. "You didn’t just say that, you fucking—"

      Jennifer twisted and pushed me away, just as Max gave up control of my body. "What is—" Jennifer started to say, but then stopped when she must have realized it wasn’t me groping her.

      Able to use my arms again, I held them out in front of me. "I’m sorry, that wasn’t me, that was the demon…"

      Jennifer shook her head. "That was really fucking weird, Creed."

      "You’re telling me?" I said, a slight laugh escaping me, which I cut short immediately when I remembered Angela was still standing there. "Angela, I’m…" I trailed off when I realized Angela wasn’t listening. Her focus was on her daughter, which I guess was a good thing for me.

      "Jennifer?" Angela said in just about the tenderest voice I’ve ever heard her use.

      Jennifer turned around to face her. "Mother," she said with much less affection.

      Angela continued to look stunned for a moment, before stepping forward and hugging her daughter, gingerly at first, and then tight. Jennifer went slightly stiff as her mother pulled her in, but after a moment she put her arms around her and held on.

      At that point, I decided it was time to make my exit. There was no need for me to be there, and besides that, I didn’t think Angela wanted me there.

      Even so, as I went to walk away, Angela caught my eye and nodded her thanks. I nodded back and started walking down the hallway. "Max, you fucking cunt, what the fuck was that stunt about?"

      Max’s laughter echoed inside my skull. "Just amusing myself," he said.

      "You’re lucky Angela didn’t eviscerate me on the spot."

      "Now that would have been funny."

      "Yeah," I said. "Fucking hilarious."
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      Before I made arrangements to travel to the Realm of the Dead, I knew I had to see Leona first. I couldn’t just bugger off to some place I might never come back from without seeing her. I called her and got her to meet me at a bar downtown that fitted the description of my usual haunts, which is to say the bar—called McGuigans—was dark inside, and full of dodgy looking characters. Leona was already there waiting on me as I walked in. "No funny stuff," I said to Max. "Or I swear I’ll banish myself to the Abyss, and you along with me. Even demons don’t escape the Abyss."

      "You would never," Max said, slightly shocked that I would even suggest such a terrible thing.

      "Try me, asshole."

      A whiskey awaited me on the table as I sat down, a much needed one, I have to say.

      "How was Babylon?" Leona asked. "Did you find who you were looking for?"

      "I did," I said as I downed the whiskey in one, and then signaled to a blonde waitress for another.

      "That’s good. I haven’t long finished cleaning up the mess you left behind."

      "The mess?" Then it hit me. "Oh yeah, the Beast."

      "That fucking thing killed over a dozen people before we could bring it down," Leona said, her blue eyes full of anger.

      Max tittered to himself.

      "That wasn’t me as you know," I said.

      She shook her head and turned away as she drank her orange juice.

      "Looks like someone is in the bad books," Max said.

      "No thanks to you."

      The waitress arrived with my drink. When I asked Leona if she wanted another orange juice, she shook her head, and the waitress left.

      Neither of us spoke for another minute, and I wasn’t sure exactly why. Leona looked seriously put out, and I didn’t think it was all down to the Beast and the death and destruction it caused. "What’s wrong?" I asked her eventually.

      When she finally looked at me, her eyes seemed tearful, which wasn’t like Leona. She was usually better at keeping her emotions in check. "Am I ever going to see you again, Creed?"

      It wasn’t a question I was expecting, to tell the truth. "What? Of—"

      "Don’t say of course, Creed. Just don’t."

      I frowned at her. "What’s wrong, Leona?"

      "I think she’s sad, Creed," Max said in a ridiculous voice. "Whatever will she do without you?" He laughed then, the bastard.

      "I did some research on this Realm of the Dead place you’re going to," Leona said. "From what I’ve read, its a one way trip. Once a soul enters into that realm, they automatically get processed. So your soul could end up in the Underworld as easily as the Celestial Heavens. Or it could get trapped in the Realm of the Dead forever."

      Inwardly, I sighed at the fact that, since moving in, Leona now had full access to my libraries. "Technically, that is true," I said, trying not to sound too concerned. "But you’re forgetting I’m a sorcerer. It’s my job to find ways around these things."

      "And have you?"

      "Of course."

      Leona’s eyes narrowed. "You forget I used to be an interrogator. I know when people are lying, and you’re lying. You get a twitch around your eyes when you lie."

      "Do I?"

      "Yes."

      I laughed then, trying to lighten the mood. "Look, you need to trust me on this. I’ll make it back safely."

      Leona sighed and shook her head. "Is it going to be like this for the rest of our lives? Always living on the edge, tempting fate, poking monsters?"

      I laughed again. "Poking monsters."

      "You know what I mean. Sooner or later, one of us is going to come to a horrible end."

      "That never bothered you before, being a soldier and all. Warriors are supposed to accept death as an inevitability."

      "I know." She shook her head. "But in the army, I had no emotional ties."

      "You didn’t have me, you mean?" I said smiling.

      "You don’t have to be so smug about it, but yeah. Emotional ties complicate things."

      "That they do, but the alternative is worse, I think. Going through life with no one. That’s no way to live. Don’t you agree?"

      "I guess."

      "You guess?"

      "I mean yes, I agree. I’m not as sensitive to these things as you are, Creed."

      "You saying I’m a wet blanket?"

      She chuckled. "You are."

      I shook my head and drew back in mock offense. "It’s not a weakness to have a heart, you know."

      "I know," she said. "Truth is, I admire the way you handle your feelings. You don’t run from them."

      "I wouldn’t say that."

      "You’re about to risk your soul just so you can see your family again. How is that running from your feelings?"

      "There’s more to it than that," I told her, before draining the whiskey left in my glass. "Before, I had a choice. Now, I don’t. Not only has my dark passenger put the screws on me, but I also have a feeling my family are in trouble somehow. They need my help. It’s the least I can do."

      "Their deaths were not your fault," Leona pointed out. "You’re under no obligation."

      "I know that, but I still feel responsible somehow. Maybe it’s just guilt over the fact that I lived and they didn’t." I shrugged and shook my head. "Whatever the case, there’s no getting out of the situation now, even if I wanted to. Max would only kill me and steal my soul anyway, isn’t that right, Max?"

      I felt Max take over as he focused on Leona, who drew back away from him when she realized it wasn’t me anymore. "You better believe it, baby," he sneered at her.

      Leona shook her head in disgust, refusing even to look Max in the eye. "I’m not talking to you, asshole," she said.

      Max laughed to himself. "Playing hard to get. I like it." He reached out and tried to stroke her face. Leona’s reaction was to grab his wrist and twist hard as she brought her other forearm down on his elbow joint, driving Max’s face down onto the table.

      "Fuck’s sake, Max!" I shouted helplessly from within. "Piss off now!"

      Max started laughing. "Oh, the fun we could have," he said to Leona.

      "Max, seriously," I said. "She’ll break my damn arm."

      Max relinquished control then, his presence drawing back as he laughed to himself.

      "I’m back, Leona," I said. "You can let go now."

      "How do I know it’s you?" she asked.

      My face was planted flat against the table, making it difficult to speak. "Do I need to bring up the deep sea diving again?"

      Leona sniggered, but still kept the lock on for another painful moment before finally letting go. As she did so, the bar owner approached the table. "Everything all right here?" he asked, obviously used to such incidents.

      "Fine," I told him as I rubbed my elbow. "Just a misunderstanding."

      The bar owner looked at Leona, who nodded at him, which must have been good enough for the bar owner because he walked away.

      "That thing better be gone by the time you get back," Leona said, now sitting slightly further away than before. "It fucking creeps me out."

      "It creeps you out? Try having it inside you."

      She shuttered. "No thanks."

      "Max and I have an understanding. Once he gets what he wants, he’s gone. Right, Max?"

      "Oh, of course," Max said within me. "Absolutely."

      "I’m not really feeling the trust here, Max."

      "I don’t really care. I’m under no obligation to make you feel safe and secure, Creed. Quite the opposite, in fact."

      I sighed. "Are you saying you will renege on our deal?"

      "It was never a deal, Creed. It’s sweet that you thought that, though."

      I noticed Leona staring at me then, a slight look of disdain on her face. "You’re talking to it now, aren’t you?"

      "Just straightening some things out, that’s all. It can wait."

      Leona drank the rest of her orange juice and set the glass on the table. "I gotta go anyway."

      I couldn’t hide my disappointment. "You’re going? Where?"

      "I have two more cases to handle."

      "Really? You seem to be getting into the swing of things."

      She shrugged. "As long as I stay busy, that’s all that matters."

      When she stood up, I stood up along with her, moving around the table so I could put my arms around her.

      "I’ll be back," I told her as I stared into her eyes. "I could never leave you alone."

      When we kissed, it felt as if it was the last time we would ever do so. After we’d finished, Leona said, "You better not."

      As I went to step away from her, I felt a sudden pain in my belly, as if I’d just been stabbed with a rusty knife. The pain was so intense that I cried out, doubling over as I fell to my knees while clutching my abdomen.

      "Creed!" Leona said as she held me up, preventing me from falling onto the floor. "What’s wrong?"

      "I…don’t know," I gasped.

      I coughed, and blood sprayed from my mouth onto the floor.

      "Jesus!" Leona said.

      As the coughing continued, more blood came from my mouth. The pain grew so intense that I thought I was going to die right there.

      But a few seconds later, the pain died down to a dull ache, and I finally stopped coughing. "Fuck me," I said wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. "That fucking hurt."

      "What did?" Leona asked. "What’s wrong, Creed?"

      Everyone in the bar was looking over at us, and I held a hand up to them. "It’s okay," I said. "Just a coughing fit."

      Once I said that, most people went back to what they were doing, no longer interested in the crazy coughing man.

      "Are you sick or something, Creed?" Leona asked.

      "Not as far as I know."

      "Then what? You were coughing up blood, for fuck’s sake."

      "I think I can answer that," Max piped up within me. "Remember I told you that human bodies struggled to contain my spirit? Well, your body is struggling, Creed."

      I shook my head. "It’s fucking Max," I told Leona. "He’s…slowly killing me."

      Leona stood with her hands on her hips and shook her head. "Your situation can’t get any worse, can it?"

      "It’s okay," I said still holding my stomach. "I’ll be leaving my body behind when I go to the Realm of the Dead, so Max won’t be in it anymore."

      "No," Max said. "I’ll just be merged with your soul instead." He laughed. "The fun will continue."

      Inwardly, I sighed. "I can’t wait."
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      I said goodbye to Leona outside the pub as she got into my battered Cadillac. She gave me a final look of plaintive concern before driving off, leaving me to stand on the sidewalk in the cold dark, feeling sorry for myself as Max thought it funny to chide me for being such a soppy bastard when it came to Leona. I can’t tell you just how annoying it is to have the voice of another continually chattering and making snide remarks inside your head. It’s like a radio you can’t turn off. Even when Max wasn’t speaking to me directly, he was always making some comment or other about the people I crossed paths with, or the city itself. He even provided running commentaries on the memories he pulled from the depths of my mind, reminding me of those annoying chatterboxes on Youtube who comment on video games as they play them. The bastard never stopped, which I was sure was part of his plan to drive me insane, if my body didn’t fall apart under the pressure beforehand that is. I still had the acrid taste of blood in my mouth, and it felt like a mild acid solution was slowly burning its way through the lining of my stomach.

      "Shut up, Max," I said wearily as I began to walk down the street. "Just shut up."

      Max ignored me as he carried on commenting on a memory I had of my final confrontation with my father. "This is quite the showdown," Max said. "The only thing missing here is the popcorn."

      I sighed as I turned the corner and carried on walking down the next street as a light rain began to fall. Pulling the collar of my trench coat tighter around my neck, I shoved my hands into my coat pockets as the rain got heavier. "When it rains it pours," I muttered to myself.

      "What?" Max said distractedly. "I didn’t hear you there. I’m just at the part where your father throws your dog at you. It’s fucking hilarious actually. You take quite the battering, don’t you, Creed? But you still keep coming back from it."

      "You’d do well to remember that, Max."

      "Oh yes? And what do you mean by that exactly?"

      "You’re the one with the supposedly superior intellect. I’m sure you can work it out."

      Max laughed. "You humans. So funny."

      I shook my head as I turned my attention to my upcoming trip to the Realm of the Dead. As I would have to separate my spirit from my physical body, I would need a safe place in which to leave it while my spirit was in the other realm. There was only one place in the city where I would feel comfortable leaving my body, and that was Sanaka’s Sanctum. My mentor would watch over me while I was away, and hopefully be on hand with his skill and expertise if anything happened.

      Deciding to walk the couple of miles to Sanaka’s Sanctum, I crossed the road and headed towards Little Tokyo. Thanks to the rain that continued to lash down, and the late hour of the night, the streets were almost empty of people. I liked the city when it was quiet like this. It was peaceful, and gave me cause to remind myself how much I loved the place. I couldn’t imagine living anywhere else in the world. Especially not Ireland. Just being there brought back a plethora of memories and feelings that I had kept pushed down within myself for years. That, combined with Max’s continual rummaging around inside my head, had left me feeling raw and scraped out. I simply wasn’t used to being shaken around like a fucking snow globe, as long buried thoughts and feelings swirled around me unabated. Normally, I kept that part of myself locked down tight, and for good reason. The past was the past, and that’s where it should stay.

      Max sniggered. "Says the man who is about to embark on a journey to find the souls of his long dead family members."

      "Fuck you, Max," I said aloud. "If I want your opinion, I’ll fucking ask for it. Which I don’t."

      I stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk then, which wasn’t my doing, but Max’s. "You know what?" he said. "I think I’m in the mood for a killing spree. What do you think, Creed? You want to get a little blood on your hands?"

      "All right, Max," I said, trapped in my own body once more. "I get it. You’re in charge."

      Max backed off, giving me back control once more. "Don’t interrupt my TV time again."

      I started walking. "You interrupted me, for fu—just forget it."

      Somewhere inside me, Max laughed quietly to himself, causing me to grit my teeth and shake my head as I rounded the next corner. As I did so, a black limousine pulled up on the road alongside me. Even before the darkened window rolled down, I knew who it was. "A word, Creed," the voice of Angela Crow said from inside.

      Great. What the hell is wrong now?

      Sighing, I got inside the limousine, at least glad that I could get a drink while I was in there, which Angela already had waiting for me. She knows me so well. "What’s up, Angela?" I asked her as I accepted the whiskey she handed me. "If this is about earlier with Jennifer, I told you—"

      "It’s not about that, although you are lucky I didn’t tear your head off, molesting my daughter like that. It was a disturbing sight."

      "I agree, it was. It was also the work of the demon inside me."

      "Terrific work as well," Max said.

      "You need to get rid of that thing."

      I refrained from making a duh sound, even though I wanted to. "Yes, I’m working on it. What do you want, Angela? There’s somewhere I have to be. More to the point, how did you find me? You always seem to know where I am."

      Angela, dressed in a white evening dress, wearing high heel shoes the same shade of red as her lips, smiled. "I think you forget sometimes that I tasted your blood long ago, when we first met. I can find you anytime, Creed."

      "That’s comforting. Thanks for reminding me."

      "I was going to contact you directly, psychically, but I thought it better if we speak in person."

      I swallowed a mouthful of whiskey and nodded. "Well, I’m glad you didn’t. One voice inside my head is enough."

      A slight smile appeared on her face. "You will get yourself into these situations, won’t you, Creed?"

      "I try not to. This one was out of my hands."

      She nodded slowly as she continued to smile. There was something different about her. She wasn’t normally so avuncular. "The reason I wanted to see you is because I want to thank you properly for bringing Jennifer home to me."

      "How is Jennifer?" I asked, curious to know.

      Angela hesitated for a second before answering. "She’s okay. She’s still getting used to being back. Many years have passed."

      "And you two? How are you two getting along?"

      Again she hesitated, as if she wasn’t sure. "Better than I hoped, I suppose. She at least doesn’t hate me anymore."

      "Well, that’s something."

      She narrowed one eye at me. "Are you being disingenuous, Creed?"

      "Disingenuous?" I shook my head. "No. I’m glad things are working out between you and Jennifer. You know how much I care for her. I want her to be happy, if happiness is at all possible in this world."

      "I see you’re feeling the pinch," she said. "You’ve been through the wars lately, Creed."

      I snorted. "I’m still in the fucking wars, and about to go into an even bigger one."

      "What do you mean?"

      I explained to her where I was going and why. "You aren’t the only one who misses their family."

      "I don’t understand what you hope to gain," she said. "Your family is gone, Creed."

      I then explained to her the deal I made with Max. "Besides that, I think my family is in trouble. At the very least, I can help them move on to their rightful afterlife."

      Angela sat staring at me a moment, then said, "We’ve had our ups and downs over the years, Creed, but I consider you a friend. You know how many true friends I have?"

      I wanted to say none, but I just shook my head.

      "Very few."

      "Well, thanks Angela. I appreciate that."

      "You’re a good man, Creed. You deserve some happiness."

      "I’ll be happy when I help my family move on, and I get rid of you know who."

      "Are you talking about me again?" Max said. "I have a name, you know."

      Yeah. Asshole.

      "Is there anything I can do to help you?" Angela said. "Besides keeping you out of jail?"

      "Yes, actually," I said. "You can give me a lift to Little Tokyo."

      She shook her head. "That’s it?"

      I fixed my eyes on hers. "Just don’t hurt, Jennifer."

      She held my stare, and for a moment I thought I had made her angry as her eyes briefly flashed red. Then she turned away and looked straight ahead. "I’ll try not to."

    

  



    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

        

    

    







            Three's A Crowd

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It took me a while to find Sanaka when I went inside his Sanctum. At first, I thought he wasn’t home, but I soon sensed his strong presence, so I set out to find him. The trouble, as I said before, is that Sanaka’s Sanctum is huge inside, containing more rooms than your average municipal building. There are hundreds of them, and probably many more that I don’t even know about, so finding Sanaka can be a problem sometimes. Eventually I did find him, though, in the south wing of the Sanctum. Though technically, he wasn’t in the Sanctum at all, but in a forest environment that was only accessed via one of the rooms. When you opened the door, you stepped straight into lush forest that had rays of sunlight streaming through the trees, and a babbling brook running through it. Sanaka was sitting crosslegged in the grass, his eyes shut as he seemed to be meditating. I knew better than to disturb him, so I sat with my back against a tree and waited.

      "He has quite the abilities, your mentor," Max said. "As humans go, he is one of the most powerful I’ve come across."

      "Is that admiration in your voice, Max?" I asked him as I allowed the sounds of the forest to wash over me.

      "Merely an observation. In the grand scheme of things, he is still a pawn in a much larger game. Like you, Creed."

      "That’s good to know."

      I was barely paying attention to Max. My mind was on the upcoming trip to the Realm of the Dead. More specifically, I was wondering how my entry into it was going to work, and whether I would be able to enter the place in my physical body as I did to the Underworld recently. Then it occurred to me to ask Max. No matter how well versed I, or even a master sorcerer like Sanaka, was in the ways of the multiverse, I could never hope to know as much as a pure supernatural being like Max.

      "The answer is yes," Max said, eavesdropping on my thoughts as usual. "You may enter the Realm of the Dead in your physical form, but I wouldn’t advise it."

      "Why not?" I asked.

      "I would see a physical form as a liability. It’s a dangerous place. Why take the risk?"

      "You’re just worried something will happen to me before you get your answers."

      "Precisely. Up to you, though. At least if you die, your soul won’t have far to travel."

      I shook my head. "Hopefully it won’t come to that."

      When Sanaka finally emerged from his trance-like state, he didn’t seem surprised to see me when he opened his eyes. He said nothing as he got gracefully to his feet, and then picked up his sword off the grass.

      "Now why would a man like that need to carry a sword in his own Sanctum?" Max asked, his Evil Creed avatar having now appeared next to me, never failing to creep me the fuck out.

      "It never leaves his side," I said quietly. "That’s just how it is."

      "Sort of like how I never leave your side, eh, Creed?"

      I nodded and gave a tight smile. "Yeah, sort of like that, Max."

      Max laughed, his eyes now on Sanaka as he came towards me.

      "You look tired," Sanaka stated bluntly, his eyes dark pools of pure calm.

      "Haven’t been getting much sleep lately," I said.

      Sanaka nodded. "Come. One last tea ceremony before you depart."

      Aside from the fact that I didn’t even mention why I was there, his choice of words disturbed me a little. One last tea ceremony, as if I would never get the chance to do another.

      I fucking hoped otherwise.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I served the tea, I sat down across the low table from Sanaka. Max sat to the left side of me, also in a kneeling position. Taking the piss, the cunt.

      "Where’s mine?" he asked.

      I was about to answer in the normal telepathic manner when Sanaka did something I didn’t expect. He turned his head slowly, and looked Max right in the eyes. Then he said, "Tea is reserved for the pure of heart, not for demons."

      My eyes widened, as did Max’s.

      "Did he just speak to me?" Max asked. "I think he did."

      "You can see him?" I said to Sanaka.

      Sanaka looked at me and nodded. "Yes."

      I shook my head. "How? I thought only I…"

      Sanaka gave the merest of smiles and said nothing.

      "I told you this motherfucker was powerful, didn’t I?" Max said, his disturbingly wild eyes now on Sanaka. "I knew I shouldn’t underestimate you, old man. My instincts were right. I’m surprised you haven’t tried to banish me yet."

      "And let you kill my student in the process?" Sanaka said.

      I was a little miffed by him calling me his student, even though I should’ve been used to his bluntness after twenty years. "Did you cast a spell?" I asked him.

      Sanaka sipped from his tea cup before placing it carefully on the table. Then he nodded. "An All Seeing Spell," he said.

      "Of course," I said. "I should’ve known you would. If nothing else, Max here cuts a dashing figure, right?" I chuckled at my lame attempt at a joke.

      Sanaka didn’t crack a smile, but Max did. "Very good, Creed," he said laughing. "Lucky for me your mentor here didn’t pass on his sense of humor along with his sorcery skills, or I would’ve lost out on such wit."

      "Yeah?" I said. "Well, lucky for me I got possessed by such a snarky motherfucker, because that’s just what I needed. A demon to take the piss out of me all day long."

      Max laughed and looked at Sanaka. "We’re like characters out one of those buddy movies you humans seem to like so much, aren’t we? Like Lethal Weapon or Tango and Cash."

      "Really, Max?" I said shaking my head.

      "Sorry," Max said. "My references probably aren’t up to date. I haven’t been here in a while."

      "No shit."

      "Maybe we could hit the cinema when we get back, eh, Creed. There’s this—"

      Sanaka’s fist slammed onto the wooden table. I all but jumped, and Max snapped his head around. "Enough!" Sanaka said in a gruff voice.

      A tense silence ensued that lasted about ten seconds, before Max cut in. "He looks calm, but he has a lot of rage in him, your mentor, doesn’t he?"

      I puffed my cheeks out, shaking my head as I sheepishly looked at Sanaka. "This is the kind of crap I have to put up with all day. Just banish him. I don’t care if it kills me."

      "Do not tempt me," Sanaka said, his normal composure now frayed around the edges slightly. Such was the effect Max had on people, when he wasn’t senselessly killing them, that is.

      "All right," I said as I got to my feet. "I think it’s time for me to go."

      Sanaka nodded and stood up. "I have already prepared a room for your body to stay in while you are gone," Sanaka said.

      I followed him out of the room and down the hallway to another room that had a magic circle drawn on the floor. "I thought just being in the Sanctum would be secure enough," I said. "You didn’t have to go to all this trouble."

      "The circle and the spells I’ve cast will help me recover your soul quickly should you need to get back here in a hurry," Sanaka said. "Also, one can never be too careful."

      "Agreed. But how will you know if I’m trouble or not?"

      "I will be able to monitor the state of your soul from here. If I feel any signs of extreme distress, I will try to pull you back here as quickly as possible."

      "Extreme distress?" I couldn’t help snorting at that. "Something tells me that extreme distress will be my normal state once I get to this place. You know how these missions go. Especially with a demon traveling with me."

      "I will use my judgement," Sanaka said.

      I nodded. "Okay. I trust you."

      Sanaka gestured towards the magic circle. "Lie down in the circle."

      I did as he asked, and lay back on the wooden floor with my feet inside the circle. All I had to do now was cast a Disembodiment Spell to detach my soul from my body. Then I could leave the Earthly Plane altogether.

      "Thanks," I said as Sanaka stood over me. "I know you and Ray think I’m crazy for doing this."

      "You do what you must," Sanaka said.

      "Wise words," Max said. "Wise words."

      Shut up, Max.

      "And one more thing?" I said to Sanaka. "Could you keep an eye on Leona while I’m gone? She can handle herself, but just the same, I’d feel better if…"

      "I will watch over her," Sanaka said.

      "Thanks."

      Our eyes made contact for a short moment. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I saw a hint of worry in my mentor’s eyes.

      I didn’t know whether to be flattered by that, or bloody scared.

      In the end, I chose scared.
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      In terms of esoteric lore, what I did when I left my physical body was astral project. My soul, or intermediate body, separated itself from my physical body so I could travel through matter and the Earthly Plane, until I reached the Astral Plane. Generally, when a soul departs the Earthly Plane because the physical body has died, that soul will travel automatically to the River of Souls, located in the Astral Plane. From there, the soul will travel down the river to the Realm of the Dead, where they will await processing. Obviously, I did not want to join the myriad other souls floating down the river, so I had to make my own way to the Realm of the Dead.

      I was already familiar with the Astral Plane, having travelled there on a number of occasions for various reasons. I even have a Sanctum in the Astral Plane, a place where I mainly go to practice casting some of the more dangerous spells in my repertoire, so I could do so without the negative consequences that might arise if I did the casting on the Earthly Plane. I have a pretty good handle on my magic abilities these days, so I rarely visit the Astral Sanctum anymore. Besides which, the Astral Plane itself can be a dangerous place. There are plenty of predators roaming around the ether looking for stray souls, or souls who deviated for whatever reason from the entrenched pathways. Souls like my own.

      "Don’t forget me. I’m still here." Max’s disembodied voice still echoed inside my head, though it sounded more distant and discombobulated than it did before, almost like he was speaking to me from underwater. It was weird, to say the least.

      "How could I forget?" I as I traveled through the misty ether, well aware of the shadowy shapes that often passed me by, some of which were massive. Most of these shapes were creatures who live in the Astral Plane. They may once have started life as something else, human for example, until they ended up trapped, or just unwilling to go anywhere else. Eventually, the ether changes these souls into creatures who hunt other souls. If one of these things eats your soul, that’s you gone forever, and there is no shitting you back out. Given how easy it is to get lost in the Astral Plane, travelers often fall prey to these creatures as they try to find there way in the ether. The winds are strong and constant in the Astral Plane, making you feel like a ship lost at sea sometimes, all the while blowing you toward some astral monstrosity just waiting for its next meal. It also doesn’t help that it is so hard to navigate in the Astral Plane, as it is nothing but ether with pockets of land that float around the place like something from a Dali painting.

      It was because of these navigational dangers that I cast a Mapping Spell, which manifested a thin silver thread that trailed off in front of me into the distance. All I had to do was keep following the silver thread and it would eventually lead me to the Realm of the Dead. Lucky for me, magic didn’t stop working just because you had no physical body anymore. If anything, my magic felt stronger without the confines of the physical body to hinder its flow.

      Although of course, there was still Max. That motherfucker would hinder anybodies flow.

      "Well, this is pleasant," Max said as I continued to follow the thread. "A nice stroll through the Astral Plane. You do seem to get around a lot for a human, Creed, I’ll give you that."

      "You seem to get around yourself a lot," I said. "For a demon."

      "Yes, well, we all need a break, don’t we?"

      I snorted at that. "That just doesn’t sound right coming from a demon. Tell me, Max, where do you come from? What darkness where you born in?"

      "You couldn’t fathom the place of my birth. It’s a place of pure darkness that no human mind could conceive of."

      "Try me."

      "Unlike most demons," Max said, "I was never something else. Many demons were human once, or some other benevolent creature before the darkness corrupted their souls, turning them into conduits for evil."

      "Is that what you are, Max? A conduit for evil?"

      "I am a conduit for the Great Darkness. The Great Darkness knows no right or wrong. It just is. That’s what many of you humans fail to understand. There is no stopping evil, because it is a part of the very fabric of the multiverse. It’s a form of energy as pure as that of the energy of creation."

      "Sounds like you’re a slave to it."

      Max went silent for a moment, just as a large dark shape passed silently overhead, although that wasn’t why he went silent. "I am as much a slave to my nature as you are, Creed," he said eventually. "That’s why I can’t understand your constant condemnation of me. I’m just being what I was created to be."

      "An evil annoying bastard, you mean?"

      "You’re lucky I don’t have feelings, Creed, or I might just take offense to that."

      "And no sense of humor either."

      "I dispute that one."

      "Really? I’ve yet to come across a demon who does stand-up."

      "Ha ha. Your own sense of humor leaves a lot to be desired."

      "So I’ve been told…on numerous occasions."

      "Anyway," Max said. "The point is, my motives are pure, even if, as a human, you choose to label them as evil. That doesn’t change what I am."

      "You ever think about trying something else? Like not being evil for a change? Maybe just going against your nature a bit, to see what happens?"

      "No. Have you?"

      I thought about that for a second. "Not really."

      "Then why would you expect me to?"

      I had no answer to that.

      Max gave an exaggerated sigh. "You humans," he said. "Such hypocrites at times, expecting the forces of the multiverse to bend unyieldingly to your will, when you yourselves refuse to budge on anything."

      "Most of us do our best," I said. "We are who we are."

      "My point exactly! And besides, I think I’ve been more than accommodating with you, have I not, Creed?"

      "If you call using my body to kill all those people accommodating, then yeah, you’ve been very helpful."

      "Sarcasm aside, I think you know I speak the truth. I could make things a lot worse for you, Creed. A lot worse. As it is, I’m helping you locate your long lost loved ones. How much more accommodating could I be?"

      "Well, you could stop possessing me, and take yourself back to the Underworld. That would help."

      "Eh, no. Not going to happen."

      "Worth a try."

      "You’ll see, Creed, that my presence in you will be a good thing. You’ll be stronger when I leave…if I don’t kill you first."

      "Kill me? I thought we were over that."

      "I do what my nature demands of me," he said. "But I am also fair. If I think you deserve to live, I will let you live, assuming your body doesn’t fall apart under the strain of having me."

      "I’m not in my body, strictly speaking, remember?"

      "Oh, right, you don’t know do you?"

      "Know what?" I asked, just as another shadowy shape passed underneath me. It was starting to feel like I was being hunted.

      "Part of my essence remains in your physical body back on the Earthly Plane," he said. "Which means your physical body will continue to deteriorate, albeit at a slightly slower rate."

      I shook my head. "That’s just great."

      "I suggest keeping our little trip short…if you want a body to go back to."

      I screamed in frustration into the ether. I couldn’t help it. Being constantly bent over a barrel was taking its toll on my mental state. Although in hindsight, giving away my location to astral predators probably wasn’t the smartest move in the book. Within moments of my scream, I saw a large, dark shape coming up towards me out of the depths like a Great White shark. In an effort to avoid the monster coming at me, I sped up my travel, but the thing coming at me kept getting closer. Then it disappeared, and for a moment, I thought it had gone. Thank Christ for that, I thought.

      Until the astral monster burst out of the ether right in front of me. A high pitched squealing noise came out of its huge maw as it came barreling towards me like a giant squid. It even looked like a squid with its thick tentacles and large flashing eyes. As the creature lunged at me, I managed to bank to the left just in time to avoid the huge mouth that snapped at me.

      "It’s a feisty one!" Max said with way too much glee in his voice.

      "You do realize if I get eaten by that thing, so do you," I shot back as I looked around for the creature, which seemed to have disappeared again.

      Max laughed. "A crude creature like that could never hope to consume me. I’d destroy it from the inside out. Besides, the only soul here is yours, Creed. I’m just a spirit."

      "Oh, well that’s all right then. Maybe you—"

      I stopped mid-sentence when I caught sight of the murky black entity coming at me from the left side. This time I was ready for the creature, having already primed my magic in preparation for an offensive attack. As the creature came squealing toward me, I thrust my hand out and blasted the ugly bastard with a sphere of magical energy that put a hole right through it. Something that was half way between a squeal and a howl came from the creatures twisted mouth, and it sank down into the ether like a sinking ship, its black eyes glowering at me as it did so. A second later, the injured creature was set upon by the other predators in the area, as they proceeded to devour it in a frenzied attack that brought more horrible squeals to my ears.

      "Nicely done, Creed," Max said. "We sure showed that thing who was boss."

      To be honest, I was surprised at the strength of my magic. I’d forgotten how amplified magic could get in the Astral Plane. I hovered in the ether for a moment, waiting to see if the creature would attack again, but there was no sign of it. Hopefully it got the message that I wasn’t to be fucked with.

      I wish I could’ve said the same for the dozen or so other astral predators that seemed to be swarming around me now. The noise of the previous creature must’ve attracted them all. "Shit!" I said, feeling like a lonely herring surrounded by hungry Barracudas.

      "I suggest fleeing," Max said, sounding completely unconcerned.

      "For once, Max, I have to agree with you."

      Trying to take on so many predators at once would have been folly. Even if I did manage to fight them all, my magic reserves would be severely drained. As I would probably need all of my magic in the Realm of the Dead, I decided to do the only sensible thing, which was run. Or rather, barrel off through the ether as fast as I could, still following the silver thread that stretched out before me.

      Several squeals and roars sounded behind me as the predators realized I was making a run for it, almost like they enjoyed the excitement of the chase.

      My astral form was rocketing through the ether as fast as any bird of prey on the Earthly Plane, but the creatures were keeping up, a few of them managing to come alongside and below me. If one of the grotesquely formed creatures got too close for comfort, I would send a blast of magic at them, which seemed to be enough to keep them at a safe distance.

      Until, that is, I felt a pressure around my leg that stopped me in mid-flight. I turned to see a thick, dark tentacle wrapped around my left ankle, and the creature it belonged to hanging in the ether not far behind it. Without thinking, I conjured a Flaming Sword in my hand—a sword of pure magical energy that burned a magenta color—and used it to slice through the tentacle holding my leg. The severed appendage dropped out of sight into the ether, the creature it belonged to now mad as hell as it came rushing at me. I waited until the attacking creature was just a few feet away, before quickly moving out of its path and swinging the Flaming Sword, which cut the creature clean in half.

      No sooner had I done this when two more of the astral vermin attacked at the same time. I used the sword to cut the head from one of the creatures. The other I stabbed in the abdomen before slicing it in half.

      My defensive actions had made the other stalking creatures wary about approaching now, but they still hung around nearby, their dark shapes passing through the ether like moving shadows. It wouldn’t be long before instinct got the better of them and they started attacking again.

      Using my small window of opportunity, I began to follow the silver thread once more, this time keeping the sword in my hand in case I was attacked again. When I turned to look, I saw the creatures were still following, but they were keeping their distance. For now at least.

      "Impressive skills," Max said. "I think they got the message not to fuck with you."

      "No thanks to you," I said. "Feel free to help out sometime. You know…with all that power you keep harping on about. So far, the only power I’ve seen is the power to sit on the sidelines and not shut up."

      Max didn’t seem offended at all. "But, Creed," he said. "It is much more fun watching how you handle these situations."

      "And if I die? What will you do then? How will you get your answers?"

      "I’d get them myself, of course."

      "From my family?" I snorted. "They’d never tell you anything."

      "They told me lots during their stay with me. Talked a lot about you, Creed."

      I didn’t take the bait. "For all their talking, you still didn’t know they planned on making their escape, did you? Which means they kept it from you. Which means they only told you what they wanted you to hear. Which also means, they will tell you nothing about how they escaped if they don’t want to. They might even use such information to their advantage somehow. But me, they’d tell me everything…"

      "Yes, yes. You’ve made your point, Creed. You can shut up now."

      I couldn’t help a slight smile of victory appearing on my face. A smile which got wider when I suddenly noticed a huge, swirling vortex of deep red energy up ahead. The silver thread was leading right toward it. I hovered in the ether for a moment as I stared in wonder at the gigantic portal up ahead, and at the flood of souls that went from the river below, and into the vortex. Countless balls of light being drawn into the mass of swirling energy like migratory eels, all heading for the Realm of the Dead for processing.

      "Looks like we’re here," Max said.

      The astral predators were still lurking behind me, so I didn’t hang around. Following the silver thread, I headed straight for the portal…and the Realm of the Dead.
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      When I went through the portal, I fully expected to be greeted by hundreds of congregated souls from the sheer number pouring through. But that wasn’t the case. Instead, as I stood on the barren earth in the Realm of the Dead, I watched the torrent of souls come through the portal, and immediately take flight into the gray sky. I assumed the souls were being pulled elsewhere for processing, perhaps to set them up in some mysterious way for their stay here. The processes of the afterlife were all new to me, so I wasn’t too sure what was going on. It was eery, though, watching all those spheres of brilliant light take to the skies.

      "It’s something, isn’t it?" Max said as I continued to watch the light show. "All those souls…they are making me hungry."

      "Try and restrain yourself," I said. "We’re not here so you can load up on souls."

      "You needn’t worry. The powers that be in the multiverse have seen fit to forbid me from taking any soul from the Realm of the Dead. I may only take living souls."

      I turned away from the flood of souls pouring through the blazing red portal, and focused my attention on my immediate surroundings. It appeared I was standing in a desert of sorts, that stretched as far as my eyes could see. Not that I could see that far, because the mist surrounding everything made it hard to see more than several feet ahead. As I began to walk across the hard, slightly damp earth, I wondered where all the souls were. If this was the Realm of the Dead, then surely it should have been packed with the souls of people? Not only could I see no one, I could also hear nothing that suggested people might be anywhere near. In fact, I heard nothing at all; there was nothing but the eery silence. "Well," I said half to myself as I made my way through the mist. "This is creepy."

      "It’s the Realm of the Dead," Max responded. "What did you expect, a theme park?"

      I shook my head at his sarcasm. "I expected something. Not nothing at all."

      The Realm of the Dead is also known as the Gray Lands, if I didn’t mention it before. I was starting to understand why. I’d never seen a drearier place in my life.

      I stopped then and took the Soul Finder Ray had given me out of my pocket. It appeared that everything was now a solid form since entering the Gray Lands. I no longer had a translucent astral body, but a solid one, as if I was back on Earth. With all my knowledge of things magical and esoteric, it still amazes me how the universe works, and how the entire physics of a world can be completely different to another. I don’t think any one person is meant to know or understand everything, though. For all my questing after knowledge, I know my limits (most of the time anyway). Gordon Grayson didn’t know his limits when he sought after the Dark Codex, and look what happened to him. So if things in the multiverse want to change from one place to the next, that’s fine by me. I don’t need to know the ins and outs of everything.

      "That’s very philosophical of you, Creed," Max said. "I’m sure the powers that be in the multiverse appreciate your understanding."

      I sighed and shook my head as I looked at the Soul Finder in my hand. "Are you always listening to my thoughts? Doesn’t it get tedious? Boring?"

      "No, not really," Max said. "My mind does not work the way yours does, Creed, or like any other human. It is true, you beings are tedious bastards most of the time, repeating the same thought patterns over and over until you die, but…"

      "But what? You get some sort of twisted enjoyment from people’s abject misery and lack of understanding, as we flounder like dying fish on the ocean bed called Earth?"

      "That’s actually not far wrong, and quite poetically put, Creed. Anyone would think you were learned hearing that. You left out one thing, though."

      "Oh yeah? What’s that?"

      "The fact that I am a balancing force in the multiverse."

      "A balancing force? Sounds pretentious."

      "I don’t care how it sounds to your sensitive ears, it is nonetheless true. Without beings like me—"

      "Evil fuckers, you mean?"

      "Call us what you will—demons, monsters, Titans…evil fuckers. We are all the same. We are all born of the great multiverse, and brought forth for a reason."

      "To provide balance." I shook my head. "Because the world just has so much good in it, that it needs parasites like you to keep it in line. Right. Okay."

      "Is that how you think of me, as a parasite?"

      "Don’t go getting offended now, Max. In spite of your pretentious reasoning for your existence, you are a parasite at the end of the day…currently feeding off me."

      Max went silent, and for a dreaded moment, I thought he was going to retaliate by causing me horrible pain, or taking over my body again, neither of which I wanted to happen. But I wasn’t going to listen to his bullshit and not counter it with the truth. I may have been under attack by a demon, but I still had my dignity and integrity, neither of which I was prepared to give up just because some demon liked hearing the sound of his own voice…or rather my voice.

      "Think of me however you like," Max said eventually. "Your words mean nothing to me anyway."

      "I don’t know, Max," I said with some glee that I didn’t even try to hide from him. "It sure sounds like they do mean something. Maybe all this time around humans is beginning to…rub off on you."

      "Nonsense."

      I couldn’t help but smile. "Your affected tone says it all."

      Inside, I could practically feel him seething. "I’m warning you, Creed—"

      "Okay, stop right there, Max. Can we just quit the bickering for a minute so I can figure out where we have to go from here? That way, everyone gets what they want sooner rather than later. Is that all right with you, or do you want to waste more time with your petty tortures?"

      "Fine," Max said like a scolded child, just as a stabbing pain in my stomach that lasted a splitsecond caused me to double over. "Just remember who is in charge here."

      "Jesus, was that really necessary? Are you that fucking insecure that you have to hurt me every time you want to make a point?"

      "Pain is a great motivator. I’ve learned that about humans."

      I sighed. "Put it in your definitive guide to humanity then. In the meantime, I’ll just wait for the Soul Finder to get its bearings, and then we’ll be off…somewhere. Into the fucking mist that is everywhere."

      Max backed off for the time being, while I stared down at the Soul Finder, which was part mechanical and part magical. I was beginning to wonder if perhaps the realm we were in was interfering with the device in some way, or maybe interfering with the flow of magic in general. To test my theory, I tried to form a sphere of energy in my other hand. The energy appeared as expected, but it looked weak, and not as vibrant with color as it should’ve been. Which told me that magic worked in the Realm of the Dead, but the magic itself was only half strength at most. This worried me for a moment, but then I decided there wasn’t much I could do about it. Hopefully, I wouldn’t need to use much magic anyway, if at all.

      Time would tell, as it always does.

      In the meantime, the arrow on the Soul Finder began to move gently around, before settling down as it pointed in a northerly direction while glowing light blue. "I guess we go this way," I said as I began to walk in the direction the arrow was pointing.

      As I walked across the desolate earth, a strange feeling stirred in my belly that had nothing to do with Max being inside me, and everything to do with the fact that I was finally on my way to see my beloved family.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I walked for hours through the gray mist as the Soul Finder pointed the way. Despite the device, more than once I wondered if I was heading in the right direction, because in all that time, I came across absolutely nothing in the way of life—no people, no organic lifeforms, unless you included a few dead trees, and certainly no buildings or dwellings of any kind. The place was dead as dead can be. "I know this is the Realm of the Dead," I muttered. "But this is ridiculous. There’s fucking nothing here."

      "Patience, Creed," Max said annoyingly. "I think you forget how big this realm is. There are vast stretches of desert here that are vast beyond comprehension. It leaves room for expansion, I suppose. Humans keep dying, after all."

      "Like your recent victims, Max. Maybe you’ll—"

      I stopped suddenly as I noticed something rising out of the mist not too far ahead. From this distance, it appeared to be a huge block of shadow, but as I started walking again, drawing closer to the change in scenery, I saw that it was in fact a building up ahead. Finally, I thought as I quickened my pace.

      The building itself was huge, and constructed from gray stone blocks. It also wasn’t the only building. There were more, each one uniform in its dimensions, being rectangular and stretching high into the sky, like the skyscrapers back on Earth. I could also hear sounds for the first time, which cut through the heavy silence I had grown used to. The sounds of people.

      Excitement and apprehension grew in me in equal measure as I walked quickly towards the buildings up ahead.

      "Looks like we’ve arrived at the Gray City," Max said, sounding intrigued. "It seems very…gray."

      "Is that supposed to be a joke?" I said.

      "Not really. Just alluding to the fact that everything is so very…gray here."

      "I’m sure your domain in the Underworld is a fucking rainbow delight."

      "Not exactly, though it isn’t…gray. There’s lots of red where I come from."

      "Sounds awesome."

      "Better than this faded memory of a place."

      The Soul Finder was still pointing north as I made my way into the Gray City, which didn’t appear to have any set boundaries, and seemed like it was in a constant state of expansion as it spread into the desert. I even saw the first signs of people as I stepped onto a road that seemed to grow out of the desert itself. People were coming and going in and out of the buildings nearest to me, some of them rushing off deeper into the city. Anyone who noticed me gave me a strange look, and it didn’t take me long to figure out why. So far, every person I had seen looked the same, in that they were gray in appearance, as if all the color in them had faded over time, or as if they had stepped out of an old black and white photograph. I, on the other hand, had retained my normal colors, and while not exactly vibrant, I still stood out against the grayness of everything else.

      "So much for keeping a low profile," I said as I caught the stares of more people.

      "Not being truly dead has afforded you a bit of color," Max said. "You’ll be like a beacon walking around here."

      I sighed. "Fuck it. What’s the worst that can happen? I mean—"

      That’s as far as I got before I got jumped and thrown to the ground.
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      Whoever jumped me was now wrestling me onto my back after shoving a few unwelcome knuckle sandwiches into my face. Before I knew it, my assailant was straddling me, their considerable weight on my chest making it hard for me to breathe. When I finally got the chance to look up and see my attacker, I saw the gray figure of a middle-aged man dressed in a blood stained suit. His eyes were intensely focused on me, almost like he was looking right through me.

      "What is this?" I asked with hardly enough air to finish the sentence. "What…are you doing?"

      "Silence!" the man growled, more than a hint of excitement in his wild eyes for some reason. "I can’t believe I’ve found one…after all this time…"

      "What are—" A slap to the face shut me up.

      "You’re a living soul! I can use you to get back!"

      My suited assailant planted one hand on my forehead, as he seemed to recite some sort of spell. Whatever magic he was using, I felt it invade my body, creating a highly unpleasant sensation that was reminiscent of the time when Max first possessed me.

      And then it hit me what my assailant was doing.

      The fucker was trying to possess me so he could use my body—my body in this realm anyway—as his ticket back to Earth. He was no doubt intent on stealing my actual physical body when he got there.

      The whole thing was happening so fast, and my magic was so slow to respond, that he may just have succeeded in his bid to use me as his way out of the Gray Lands.

      Except he wasn’t counting on one thing.

      Max.

      "Sorry," Max said to my assailant as the man’s gray form began to push its way inside me. "But you are trying to fuck with forces your puny brain could never hope to understand, and indeed you will feel those very forces as they fuck you up in just a moment. But in the meantime…fuck off!"

      With a burst of sudden energy that blasted its way out of my body, Max used his power to throw the man off me. It was like my assailant (more like fucking rapist!) had just received a massive electric shock that propelled him several feet into the mist, before he landed with a heavy thump on the ground.

      Immediately, I sat up and rubbed at my chest. "Glad to see someone’s power is working fine," I said.

      "It seems to be," Max said before I felt him take over my body and jump to his feet. "And I know one gray bastard that is about be on the wrong end of it."

      Max used my body to stomp to where my assailant now lay moaning on the hard earth. The bloodstains on the man’s suit looked fresh, or at least I thought so. It was hard to tell when everything was so damn gray. "Please don’t," the man said looking up, probably seeing the hatred and anger Max had written all over his—my—face. "I just wanted to go home…"

      "You want to go home?" Max chided. "I can certainly help you out with that."

      The man frowned. "You can?"

      "Of course! Now hold still, won’t you?"

      "What are you going to do?"

      "Just this."

      Max brought his boot down on the man’s head, stamping his skull into the ground.

      "For fuck’s sake, Max!" I protested powerlessly. "Stop!"

      One of the man’s eye sockets was now crushed, and dark blood was oozing from it. Aside from the lack of color, the blood was as real as any back on Earth. If I didn’t feel so disgusted, I may have wondered why the man was bleeding at all, or why he was afraid of dying when he was already dead. As it happened, the dude answered at least one of those queries. "Please," he spluttered. "If you…kill me…I’ll have to start all over again…"

      Even Max was intrigued now. "Start what all over again?" he asked.

      The man shook his head like we didn’t understand. "This…"

      Max frowned for a second, then shook his own head. "Sorry, I don’t know what you mean. Come to think of it, I don’t care either…"

      Max’s boot came down on the man’s head once more. Then again. And again. And again. Soon he was stamping nothing but bloody mush.

      "Stop!" I shouted. "Fucking stop!"

      Max stopped after one final stamp. "There," he said. "He won’t be jumping any more unwary strangers, will he?" He took a deep breath and smiled. "That sure felt good. I was getting pent up in there. Now I feel better."

      "Was there any fucking need for that?" I demanded to know.

      "Of course there was. The man was a parasite. He needed stamping out." He laughed then. "Stamping out…you get it, Creed?"

      "Fucking hilarious, Max. Now give me back my body so I can do what I came here to do."

      "Fine." He gave me back control then. "I’ll be here to save you again when you need me to, don’t worry."

      "I won’t," I said as I wiped my boot along the ground to try and remove the clumps of skull and brains stuck there.

      "We’ll see, won’t we?" Max said smugly.

      As I started walking again, I realized I didn’t have the Soul Finder. "Shit," I said. The device must have fallen once I got jumped. I looked around for the next few minutes, peering through the mist as I scanned the ground for the device, finally finding it safe and sound. But when I went to pick it up, a voice made me stop dead.

      "You won’t last another hour here," the female voice said in an English accent.

      I slowly straightened up and put the Soul Finder in my coat pocket for safe keeping, before turning my attention to the newcomer. "Who are you?" I asked her.

      The woman was as gray as everything else. Her dark hair spilled down over the long cloak she was wearing. I saw no obvious signs of injury, so I couldn’t say how she died and ended up here. "Someone who can help."

      I hadn’t been in the place for long, but long enough to know that I should be suspicious of everyone. "Why would you help me? I suppose you’re after my body as well?"

      She shook her head. "You have a choice. Stay out here on your own so someone else can jump you, or come with me now before more Soul Jackers arrive."

      "Soul Jackers?"

      "You just met one…before you crushed his skull."

      I looked away for a second. "That wasn’t me…" I muttered.

      "It sure looked like you."

      "It’s complicated."

      Through the mist, distant voices carried, heading our way. "You coming or not?" the woman asked.

      "I don’t trust her," Max said.

      "You don’t trust anybody, Max," I said telepathically before addressing the woman again. "What’s your name?"

      The woman hesitated a second before answering. "Moira."

      I walked toward her. So far, the woman seemed genuine. She also had a point about me hanging around in full technicolor for all to see. It was clear that I would have to cover myself up somehow if I was going to survive this place. It also occurred to me that Moira had probably been a Gray Land’s resident for a while now, and that she may be able to help me navigate the place. The realm was obviously more perilous than I first thought. "The name’s Creed. Lead the way."

      Moira nodded, her face pretty even rendered in gray tones. "Follow me."

      She proceeded to lead me further into the city through a series of back alleys, before going inside one of the gray stone buildings. To be on the safe side, I took out my gun, Moira raising her eyebrows at me when I did. "Just being cautious," I told her.

      She nodded. "That’s a good policy in this place."

      The inside of the building was like any other you would expect to find on the Earthly Plane, though it appeared abandoned, and eerily quiet. "What is this place?"

      "Just a derelict building," Moira said. "A good place to hide out."

      "From what?"

      She glanced at me over her shoulder as she led me down into the basement. "Lots of things."

      I shook my head. The Gray Lands were seeming more perilous by the minute.

      "Shoot her if she tries anything," Max said. "Or I’ll rip her apart myself."

      "I don’t think it will come to that, Max," I said.

      "This might be trap."

      "Maybe, or it might be a much needed safe haven for me to get my bearings."

      On the way down to the basement, Moira unhooked an oil lamp from the wall and lit it with a match. Using the dimmed light to find her way, she led me further into the basement, before stopping in a large opening, a place she obviously called home judging by the mattress on the floor and the canned food scattered around.

      "You live here?" I asked her.

      "It’s safer than up there."

      "Safer? What kind of realm is this place?"

      "Probably not what you think," Moira said as she sat down on an old wooden crate and removed her cloak. I was surprised to see two short swords criss-crossed on her back, and a small crossbow clipped to her belt.

      "You run into trouble often here?" I asked her as I looked around the room, wondering why she would be living in a disused basement.

      "A bit, yeah." She narrowed her eyes at me then. "What are you doing here? Are you another traveler? Travelers don’t last long here."

      "I’m here on business, actually."

      She frowned and shook her head as if that didn’t compute. "What business could you possibly have in the Gray Lands?"

      "You ask a lot of questions," I said, grabbing a crate and sitting opposite her.

      "I just like to know who I’m dealing with."

      I nodded. "Fair enough."

      "Tell her nothing," Max said. "The bitch will likely betray you."

      "She seems okay," I said to him. "At least she’s helping me."

      "Bringing you to a darkened basement, probably so her compatriots can come along and jack your soul."

      "You have serious trust issues," I told him. "I’ll be on my guard though, if it makes you happy."

      "Just don’t blame me when things go tits up."

      "Things have already gone tits up. We’re here, aren’t we?"

      "So why would you risk your soul to come here?" Moira pressed.

      "My family members are trapped here. I think anyway."

      "And you’ve come to save them?"

      "That’s the plan."

      Moira snorted and shook her head. "You have no idea of the kind of place you just walked into."

      "I’m hoping you’ll tell me. Is it even possible for souls to get trapped here?"

      "Of course. Some don’t seem to move on, like me. Others…"

      "Others what?"

      "Others get held prisoner." She looked away then, as if she knew someone in that very predicament.

      I frowned. "Held prisoner? By whom?"

      "Someone you don’t want to mess with if you value your soul."

      "This person sounds dangerous."

      "He is."

      "He?"

      Moira sighed. "You ask a lot of questions yourself."

      "It’s in my nature," I said smiling.

      A slight smile appeared on her face as well for the first time. "Mine too. I was a detective before…I died, and ended up here."

      "Were you any good?" I knew she would have been. She looked the dogged and determined type, and as gray as her eyes were, I could see the experience in them.

      "I was," she said.

      "What happened?"

      "How did I die, you mean?"

      I nodded.

      "Heart attack. You believe that? Thirty-eight years old, and I die of a fucking heart attack. Stress of the job, I guess."

      "I’m sorry."

      "So am I. I’ve been stuck in this miserable realm ever since."

      "How long?"

      "How long have I been here?" She shook her head as if she didn’t know exactly. "At this point, it feels like years. There’s no time here, so it’s hard to keep track."

      "Any idea why you’re being kept on hold?"

      "No idea. Maybe there’s no room left in Hell."

      "I suspect you’ll go in the opposite direction."

      She threw me a look. "How would you know? You don’t know what I’ve done."

      I shrugged. "Maybe not. We’ve all done things, though."

      "Yeah. Maybe I would’ve been more careful if I’d known this afterlife shit was real. I mean, you’d think we would’ve been informed of the afterlife’s existence on Earth. It would have made things easier."

      "I doubt it," I said. "We are who we are. Some things are destined."

      "Like you?"

      "I don’t follow."

      "Well, you’ve landed here, in my lap, so to speak."

      "And?"

      "Maybe you can help me."

      "Help you do what? I can’t exactly speed up your processing."

      "I don’t mean that."

      "What then?"

      "Here it comes, Creed," Max said. "She’s going to ask you to risk your soul to save hers. I can see it written all over her miserable ashen face."

      Moira tilted her head forward slightly to stare intently at me. "If I help you with your business here—and you will need my help—you give me a lift back to Earth."

      "Told you!" Max said. "Fuck her…fuck you bitch!"

      "Jesus, calm down, Max. She does have a point. I need her knowledge of this place."

      "She’ll screw you, Creed," Max said. "She will do it!"

      "Sounds like you’re the one with the problem, Max. Pipe down in there, will you?"

      "Fine. Don’t come running when she jack’s your soul."

      "How can I give you a lift back to Earth?" I said to Moira. "I don’t think that’s possible."

      Her gray eyes lit up for a second. "It is with magic."

      "Magic? You’re an adept?"

      She shook her head. "You can get whatever magic you need here…for the right price."

      "So if that’s the case, why don’t people here use magic to escape?"

      "Because it can’t be done apparently. The only way out of here is in the body of a still living soul."

      "Of which I am one."

      "Yes. That makes you as valuable as anything here."

      "Tell her this seat is already occupied," Max said. "There’s no room at the inn…no seats on the bus…no—"

      "Yes, all right!" I said. "I get it, Max."

      "Are you all right?" Moira asked. "You seem…tense."

      I smiled at her. "I’m interested in taking your deal, but there’s something you should know first."

      "What’s that?"

      "Me, bitch!" Max shouted, nearly fucking deafening me from within, to the point that I flinched. "That’s what!"

      I wanted to scream out loud for Max to shut the fuck up, but I managed to keep my cool as I said to Moira, "I’m eh…possessed…by a demon."

      Moira frowned as if she didn’t know what to make of that. "Okay…"

      "Yeah, I know it’s weird," I said. "But it’s true. If you were to somehow hitch a lift with me, so to speak, you’d be sharing my body, or astral body, or whatever form this is…with a demon…and I don’t think he’s up for sharing."

      "Hell no!" Max stated.

      "I see," Moira said as she considered this.

      "I would fear for your immortal soul," I said.

      "And quite right, too," Max said.

      "Shut it, Max," I said. "You’re being an asshole. I’m not sure we’ll be able to navigate this place safely without Moira here, and if we can’t do that, neither of us will get what we want…"

      "You don’t need this grayed-out floozy," Max retorted. "I will make sure you come to no harm until this is done."

      "Really?" I said. "You think I didn’t notice the reduction in your power when you used it earlier? You’re hobbled here as much as I am. Clearly spells, and not innate magic, rule the roost in this place."

      "I have plenty of power left, believe me…"

      "No, you don’t. I would feel it if you did, and I don’t feel it anymore." I looked at Moira, who was now staring at me weirdly, like everyone else when they found out for the first time that I was possessed by a demon. "Face it, Max. We need her."

      Max sighed. It was the first time I’d ever heard him do it. "Fine, but I’m fucking her up if she tries anything…anything at all."

      "Jeez, Max…anyone would think you were starting to care about me. Maybe you’ve been in there too long…"

      He made a spluttering sound. "Nonsense. I care for nothing and no one."

      "Keep telling yourself that."

      Moira made a coughing sound to get my attention. "You look like you are in silent conversation with yourself," she said. "It’s…kinda creepy, actually."

      I smiled at her. "You should try being on this side of things. It’s really creepy over here…"

      Moira chuckled, and then smiled back. "So do we have a deal…Creed?"

      There was nothing more to consider as far as I was concerned. "Yes," I said nodding. "We have a deal. Now maybe you can tell me where a man can get a drink around here…"
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      "There’s no fucking whiskey in this place? At all?"

      I sat staring at Moira as she smiled back at me. "Sorry to disappoint you," she said. "There’s no food or drink of any kind in this hell hole. The souls of the dead have no need for snacks or tasty beverages, I’m afraid, so…"

      "There’s no whiskey."

      Moira snorted and shook her head. "I know, right? Considering how grim this place is, you would have thought there’d be a bar at least."

      "Fuck that. I might have to go home again."

      Moira laughed out loud this time. "You might have to."

      I sighed. "I can wait."

      "When I first got here, all I thought about was coffee. It was all I wanted. Ridiculous, right?"

      "Not really," I said shaking my head. "These are the things that make life bearable, after all."

      "Bearable, yeah…" Moira looked down and shook her head, the image of sadness in her gray state.

      "So what do people do here to pass the time?" I asked her. "At least tell me there’s some good drugs going around?"

      She looked up and smiled. "Not drugs exactly…magic."

      "Magic?"

      "There are spells that can…take you away somewhere else."

      "On a trip you mean?"

      "Something like that. The trips are quite real. Vivid. It can get addictive." She looked away for a second, as if in shame. I let it slide.

      "So who comes up with these spells?"

      "Most of them come from LeBron. He basically runs this city, through his minions."

      "Who is he?"

      Moira sighed as if she didn’t want to talk about it. "Not someone you want to mess with, that’s for sure. He has a way of making people…disappear. Don’t ask me how. People are kidnapped and never seen again."

      "Sounds sinister."

      "It is. There’s talk that LeBron runs an energy bank inside his mountain lair, which is apparently where he keeps people locked up."

      My curiosity peaked upon hearing that. Maybe that’s where my family is? I thought. "What do you mean by energy bank?"

      Moira took her two short swords from the scabbards on her back and placed the swords on the floor, stretching her back as she did so. "Energy is currency around here. It’s about the only thing people have to trade, so most trade theirs for spells. This place is junky central."

      "Are you talking about soul energy?"

      She nodded. "What else? That’s all anyone is here, just a soul manifested in partial physical form."

      "Surely it would be detrimental to give away the energy of your soul?"

      "Of course it is. You’ll see when you venture outside. Half the souls here have faded away to nothing because they’ve traded away so much of their energy."

      "Let me guess," I said. "LeBron acts like a pusher, and get’s people addicted to the trips."

      "I saw it all before as a cop," Moira said. "It’s no different here."

      "So what does this LeBron get out of it? What does he do with all the energy he takes?"

      Moira shook her head. "No one knows. No one has even seen LeBron, as far as I know, not even the people who do his bidding apparently. He lives inside Crystal Mountain, on the outskirts of the city."

      "Crystal Mountain? Sounds like something from a fantasy novel."

      "I suppose you could say it is. It’s a huge mountain that is partially formed out of crystallized energy, which LeBron has fashioned into a fortress of sorts. As far as anyone knows, he never leaves the place."

      "Yet he still manages to dominate the Gray Lands."

      "Yes," Moira said. "He has plenty of souls working for him. You work for LeBron, you get all the trips you can handle. That’s the word on the street anyway."

      I nodded. "There’s always a tyrant, isn’t there? Everywhere you go."

      "The nothingness I expected would have been better than this."

      "Who’s to say you won’t move on to somewhere better?"

      "I’d be there by now if I was, and anyway, I’m just as likely to end up somewhere worse as better. You hear so many horror stories going around this place about the Underworld and the horrible demons…"

      "Why is it always the horrible demons?" Max protested within me. "Humans are more wretched than demons are, and that’s a fact."

      "You’ve upset the demon," I said to Moira.

      She looked like she didn’t know what to say to that for a moment. "What is that like?"

      "Great," I said with sarcastic cheer. "We have fun all day long, Max and I."

      "Really?" Moira said looking unsure.

      I snorted and shook my head. "Of course not, it’s a fucking nightmare."

      "Once again, Creed, I am offended—"

      "Whatever, Max."

      "What?" Moira said.

      "Oh, did I say that out loud?" I said. "I’m sorry. Sometimes I forget…"

      "Why do you call it Max?"

      "He named himself that."

      "Weird."

      "You have no idea…"

      The conversation lulled at that point, and we sat in silence for a few minutes while I considered this LeBron character. By the sound of things, all trouble in the Gray Lands linked back to him, which must mean that if my family are in trouble, then LeBron must have something to do with it. Quite possibly, he might be holding my family in his mountain lair. I would soon find out anyway, once the Soul Finder took me to their location.

      Speaking of Soul Finders, I showed the device to Moira, and explained to her that we wouldn’t have to turn the city upside down looking for my family. The device would take us straight to them.

      "That’s good," she said as she handled the device for a moment, before handing it back to me. "This is a big place. You may never have found your family if you had go out there blind. I could’ve used a device like that when I was a cop. All this magic stuff could’ve been helpful, but instead it was kept from people, except those in the know."

      "Not anymore," I said. "Things have changed back on Earth. The supernatural is out in the open now, including magic. It remains to be seen what kind of world we end up with because of it."

      "You mean everyone knows about magic and…everything else now? Wow…" She shook her head. "That will make things interesting for my return."

      Moira seemed to be pinning all her hopes on getting out of the Gray Lands and back to Earth. I felt like mentioning that these situations often don’t work out the way we want them to, but I said nothing because I didn’t want to dash whatever hope she had. Although I was curious about one thing. "Say you make it back to Earth. You realize you’ll be just a spirit on the Earthly Plane."

      She nodded. "I’m aware of that."

      "You’re happy to live as a ghost?"

      "It has to be better than staying here."

      I thought for a moment, then said, "There are ways, you know…"

      "Ways?"

      "Ways to not be a ghost."

      "What do you mean?"

      I was hesitant about saying anything, but I knew of a way to possibly solve her problem if she made it back to Earth. "There’s a way around it, if you don’t mind living in the body of someone else, that is."

      "Possession, you mean?"

      Max laughed. "Taking a leaf out of the old demon playbook, Creed? I must be rubbing off on you."

      "Sort of," I said to Moira. "You inhabit the body of a dead person."

      Moira nodded. "So I’d be walking around in a corpse? I don’t think that would be very…pleasant, do you?"

      "No, it wouldn’t be like that. Your life force would reanimate whatever body you’d be in. You’d be very much alive."

      Tears suddenly filled Moira’s gray eyes. "I would get another chance…"

      "Yes, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves," I said. "There’s a lot to do before that can happen."

      She wiped her hand across her cheeks. "Well, then," she said standing, grabbing her two swords from off the floor. "Let’s not waste anymore time, then, eh?"

      I nodded, glad to have someone who knew the local terrain on my side. I just hoped nothing happened to her because of me. My past history didn’t exactly fill me with confidence in this regard. Anyway, the deal was her idea. She made her own choices. "Right on," I smiled. "Once we get outside, I can use the Soul Finder to direct us, though I have a feeling I know where it’s going to lead us."

      "Crystal Mountain?"

      "Right on again."
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* * *

      Once we got outside, the Soul Finder indicated that we should head in a northerly direction, which happened to be right through the center of the Gray City. Before I left Moira’s basement hideout, she tossed me an old gray cloak and told me to put it on. "You need to cover up the fact that you are a living soul," she said. "You’ll attract less attention wearing the cloak."

      So now I was walking alongside Moira through the winding streets of the city, which were alive with grayed out people, most of whom seemed to shuffle along with the gait of someone who had lost their purpose in life. The need now was for escapism from the grim reality of their situation, rather than the need to prove themselves in some way. One thing I did notice, was the shady characters who seemed to populate every back alley and street corner, reminding me of drug pushers from Earth. Indeed, after several surreptitious glances in their direction, I managed to catch sight of what they were pushing—small glass vials filled with a glowing substance, the color of which seemed to vary depending on which pusher was selling. In return, the ghostly customers would hand over a vial containing a bright white substance.

      "Are those people buying the magic you talked about?" I asked Moira.

      "Yes," Moira said, her hood covering most of her face. "Most here have learned how to siphon the energy of their own souls, cutting out the need to go to any energy bank. It saves time, and they can buy their trips quicker."

      I noticed many of the customers who bought the trips were almost completely transparent, as if they were fading into nothing. "It’s like they are trying to destroy themselves one trip at a time," I said. "Some of them barely have any energy left to maintain their form."

      "That should tell you how fucking grim this place really is." Moira shook her head at the ghostly figures gathered around the pusher. "It’s a slow suicide."

      "And the people selling the trips, they work for LeBron?"

      "Yes, they are LeBron’s slave monkeys, no better than the poor souls they sell to. They’re only doing it for the free trips."

      Many of the buyers didn’t even wait until they were alone to take their trip. Most of them shuffled off and bedded in somewhere on the street nearby. Everywhere you looked, there were people lying around, their eyes closed, their jaws hanging slack as whatever magic they took transported them away to some other reality. That’s all anyone seemed to do. The trip business seemed to be the only business in town. "What’s inside all these buildings?" I asked Moira as we walked down a wide street flanked with grand stone buildings, the Soul Finder still leading us north.

      "More escapism," Moira said, a slight note of disgust in her voice. "Anything recreational from back on Earth you can think off: cinemas, strip clubs, casinos, gyms…even fucking shopping malls."

      I snorted. "Shopping malls? Really?"

      "They’re like virtual shopping malls. None of the stuff you buy is real. This whole place, in fact, is just one big virtual reality simulator, a way to pass the time until you continue on your way."

      "Or not."

      "Or not," Moira said plaintively. "Some things are real here, though. The cloak you’re wearing, the weapons I have…other things. LeBron started introducing real world items into the simulation. I think he wants to make this world as real as Earth eventually. Lately, I’ve even seen cars driving across the desert."

      "LeBron seems to have a real grip on this place," I said. "How the hell is he getting away with it, though? I mean, surely the powers that be in the multiverse wouldn’t tolerate a mere human corrupting a realm like this?"

      "Sounds like a conspiracy afoot," Max said. "I actually quite like it here. It’s full of hopelessness, which is my kind of place. Anyone would think we were in the Underworld."

      "I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself."

      I became wracked with sudden pain at that moment, which sent me to my knees, and forced a scream out of my mouth as I clutched my stomach.

      "Creed!" Moira said grabbing onto me to stop me from falling. "Are you all right?"

      "No…" I said through clenched teeth. "Max…stop it…"

      "I’m afraid it’s not me this time," Max said. "Or rather, it is me, but it’s not intentional. My presence in your physical body back on Earth continues to corrode you from within. You are just feeling the effects here."

      "Feels like…acid…burning through me…"

      "Yes," Max said. "I hear it’s quite painful. It should pass, though."

      "Comforting…"

      "Creed!" Moira said. "You need to get up. You’re attracting attention."

      I was able to turn my head to see what she was talking about. Two grayed-out young thugs were watching me intently from the doorway of a building. After a moment, they started walking in my direction. Something glinted in the hand of the biggest pusher, and I realized it was a knife. After spitting a mouthful of blood out onto the ground, I hauled myself back to my feet.

      "You there!" the pusher with the knife said in what sounded like a Russian accent. "Don’t move!"

      Rather than let my would-be assailant get any closer, I decided to take pre-emptive action, and hit him with a magic blast to buy some time so we could make a run for it. But when I went to conjure the energy in my hand, only the weakest of spheres materialized. "Shit…" I said.

      "Your power is getting weaker, Creed," Max said.

      "Yeah, no thanks to you."

      "I’ll handle this," Moira said as she reached behind her for her swords.

      The two pushers stopped a few feet away, the bigger one now pointing his knife in my direction. "You can’t hide under that hood," he said. "I see what you are…"

      At that point, several other of LeBron’s men came out of the mist in various places. We were now completely surrounded.

      Fuck it, I thought. There’s no way I’m getting soul jacked or killed by a bunch of grayed-out thugs. My magic may not work, but my pistol certainly does work.

      As the knife wielder advanced toward me, I reached under my cloak and pulled out my pistol, aiming it at the guy’s head. "Not another step," I told him.

      The thugs were all impressed by the fact that I had a gun, it seemed.

      "You shouldn’t have done that," Moira said, her swords now out as she kept looking around her. "They’ll kill you just for the gun."

      "Not if I kill them first…"

      I shot the thug in the head, the one holding the knife. Fuck it. He was dead anyway, so what did it matter? I was done pissing about.

      The fact that one of their own had just been shot didn’t seem to deter the others any, because they all kept moving forward. There was maybe a dozen of them now, most of them holding knives.

      "I hope you can fight," Moira said as she readied her swords.

      "I may not need to," I said, watching as the chaos bullet I put into the thug started to take effect.

      "What?"

      "Get ready to run."

      I wasn’t sure how great an effect the magic in the chaos bullet would have, given that magic itself wasn’t as strong in the Gray Lands as it was on Earth. But it didn’t have to be that strong. Just enough to create an opening would do, an opening we would need, because the pushers had increased in number, with more emerging from the mist all the time. I even felt one of them attempt a bitchcraft move from afar, using a spell of some kind to try and suck out my soul energy.

      "Allow me," Max said as I went to prepare a counter to the spell. Max took control of my body for a moment, and then used his own power to send a blast of dark red energy at the pusher engaged in the bitchcraft, sending the guy flying back into the mist. "That one was on the house."

      The magic in the chaos bullet was taking full effect now, as bolts of blue magical energy began to shoot from the body of the pusher. The blue bolts shot out in all directions, hitting several of the surrounding thugs. I couldn’t help but smile. Chaos bullets never get old.

      At that point, maybe in a panic at all the magic flying around, the rest of the thugs attacked en masse. Moira didn’t wait for them to get any closer. With a loud shout, she sprang forth with her swords, swinging them at the thugs with impressive speed and skill, cutting down at least two of LeBron’s men in her initial attack.

      I still had my pistol in my hand, so I thought, Might as well…

      The thug closest to me got a bullet in the chest as he tried to attack me. Then the next closest one got a bullet in the throat. The chaos magic in the first bullet exploded the body of the guy I shot in the chest, spraying blood and gore everywhere. The guy who got shot in the throat was lying on the ground clutching his neck as blood erupted from his mouth. Within seconds, he appeared to be completely consumed by blue magic that swirled around him, before lifting him to his feet and spinning him around at great speed, until all you could see was a whirling blue dervish. This mass of magic began to dart around the place in all directions, spinning like a tornado, sending bodies flying as it crashed into them, knocking them down like skittles.

      Awesome, I thought.

      "Creed!" Moira shouted. "Let’s get out of here!"

      For a second, I thought about trying to teleport us out, but then thought better of it when I remembered my magic levels were low, so I opted to make my escape the old fashioned way. I sprinted off into the mist, following behind Moira as she took us through a series of back alleys, until we reached an abandoned looking street with only a few trippers lying around. Then we stopped to catch our breath.

      I couldn’t help smiling as endorphins rushed around my body. "Well, that was fun," I said.

      Moira shook her head. "I’m glad you think so. That could have gone so much differently…"

      "Yeah, but it didn’t, did it?" I still had my pistol in my hand, I noticed, so I put it back in its holster.

      "That’s an interesting gun you have."

      "Not the gun, so much as the bullets. Infused with chaos magic, as you no doubt saw."

      "Now why didn’t I have one of those when I was a cop?"

      "Because you didn’t know about magic then."

      "I do now, that’s for sure."

      I reached into my pocket and took the Soul Finder out. "It’s telling us to go west."

      "West?" Moira said.

      "Yeah. Is that a problem?"

      "Only if you consider LeBron a problem. Crystal Mountain is the only thing that lies west."

      I nodded, unsurprised. "Well, then," I said. "Let’s go pay LeBron a visit, shall we?"
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      I don’t know why, but for some reason I thought it wouldn’t take us that long to get to Crystal Mountain, especially when we left the city and headed across the wastelands. After a while though, I soon realized that LeBron’s lair was quite a distance away.

      "I’ve never been to the mountain," Moira said, a little defensively, I thought, as we made our way across the mist shrouded wasteland. "Why would I go there?"

      "I just assumed…"

      "I just know it lies west. That’s it."

      "Well," I said. "It’s lucky I have the Soul Finder, otherwise how the hell could you navigate through all this fucking mist?"

      "I guess you wouldn’t. It’s not unheard of for people to get lost out in these wastelands. Don’t be surprised if we cross paths with some of them."

      The depressing grimness of the Gray Lands, like many of the other off-world places I’d travelled to, made me appreciate just how good I had things on Earth. I couldn’t wait to get back there and see Leona, at which point I would take her to the little cabin I owned in the woods, and we would hide away in there for a few days while fucking our brains out and taking long walks through the forest in between. That was the dream anyway.

      "Hmm, sounds good," Max said. "Except the walking part. Did I mention I hate walking?"

      "You hate everything," I said.

      "Not everything…"

      "Oh yeah, I forgot about the torturing of humans."

      "My favorite pastime."

      "So if you hate walking so much, can’t you teleport us to where we need to go?"

      "Sorry," Max said. "Not enough power here to take both of you."

      "Or maybe you’re just conserving yours for things to come."

      "What things?"

      "You think LeBron is just going to allow us entry into his mountain lair? You think he won’t try to jack my soul, or lock Moira and I up so he can drain us of our soul energy, or whatever the fuck he does? You’d be trapped along with me."

      "Perhaps, but it would just be a temporary state. I’d find a way out. This land is no place for a demon, after all."

      Moira gave me a look. "You having one of your silent conversations with your demon again?" she asked.

      "Just trying to formulate a plan, for when we get to the mountain. Any ideas?"

      Puffing her cheeks out, Moira shook her head. "As I said, I’ve never actually been to the mountain, so I’ll be going in as blind as you are."

      "Okay, so as a cop, how would you approach this?"

      "I’d have a SWAT team on site ready to storm the place."

      I nodded. "Of course you would. But since we don’t  have a SWAT team on hand, and no back up at all…"

      "Don’t forget me," Max said.

      "I refuse to rely on you for anything. Stay out of this."

      "Cranky…"

      "Then I guess we play it by ear," Moira said.

      I couldn’t help laughing. "Funny you should say that."

      "Why?"

      "Playing it by ear is my usual plan of attack."

      "Oh yeah? And how does that usually work out for you?"

      It was my turn to puff my cheeks out. "It varies."

      Moira nodded as she smiled. "Comforting…"

      "If my girlfriend were here, she would probably come up with a decent plan of attack."

      "Your girlfriend?" Moira seemed slightly put out by my mentioning this, perhaps because she was trapped in a grim existence with no one to comfort her.

      "Yeah," I said. "She’s a super soldier…and sexy as fuck."

      Moira shook her head. "I’m sure being sexy really helps when you’re shooting people."

      "Of course it does. It helps me."

      Laughing, Moira said, "Seriously…"

      "Did you have someone back when…you know…"

      "When I was still alive?"

      "Yeah."

      "No, not really. I was married to my job."

      "Is that something you regret?"

      She threw me a look. "What do you think?"

      I nodded. "I know what’s it’s like. I’m lucky I have someone who understands."

      "Yes, you are."

      I put a friendly hand on her shoulder. "Hey, if we make it out of this place, you can start again. Rectify all those past mistakes."

      "Or make them all over again."

      I couldn’t help but smile at the truth of her words. "Hopefully not."
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* * *

      The mountain was a lot further away than either of us initially thought. It felt like we had been walking across the gray featureless landscape for days, and more than once I wondered if the Soul Finder was faulty in some way. Moira, however, assured me that we were going in the right direction. "How do you know?" I asked her. "You said you’d never been out here before."

      Moira sighed. "I may have lied about that."

      I frowned. "What do you mean? Why would you lie?"

      "Because," she said shaking her head. "I may have worked for LeBron at one time."

      "Ha!" cried Max suddenly. "I told you, Creed, didn’t I? She’s a lying, untrustworthy bitch!"

      I stopped to stare at her. "Doing what? Pushing trips?"

      She nodded. "Yes, I’m ashamed to say. It was just something I fell into, because…I guess I didn’t know what else to do, or…" She trailed off as she looked away.

      I said nothing for a moment, and then continued to walk. "No need to explain. I get it. But why lie about it?"

      "Because it isn’t something I’m proud of, and I thought if you knew, that you would think I was playing you somehow."

      "Are you?"

      "Of course not."

      I nodded. "Then we don’t have a problem. Although, there is one thing I’d like to know."

      "What’s that?"

      "Given the distance Crystal Mountain obviously is from the city, how the hell do LeBron’s people get back and forth? Are you seriously saying you walked every time?"

      "No. LeBron installed a teleportation pod in the city. That’s how his people get back and forth."

      "You might have mentioned this before," I said. "We could’ve used it instead of traveling by foot."

      Moira shook her head. "It’s guarded all the time, and anyone who arrives at Crystal Mountain is greeted by guards. We would’ve been caught straight away."

      "LeBron has guards? How many?"

      "Enough."

      "Have you ever seen him? LeBron, that is."

      "A few times. He locks himself away, so he’s rarely seen by anyone, except for those who do his bidding."

      "Okay. So you know how to get into his lair?"

      "There’s only one main entrance. It’s not going to be easy."

      "It never is," I said. "We’ll figure something out."

      "Are you pissed at me for lying?"

      I shrugged. "No. Your knowledge of the place will work in our favor."

      We carried on walking through the thickening mist in silence for another while, before Moira started asking me questions about my family. "Who are they to you?" she asked.

      "My mother, brother, and sister," I told her.

      "What happened to them?"

      "They died." We both laughed despite ourselves. "I mean, of course they did."

      "So what do you plan on doing once we get to Crystal Mountain? Are you going to try and break them out, assuming they’re in there?"

      "That would be a start, yes."

      "Then what?"

      I didn’t answer at first, because I wasn’t sure myself. In the back of my mind, I had the notion that I would take all three of them back to Earth with me somehow, so they could start again the way Moira planned to. "I’m not sure. I guess that’s up to them."

      "You miss your family." It was more of a statement than a question.

      I nodded. "Of course I do. Don’t you have family who died?"

      "I had a son. He was twelve years old when…" She trailed off, the emotion too much for her.

      "I’m sorry," I said. "What happened?"

      Moira let out a long breath, as if answering was going to be hard. "I was working on a case, trying to catch a serial killer who was terrorizing Manchester at the time. The killer used to contact me a lot. It was like a sick game to him. He thought we had some sort of connection. You know how these sick fucks think."

      I did. All too well. "So what happened?"

      "Well, in an effort to catch the bastard, I went on live TV and tried to draw him out by undermining him, saying he was just a sad loser who would soon be caught, and that he would rot in prison for the rest of his natural life. It seemed like a good idea at the time, and we were desperate for a break in the case, so we figured we had nothing to lose. Except…I did." She paused for a moment as if to contain her emotions. "It’s entirely my fault. I should’ve had round the clock protection on my house. The nanny was killed, my son was taken. We never recovered his body until we caught his killer. I had to watch as they dug my son up from a boggy field. His little body…" She squeezed her eyes shut, like the memory was still fresh in her mind.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. "It’s all right," I said. "You don’t have to go on."

      She nodded and wiped her palm across her face. "Before you ask, I’ve looked for him here. I can only hope my son has moved on somewhere better."

      "I’m sure he has."

      After that exchange, neither of us felt like speaking again, until we noticed the mist beginning to clear somewhat. Which I thought was unusual, until I realized that the infamous Crystal Mountain was looming up ahead like a giant fortress. It was odd seeing a single mountain in the otherwise featureless landscape, as if the massive clump of rock had been dropped there from another realm. The huge crystal formations that jutted out from the rock, as if they had at one time rained down it, ensured the mountain earned its name. "Inside Crystal Mountain," I said. "Where evil takes its form…"

      "What?" Moira asked, still slightly broody after talking about her dead son.

      I shook my head. "Nothing. Just a song I heard once."

      "There’s a song about Crystal Mountain?"

      "Yes, but not this one."

      "It’s an impressive structure," Max said. "It reminds me of the citadels in the Underworld."

      "I’m sure you feel right at home," I said.

      "Never mind that," Max said. "How are we getting inside?"

      From what I could see, the only entrance was a huge double door set into the front of the mountain. "I guess we go in the front door," I said, more to Moira. "Unless you know another way in?"

      Moira shook her head. "That’s the only way in or out as far as I know. But we would never get in without being seen."

      "Lots of people must come and go here," I said. "Couldn’t we pretend to be pushers and just walk in?"

      "You’ll be seized the minute they clock your face. So will I."

      "I have an idea," Max piped up within me.

      At that point, I was open to all options. "Go on," I said cautiously.

      "We simply knock on the door."

      I immediately shook my head. "That’s your big plan? Knock on the fucking door? That would never…"

      "What would never?" Moira asked. "You have a plan?"

      I didn’t realize I was speaking aloud. "Max has a plan. Apparently we just knock on the front door like cub scouts selling cookies."

      "Jesus," Moira said shaking her head. "This was pointless. I should never have brought you here. It was a bad idea…"

      "Hey, don’t worry about it," I said. "We’ll figure something out."

      "My plan is a good one," Max said. "And the only one you have, I might add."

      I said nothing as I stared at the door in the distance.

      "Eh, Creed?" Moira said.

      "I’m thinking…"

      "No, Creed, you better look…"

      "At what?" I said, annoyed at her for breaking my concentration. But as I took my focus off the door and placed it on my immediate surroundings, I soon saw what she was talking about.

      Dark figures in the mist surrounding us. At least a dozen.

      Shit.

      "Maybe you won’t have to knock after all," Max said. "Maybe they’ll march you straight in."

      One of the figures stepped out of the mist behind us to reveal themselves. It was a woman, and she held what looked to be a machete in her hand. "Are you two lost?" she asked in an Australian accent.

      "Shit," Moira said as if she recognized the woman.

      "No," I replied immediately, seeing an opportunity. "We want to work for LeBron."

      The woman laughed as she came closer. She would have been pretty if she wasn’t so gray…and didn’t have a gaping wound running down her face, as if she had been sliced with a knife only minutes ago. "Oh, really? And why would a living soul want to work for LeBron?"

      Crap.

      "And you, Moira…" The woman laughed. "Yeah, I know it’s you. We’ve been tracking you two since you left the city."

      I sighed and shook my head. How the hell did I not realize we were being followed this whole time?

      "It’s the mist," Max said. "It seems to have a way of cancelling everything out, magic especially."

      "We didn’t come here looking for trouble, Charlotte," Moira said as she took her hood down.

      "Is that right, Moira?" Charlotte said. "I seem to remember you causing a lot of trouble last time you were here, what with killing all those people because you thought you were too good for this place."

      "They shouldn’t have tried to stop me leaving," Moira said.

      "Well, no one will try to stop you this time," Charlotte said. "Because this time you won’t get the chance to leave. LeBron will make sure of that." She shifted her gaze to me. "And as for you, Mr. Technicolor, LeBron has plans for you…"

      The way she said it, it was like LeBron knew all about me. Given the Gray Lands were his domain, it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had clocked my presence the second I came through the portal. Something I should’ve considered at the time, but didn’t.

      "All right," I said taking off my cloak and letting it drop to the ground, hearing the gasps of the gray souls surrounding me as they looked on with envy. Even Charlotte’s eyes widened as she gazed upon me as a potential ticket back to the living. "We’ll come quietly. Just take us in."

      "Bad idea, Creed," Moira whispered.

      "Let’s hope not," I said.
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      The huge double doors set into the front of the mountain were opened, and the massive weight of them creaked as two men pushed from the inside. As I walked through the doors with Charlotte prodding me with the tip of her machete, I couldn’t help thinking I was going into somewhere that was straight out of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom. It felt hot inside, as if lava were boiling just below the surface of the rock. We moved into a cavernous opening, from which pathways and tunnels veered off in every direction, giving the impression of walking into a giant termite nest. The rock itself was veined with collected soul energy, and it was this energy that gave the whole place a ghostly pale blue glow. The ghostly light made the people lying around everywhere look even more ghoulish, as they lay slumped on the floor or against walls, their eyes closed as they tripped in a different reality. Those who walked around the place simply stepped over the trippers as if stepping over a pile of rubbish.

      "Welcome to Crystal Mountain," Moira said with more than a note of bitter sarcasm. "The place of dreams."

      "Or in your case, Moira…welcome back," Charlotte said, now walking beside us. "I’m sure LeBron will be pleased to see you again."

      I snapped my head around to look at Moira. "You know LeBron?" I asked. "You told me you’d never met him."

      Moira closed her eyes for a second before looking away. "It’s complicated…I’m sorry…"

      Charlotte sniggered. "What, she didn’t tell you she used be one of LeBron’s playthings? His favorite by all accounts."

      "See!" Max practically screamed inside me. "I told you, Creed, didn’t I? You couldn’t trust her!"

      "Christ, relax Max, will you? Who gives a fuck if she used to…do whatever with LeBron? She helped, didn’t she?"

      "What the fuck has she done, Creed?" Max said. "Tell me! How has she helped us exactly? We could’ve easily got here by ourselves, and you know it."

      For once, Max wasn’t wrong. All Moira had really done was tag along. I could’ve walked here and got captured all by myself. Still, I couldn’t deny her heart seemed to be in the right place, even if her desire to leave the Gray Land’s made her overplay her hand a little. She could still be useful inside this place.

      "I say we kill her," Max said. "Better yet, I’ll kill her."

      "No one’s killing anybody," I said. "At least not her."

      "I see what’s going on here. I know you inside and out, Creed. You have a soft spot for this bitch. In fact, you have a history of having soft spots for bitches that don’t deserve it."

      "Hold on a—"

      Charlotte pushed me forward, cutting short my rebuttal to Max. "Keep moving, Mr. Technicolor," she said, directing me towards a long tunnel off to the right, that seemed carpeted with trippers.

      "This place feels like a giant crack house," I said as I started down the wide tunnel, Moira no longer walking by my side, but behind me.

      "That’s a very astute observation," Charlotte said. "It is kinda like that. But it’s also much more."

      "More?" I said stepping through the mass of bodies on the floor, noticing the doors made of iron set into the walls in places, and wondering where the doors led to.

      "Much more. Not that you need to worry about that."

      "And why’s that?"

      Charlotte stepped in front of me, blocking my path and bringing me to a stop next to one of the iron doors. "Where you’ll most likely end up, you won’t be seeing or doing very much, at least not in this world."

      I frowned and nodded as if her threats didn’t concern me, and then smiled at her. "There’s something you should know about me," I said.

      Charlotte raised her once blonde eyebrows and cocked her head like she was mightily interested in what I was going to say next. "Oh yeah, Mr. Technicolor? And what’s that?"

      I leaned toward her slightly. "I have a way of getting out of these things, and bringing the house down along with me. It’s a special skill that I have."

      Charlotte snorted and shook her head, though I could tell she was shaken slightly by the conviction behind my words. "Well, we’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?"

      "I guess we will."

      "In the meantime, though…" She turned and pulled opened the door we were standing beside. "You need to go in there."

      I glanced quickly inside the room and saw nothing much in it. "It doesn’t look very inviting. What if I refuse?"

      "For fuck’s sake, Creed," Max said. "We could kill this bitch and all these other docile bastards lying around. What are we waiting for?"

      "Not yet, Max. There are too many of them. We’re playing the long game here…"

      "You and you’re fucking long games," Max all but screamed. "Throw caution to the wind for once…take a fucking chance!"

      I tried not to look irritated by Max’s childish behavior as I continued to stare at Charlotte.

      "There are many here who would drain you dry in seconds," Charlotte said. "If I tell them to." She placed a hand on my chest, and I felt an immediate pull inside as a tiny strand of my soul energy was stolen by her. "Hell, I could do it myself right now. In seconds, it would be like you never existed."

      "But you wouldn’t, would you?" I retorted. "I don’t think your boss would be very happy if you siphoned me off by yourself. I’d say he’d be pissed."

      Charlotte shook her head dismissively. "You think because you are a living soul that you are special?"

      "Well, yes…"

      She laughed. "No, you are not. Or at least, you won’t be…"

      I frowned. "What does that mean?"

      "You’ll find out soon enough, Mr. Technicolor," she said. "Now get inside before I cut you. Pain is as real here as it is on Earth."

      She held up the machete as she glared at me. Giving her a look back, I walked inside the room, with Moira being pushed in behind me. Then the heavy door was shut and locked.

      Max laughed. "Congratulations, Creed," he said. "You have now landed us back in jail. Fantastic job."

      "Shut the fuck up, Max!" I barked out loud. "It won’t be for long."

      "I think you said that the last time as well…"

      "I got out, didn’t I?"

      "Yes, and now you’re here, aren’t you?"

      I sighed. "I’m not talking to you anymore."

      Moira was standing in the corner of the dimly lit room, her arms folded as she refused to look at me. "All right," I said to her. "Start talking…"

      She shook her head in anger. "About what?" she snapped. "About the fact that I used to be one of LeBron’s whores because it was a way to get free trips? About the fact that he enjoyed doing despicable things to me, and that I let him? Or about the fact that he gave me magic so I could be with my son inside some fantasy trip where my son always died at the end?"

      Moira’s gray eyes glared at me as they filled with tears. "You’ve upset the bitch," Max said. "Just break her neck now and get it over with."

      "All right," I said to Moira, backing off slightly. "It just feels like you’ve been lying to me this whole time. Although now I can see why."

      Saying nothing, Moira sat on the dirty floor with her back against the wall.

      "At least ask the stupid bitch if she knows where your family is," Max said. "She must know, given how familiar she is with this place."

      "Do you know where my family is being held?" I asked her.

      She shook her head. "If they are here at all, they are most likely in the Draining Chamber, if they aren’t like all the other trippers here."

      "The Draining Chamber? What’s that?"

      "The place where LeBron keeps his captured souls so he can slowly drain them of their soul energy." A sigh left her. "He does it slowly, allowing the energy of the individual to replenish, before draining them again. That way, he has a constant supply."

      The thought of my family being drained of their soul energy didn’t sit well with me. "You know where this Draining Chamber is?"

      "Of course, but we’re locked up in here, in case you didn’t notice."

      "Not for much longer," I said going to the door.

      "Even if you get the door open, there will still be people outside to stop you."

      "Let them try."

      "That’s the spirit, Creed," Max said. "Let’s get out there and show that grayed-out filth what real violence is."

      I said nothing as I held my hand over the lock in the door, my anger helping to focus my weak magic on unlocking it. It took a fair bit longer to move the lock than it would have done had my magic been at full strength, but I got there in the end, and the lock finally turned with a heavy click. "Let’s go," I said to Moira with my hand on the door handle.

      Moira got to her feet, but she didn’t move toward me. "What about LeBron’s people? There are too many of them…"

      "Wrong," I said, my face setting into a determined scowl. "There’s not enough of them."

      Pressing down the handle, I opened the door and stepped outside.
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      I may have mentioned before that I am not a fighter. That’s not strictly true. Under ordinary circumstances, I have nothing to prove. I’m not one of these guys that constantly has to brow beat people, or beat the shit out of them in order to prove my superiority over them. There are usually better, smarter ways to handle a confrontation, or to make a fool of someone.

      But the circumstances I was in now were far from ordinary. I was stuck in a colorless, depressing land, surrounded by the souls of the dead. My family were most likely being drained of their soul energy as we speak, and I had a demon inside me that didn’t know how to shut the fuck up. On top of that, I was missing Leona, and I was also tired of fucking predators taking advantage of the ones I loved.

      Needless to say, I was pissed as hell. Even at less than half of my magical strength, I was going to show these dead motherfuckers what a sorcerer scorned really looked like.

      I started with the first person who approached me when I walked out of the prison cell. Some burly guard with a long knife strapped to his leg. Before the guard could even reach for his knife, I shot him with a blast of magic that sent him flying back into the wall, knocking him unconscious in the process. I stared down at my hand for a second, slightly shocked by the power of the magic blast.

      "Your anger is fueling your magic, Creed," Max said, sounding like he was enjoying every second of me going psycho. "Use it! Lay waste to these cretins!"

      Max’s words, which normally would have annoyed me with their blatant encouragement to do harm, spurred me on this time. My anger soon turned to fury as more grayed-out motherfuckers came running at me. Encouraged by the strength of the last magic blast, I sent another down the tunnel. The blast caught one guy in the chest, forcing him back so hard he knocked over half a dozen other people like skittles.

      Behind me, I sensed someone approaching, and when I turned, I saw a woman charging at me with a knife, a look of feral aggression on her gray face. I still wasn’t sure if these people were intending to kill me or just bring me down, but it didn’t matter to me either way. As the woman thrust her blade at my belly, I slid quickly to the side and punched her hard in the skull, sending her veering away from me. Then I finished her with a kick to the chest that sent her slamming into the wall, where she dropped the knife and slid to the floor.

      When I turned, I saw Moira standing next to me, both her swords out. "You’re a crazy motherfucker, you know that?" she said.

      "Crazy is what we need right now," I said, my eyes wide as I looked around. "Which way?"

      Moira pointed down the tunnel toward the front entry. "That way. We have to get to the top of the mountain. That’s where the Draining Chamber is."

      "And LeBron?"

      "He’s up there to."

      We didn’t get a chance to say much else, as more people came charging at us. I was about to use my magic again when I felt the all too familiar sensation of losing control of my body, as Max took it upon himself to take me over. "I can’t let you have all the fun, now can I?" he said.

      "Fuck it," I said, knowing there wasn’t much I could do to stop him. "Whatever. Knock yourself out."

      "With pleasure."

      As the group of Grays were almost upon us, Max thrust out his hand and grabbed the man in the lead by the throat, picking him up off the ground and tossing him hard against the wall. The others hesitated, but then kept coming, albeit more cautiously. Max, however, gave not one fuck for their caution, and charged at them like a madman, roaring as he went in a voice so deep I could hardly believe it was coming from my throat. From there, he started grabbing those nearest to him so he could tear off their limbs like a child who had become bored with a raggedy old doll. He punched one man so hard in the face that his fist came out the back of the man’s skull. He gouged out the eyes of someone else, tore the balls off another, shoving said balls into the mouth of another, before biting the person’s nose off and spitting that at someone else.

      It didn’t take long for the Gray’s to start backing off out of sheer terror, and I didn’t blame them. Even if they couldn’t really die, and always came back from whatever "death" they experienced here, being torn apart by a raging man-demon probably wasn’t high on their list of most pleasurable experiences. So they ran screaming in fear. Even some of the trippers lying around were woken out of their alternative realities by all the commotion and violence taking place around them. Most of the awakened trippers snapped their eyes shut again when they saw what was going on. Those who dared to keep theirs open looked like someone who was, well…having a bad trip.

      "Nice job, Max," I said. "Now hand over the keys."

      "I don’t think so," Max said aloud. "I’m not done yet. I’m just getting started, in fact…"

      "Max, come on! Our priority is to get upstairs, not to cause as much bloodshed as possible."

      "We can do both."

      "Goddamn it…"

      "You all right, Creed?" Moira asked me.

      "Creed is fine," Max told her. "You have me for the time being…"

      Moira drew back as she realized who she was talking to. "Where’s Creed?"

      "In the back." Max gave her a sneering look. "Don’t worry…I won’t bite you…yet."

      "Leave her alone, Max!" I shouted. "Just fucking move forward."

      Max was about to do so when he caught sight of Charlotte standing at the end of the tunnel. In her hand was a staff with a glowing ball of whitish energy on the end. "I suggest you get back in your cell," she shouted. "Or I’m going to have to put you back in. That means you too, Moira."

      "Who does this bitch she think she is?" Max said dismissively as he began to walk toward her.

      "Wait!" Moira shouted.

      Max didn’t listen. He kept stomping toward Charlotte.

      "Be careful, Max," I said. "I think that’s—"

      I never got the chance to finish the sentence before Charlotte shot a blast of energy from the staff she was holding. The sphere of energy moved so fast that even Max had no chance of blocking or avoiding it, so he—that is I—took the full impact of the blast in the chest. Not only did the impact lift me clean off my feet, sending me flying, but it also felt like it had burned a hole right through me.

      "She’s all yours," Max said after he had given me control of my body back.

      I couldn’t even think of a sarcastic reply, never mind speak one. I was too concerned that I had a massive hole in my chest. When I barely lifted myself up to check, I was relieved to see my chest still intact, despite the tendrils of smoke rising from me.

      Charlotte was standing over me, staff in hand. "Didn’t I tell you to get back in your cell? You should’ve listened."

      In spite of the pain, my anger didn’t relent. "Screw you…Gandalf."

      "I’m going to enjoy killing her," Max said. "I’ll shove that staff right up her pussy until it comes out of her mouth."

      "Up you get, asshole," Charlotte ordered, now standing back as she aimed the glowing tip of her staff at me.

      "A gift from your boss?" I asked when I was finally able to stand up.

      She smirked. "Something like that. I can use it to kill you if I want."

      "So why don’t you then?" I said, stepping defiantly toward her.

      "Don’t fucking tempt me," she warned.

      "She’s bluffing, Creed. She won’t kill us. She’s not allowed to."

      "We both know your boss wants me alive," I said, trying to be reasonable now. "Why don’t you just save everybody some trouble and take me to him now?"

      "Forget it, asshole. You don’t call the shots around here." She motioned with the staff then. "Get back in your damn cell before I zap you again."

      "Zap me? That’s cute." I deliberately smiled at her as I took another step forward. "You know, Charlotte, in your haste to assert your dominance over me, you forgot about one thing."

      "Oh yeah? And what’s that?"

      "Me!" Moira said as she came up behind Charlotte, stabbing her in the back with one of her swords.

      A look of shock registered on Charlotte’s face as she dropped the staff and looked down at the blade sticking out of her chest, her dark gray blood dripping onto the floor. "No…" she said shaking her head.

      "Enjoy forgetting any of this ever happened," I told her just as Moira pulled the sword out of Charlotte’s back. Charlotte then dropped to the ground, seemingly dead.

      "Fuck!" Max screamed inside me. "I wanted to do that!"

      "Reign yourself in, Max," I told him. "Who cares who killed her? We have a job to do."

      I could almost feel him sulking inside me. "Bunch of bloody spoilsports…"

      "Whatever."

      Moira was staring down at Charlotte’s body. "I’ve been wanting to do that for a long time."

      "What exactly will happen to her soul now?" I asked. "How does it work again?"

      "I thought we had a job to do," Max said in a childish voice. "There’s no time for you to indulge your inner nerd…"

      "You die here in this place, and then you just materialize in the desert like nothing ever happened," Moira said. "You forget you were ever here before. It’s like you just arrived."

      "So technically, this might not be your first rodeo here?" I said.

      Moira shrugged. "That’s a possibility, I suppose."

      "Some souls could’ve been in this place a lot longer than they think," I mused.

      "You’re depressing me. Can we go now? I’m surprised we haven’t been surrounded yet."

      I frowned as I looked up and down the tunnel. "Good point. Why hasn’t everyone here descended upon us by now? The ones that aren’t tripping anyway."

      "It’s LeBron," Moira said. "I know it. He wants us to come to him."

      I nodded. "All right then. Let’s give the bastard what he wants."
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      It was a measure of LeBron’s confidence that he allowed Moira and I to make our way up through the labyrinth of passageways that made up his vast mountain lair. There was apparently an elevator that led right to the top of the mountain, but after giving it some thought, I deemed getting inside a reinforced steel box to be too dangerous. It would’ve been too easy for LeBron to trap us inside and do God knows what to us, and I didn’t want to give the bastard that opportunity. So I opted for the scenic route instead. This route would’ve taken much longer if it hadn’t of been for the fact that my magic was still running high from the encounter outside the prison cell. My anger had calmed somewhat, but there was still enough of it left to replenish my magic, at least enough so I could teleport Moira and I almost to the top of the mountain. There were very few people in that part of the lair. Those we did meet along the way generally stood aside to let us pass.

      "This seems too damn easy," I said after a while. "I expected more…resistance."

      "You don’t know LeBron," Moira said, the deep scowl on her face signifying her discomfort as we neared the top. "He won’t see you as a threat because he thinks he’s all powerful here, and that no one is a threat to him."

      "He hasn’t met me yet."

      "Or me," Max chipped in.

      "Let me handle LeBron," I told him. "You’ll get what you want soon enough, Max."

      "I’d better."

      "How far are we from the Draining Chamber?" I asked Moira.

      "Not far," she said. "You want to got there now?"

      "I do."

      Moira sighed. "If LeBron let’s us."

      "Fuck LeBron," I said. "I need to see where my family is being held."

      "You won’t like it."

      I shook my head. "Yeah, I don’t expect to."

      Moira wasn’t lying when she said the Draining Chamber was near. After walking down another two tunnels, we emerged into a huge cavernous space. Several feet into the vast chamber, I stopped and stared, first in amazement, and then in disgust as I realized what I was looking at.

      Bodies suspended in the air. Thousands of them, stretching back as far as my eyes could see.

      "This is it," Moira said quietly, almost like she was in some sacred place. "Welcome to the Draining Chamber."

      "My God…"

      "Magnificent," Max said.

      "Not the word I would fucking use."

      "Of course you would be offended by this callous, not to say flagrant, mass abuse of humanity, dead souls or not."

      "Forgive me for not being a demonic cunt like you."

      "Sticks and stones, Creed…"

      "Fuck you."

      Max continued to talk, but I wasn’t listening. My full attention was on what was in front of me, at the uniform rows of suspended bodies. Each body was releasing tendrils of soul energy to be collected somewhere high above. As I began to walk forward and past the first few rows of bodies, I saw that each person was suspended without using any external mechanism to hold them up. Somehow, LeBron was using soul energy, or just plain magic, to keep what amounted to thousands of bodies completely suspended and unconscious. The drain on his energy had to be stupendous, which meant LeBron had access to a metric fuckton of it. "I’ve never seen anything like this," I said to myself.

      "Every one of them is under a spell," Moira said from just behind me. "Everyone you see here is tripping in some other reality."

      I shook my head. "It’s like the fucking Matrix in here."

      "Do you think your family is here?" Moira asked. "How will you find them? There are so many people…"

      I took out the Soul Finder. "With this."

      "No need for your crude gadgets here," a voice suddenly boomed from behind us. "I can locate your family for you."

      I spun around with one hand out, ready to unleash a magic blast at whoever was behind us, knowing full well it had to be LeBron. The man standing by the entrance to the chamber was tall, and not gray like everyone else here. This man wore, of all things, a burgundy colored suit made from a shiny material, that gave him the appearance of some hipster gangster. His greased back dark hair only added to the facade, as did the gold tipped cane he was carrying. I was left with the impression that while everyone else here was wallowing in gray misery, LeBron was living in colorful luxury. He stood there with his wolfish grin and sharp blue eyes, arrogantly putting out that he was the king of these lands.

      "No one told me Willy Wonka was going to be here," I said, my hand still out and ready to unleash a blast of magic should the need arise, though something told me LeBron wasn’t interested in fighting, at least not yet. His appearance in the Draining Chamber was merely about introducing himself, and probably putting me in my place.

      His grin faltered only slightly at my sarcastic remark. "Then welcome to my chocolate factory," he said with more than a trace of an Eastern European accent, spreading his arms wide while walking forward. He then started to laugh like the whole situation was a joke to him.

      "This is no fucking chocolate factory," I said. "You’re draining these people. Where is my family?"

      LeBron frowned and shook his head as if he didn’t know what I meant. "Your family? You think they are here?"

      "I know they are."

      "What are their names? I know the names of every soul in here."

      I didn’t answer at first. My anger was beginning to boil up again. All I wanted to do was blast LeBron with magic, and then run over and shake some answers out of him before…

      "I see your thoughts," Max said quietly. "Violent…bloody. I approve."

      "Brenda, Fergus and Roisin McCreedy," I said to LeBron through gritted teeth.

      LeBron thought for a second, then he nodded in recognition. "It seems you are right. Your family is here."

      I took a few steps toward him. "Release them right now."

      A smirk crossed LeBron’s face. "Or what? What will you do? I see you have magic, but your power is no match for mine in this place. There’s nothing you can do that could possibly hurt me."

      To test the waters, I sent a blast of high velocity magic towards LeBron, who merely stood with his arms out and allowed the magic blast to hit him on the chest, before absorbing the energy into himself.

      "That was about the best I’ve got at the moment," I said to Max.

      "Lucky I’m here then," Max said. "He is a living soul, and therefore—"

      "Open to possession," I finished. "Go get him, Max!"

      Max’s spirit shot out of my body, an invisible force that a second later embedded itself into the body of LeBron. LeBron looked shocked as he reeled back clutching his chest as if he’d been blasted with a shotgun. "What…is this?" he stammered.

      "Just my pet demon," I said walking towards him. "He wanted to say hello and—"

      LeBron suddenly shoved his chest out forcefully, as if to expel the unwelcome presence inside him, which he did with a shout of effort. "I take your stinking demon, and I spit it right back at you!" he said.

      "He…he…shouldn’t be able to do that," Max said, now inside me again. "It’s not possible…"

      "He just fucking did," I said.

      "Are you quite finished now?" LeBron asked. "Because if you are not, I will simply turn you into a human battery like the rest of the souls you see hanging in here. Like your family…"

      I took one step forward as if to go at LeBron again, but I was able to quell my anger this time. He was the one with all the power in this place, so there was no point antagonizing him further if it meant I would end up incapacitated. I would at least wait until I freed my family. "Fine," I said as calmly as I could. "You win. Just let me speak to my family, then you can do what you want with me, I don’t care…"

      "With both of you," LeBron said as he looked past me. "I can see you skulking back there, Moira. Come forward."

      I turned around to see Moira emerge from behind a suspended body, where she had been hiding since LeBron appeared. She came and stood beside me, but not before giving me a look that said she felt betrayed by me. She was obviously expecting a little more from me in terms of handling LeBron. Clearly she had a lot to learn about playing the long game, something I know quite a bit about. "I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you," she said to me.

      "Moira, my darling," LeBron said. "It’s good to see you again. I’ve missed our little…soirees."

      Moira grunted. "Is that what you call them? Rape parties more like…"

      "Call them whatever you want. As I’ve said to you many times before…normal rules don’t apply here." He smiled. "Thank God!"

      Another sick motherfucker, I thought.

      "Screw you, LeBron," Moira said. "I’ll destroy myself first before I let you get your hands on me again."

      LeBron thrust his hand out, using his power to drag Moira toward him, until the same hand was around her throat. "You were saying?" he said, a note of nastiness in his voice that more than hinted at his capacity for sadism. "You forget I own you, as I do every soul here." He threw me a dark look as well. "Including you now, Mr. McCreedy."

      "It’s Creed, actually," I said. "You can own my soul if you like, as long as you release my family first."

      "You’re giving me ultimatums now?" He let go of Moira’s throat and pushed her down onto her knees, again using magic.

      "Look," I said, trying to sound reasonable. "I’m offering you my services in return for releasing my family. I have skills that might be useful to you."

      "What are you doing, Creed?" Max said. "Tell me you are not negotiating with this animal."

      "Shut up, Max and let me handle this."

      "What makes you think I need anyone?" LeBron said.

      "This is a big place. Lots of souls to control. You need people you can trust to help you run it."

      LeBron laughed. "And I can trust you, can I?"

      "If you release my family."

      "You are right, I do need trusted souls, otherwise things can get a little…overwhelming." His eyes narrowed as he stared at me. "I could see you being useful, but then so would your living soul…"

      "So that’s it? You just want to drain me like all the rest in here?"

      "Maybe, maybe not. The population of this place is about to…blow up very soon." He chuckled as he found that funny for some reason. "I’ll have my hands full then."

      "What do you mean, blow up?"

      LeBron smiled. "Why don’t you come with me now, and we can perhaps discuss your future here? If you even have one, that is."

      "What about my family?" I demanded.

      LeBron sighed as if I was becoming a major inconvenience to him. "You can see them later, once I release them."

      I stared back at him, wondering if he was telling the truth, then realizing it didn’t matter whether he was or not. It was his show now, and I had no choice but go along with it.
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      LeBron teleported me to his living quarters at the very top of the mountain lair, leaving Moira behind in the Draining Room. Before we left, LeBron looked at Moira and said, "I’ll find you later, my dear. Don’t run away again, will you?"

      Moira glared at me as if I had betrayed her in the worst way possible, but for the time being, there wasn’t much I could do except shrug just before I disappeared.

      "Make yourself comfortable, Creed," LeBron said when we got to his living quarters, which were not what I expected. It was like he had just teleported us into a room at the Four Seasons. Unlike the rest of his lair, the walls in his living quarters were smooth and painted a deep red, and the room itself contained furniture that would have cost a pretty penny back on Earth. Unbelievably, he also appeared to have a television mounted on the wall that was showing a news channel from Earth.

      "So this is what you do with all that soul energy you collect?" I said looking around the huge room.

      "Partly, yes. Why live like a rat when you don’t have to?" He was standing by a drinks cabinet, arranging two glasses. "What’s your poison? You look like a whiskey man to me."

      "That’ll do."

      LeBron smiled. "I knew it. I’m a gin man myself."

      "None of us are perfect."

      He hesitated in pouring the drinks to throw me a look. "We don’t often get travelers like you coming here, you know. I’m surprised you even made it this far without getting soul-jacked."

      "I had help."

      "Yes, from Moira. A very capable woman, in more ways than one." He smiled. "She has a problem with authority, though."

      "I thought her problem was with being used as a sex slave…"

      LeBron said nothing as he left my drink on the table, and carried his own outside to the balcony. I went and grabbed the glass, chugging the whiskey down in one, surprised at how good it tasted. I poured myself another large measure before joining LeBron out on the balcony. From such a high vantage point, you could see right across the desert to the Gray City and beyond, the stone buildings rising ominously out of the mist in the distance.

      "Tell me," LeBron said as he stared out. "What do you see?"

      I wasn’t in the mood for games, but I knew I would have to play along until I figured out a way escape this place, preferably with my family. "I see a depressing place full of miserable souls who wished they weren’t dead."

      LeBron nodded. "Of course you do. You want to know what I see?"

      "I’m sure you’re going to tell me."

      "I see a vast potential, a place to make a world unlike any other."

      "Your world, you mean?"

      He nodded. "Indeed."

      "And how do you plan on doing that? By draining those who live here of their soul energy?"

      "Partly, yes."

      "It sounds like you have a grand plan," I said.

      "I do."

      "Care to share it?"

      He turned his head to look at me. "In time, perhaps."

      "Okay. Care to share how the hell you’re getting away with all this then? Last time I checked, the Realm of the Dead wasn’t up for grabs. I mean, it’s the Realm of the Dead…"

      "You would’ve thought so, wouldn’t you?" he said. "But yet, here we are…"

      "Here you are, you mean?"

      "Yes, here I am."

      "How did you end up here? Your physical body is obviously alive and well somewhere. Why are you here?"

      "You are right, my body is safe in a place where no one can find it."

      "On Earth?"

      "Yes. I don’t mind telling you that. You know why?"

      I shook my head. "Because you think I’m never leaving this place?"

      "Well, to be frank, that is true. You will never leave this place, but maybe not for the reason you think."

      "What does that mean?"

      LeBron smiled after sipping from his glass. "Don’t worry. You will find out what that means soon enough…along with everyone else."

      "Sounds predictably ominous," Max said.

      It always is.

      "I can’t wait," I said. "In the meantime, what about my family?"

      He turned to me, leaning one elbow on the stone balcony. "Men of magic like you and me are a rare commodity here," he said. "Most of us manage to avoid the afterlife in one way or another."

      "Why didn’t you?"

      He raised his eyebrows for a second. "Let’s just say I ran into some trouble on Earth. I had to leave in a hurry, and the portal I rushed through happened to lead here."

      I nodded. "I get it. This place is so joyful and spiritually fulfilling that you couldn’t bring yourself to leave, right?"

      LeBron suppressed a smirk as if he wasn’t sure how to handle my sarcasm. "I saw potential here where others didn’t. I still see it."

      "Potential for what? Even greater misery and degradation?"

      He stood up straight suddenly, as if incensed by my criticism. "I’ve given the people here a means to escape their misery while they await processing. I’ve also given meaning and purpose to those who have been forced into staying for an extended period."

      "By turning everyone into pushers and junkies?"

      His blue eyes bored into me. "The man who carries a stinking demon around inside of him is taking the moral high ground with me?" He laughed and shook his head. "Please…"

      The truth is, I didn’t much care about what LeBron was doing. I was there for one reason only, to try and save my family. Everything else was just an inconvenience, including LeBron. It only remained to be seen just how big an inconvenience he was actually going to be. "Look, whatever," I said. "I have no interest in getting in your way. I just want my family, that’s all."

      LeBron smiled as if he just realized something. "You do understand that you are never getting out of this place, don’t you, Creed? Or has that not dawned on you yet?"

      I stared back at him. "You’ve already said. You’re going to try and keep me here?"

      "Not try. I will, same as I’ve kept your family here."

      I rushed forward suddenly in a burst of anger, my face only inches from his now. "You’d be making a big mistake trying to keep me here."

      "Would I?" LeBron said scowling back. "And how would you stop me, hmm? Only I can harness the soul energy here. I’ve made sure of that. Whatever magic you might have here is not enough to stop me from doing anything, least of all from making sure you remain here, and under my employ." He moved his face closer to mine then. "You don’t get to gatecrash my kingdom, and then leave when you feel like it. I’m in charge here. I’m in charge of you now. I suggest you get used to that."

      I breathed hard through my nose as I gritted my teeth in angry frustration. The motherfucker was right. At least for now. So I backed off slightly, knowing I would have to bide my time with him. "How the fuck do you have so much power here anyway?" I asked him. "You really expect me to believe the greater powers in the multiverse are okay with you fucking hijacking the Realm of the Dead? I don’t buy it."

      "Believe what you want," LeBron said. "The so called greater powers that you speak of have yet to interfere. When have you ever known the powers that be to step in on anything? They simply don’t care, or they work to a greater plan that none of us can comprehend. Whatever the case, I’m here. So are you. Get used to it."

      "You might want to mention the small problem of your weakening body on Earth," Max said. "Going by the constant pain I can feel in you, I don’t think you have much time left before my lingering presence kills you. I’d say a few days at most, if the concept of days even exists in this place, which I don’t think—"

      "I get it. Just shut up."

      "Just trying to be helpful, because you know, either way, I’m still getting out of here at some point, even if you don’t…"

      I felt like closing my eyes and sighing, but I didn’t want to look weak in front of LeBron, which was proving difficult, given the almost constant pain running through every part of my body.

      "Would you like to see your family now?" LeBron asked me, somewhat unexpectedly.

      As much as I hated him, I couldn’t deny that his offer filled me with joy. The manipulative bastard probably knew it would as well. "Yes," I said.

      LeBron smiled like a gracious host. "Why don’t you go inside and relax? I’ll have your family brought up here so you can all spend some quality time together. I’m sure it’s been a while."

      Max laughed inside me. "Who’s the sarcastic one now?"
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      Once LeBron left, I found myself pacing nervously around the room. Under ordinary circumstances, I might have paid more attention to the plush carpet, the pictures on the walls, or the odd trinkets lying around, but my apprehension over seeing my family again made it difficult for me to think of anything else. The last time I saw them didn’t really count in my mind, given the circumstances at the time. This time, I didn’t have my father to deal with. There was LeBron, of course, but I had a feeling he would stay out of the way, at least for a while. The man was demanding my loyalty, and allowing me to see my family would, in his mind, perhaps make me more willing to give him that loyalty. Which was bullshit, of course, because there was no way I was staying in the Gray Lands to work for LeBron.

      "If your body gives up and you die, you won’t have a choice," Max said. "You’ll end up having to stay here anyway."

      "It won’t come to that," I said aloud, wincing at the grinding pain in my bones. "I don’t plan on being here much longer."

      "So what’s your exit strategy?"

      "I don’t know yet. I’ll find a way. I always do."

      To be honest, escaping the Gray Lands was the last thing on my mind at that point. My eyes kept going to the door as I waited on it to open, and my family to walk through. I was looking forward to seeing them so much, but I was also afraid, because I was unsure of the reaction I would get from them. Apart from that brief meeting months ago, I’d had no interaction with them in so long, that I was worried I would be a stranger to them now. That’s not even taking into account everything they had been through, and the ways those experiences might have changed them.

      "Don’t forget," Max said. "I get to grill your mother on how she escaped me."

      "Grill? I don’t think so."

      "Speak with her then…you know what I mean. And don’t worry, Creed, I’ll let you have your little moment with your family before I butt in."

      "You’ll get your chance to ask your questions, Max. In the meantime, back the fuck off or—"

      I cried out in pain as I doubled over, and then dropped to my knees. The liquid lava was flowing through my veins again, and the jackhammer was pounding on my bones…or so it felt like. "Fuck…" I said through gritted teeth.

      "It’s getting worse, Creed…"

      "Fucking…really…dick…"

      "Just saying…"

      The door opened, and LeBron walked in to see me kneeling on the floor, my arms folded over my stomach as if I’d been stabbed. "Having a spot of bother there, are we?" he said, sounding completely unconcerned. "Never fear, though, because mother is here…and brother…and sister…"

      Still in agony, I managed to lift my head up enough to see three ghostly forms enter the room. Three gray, translucent souls. The last vestiges of my immediate family.

      "Dying vestiges it looks like," Max said.

      It was hard to disagree with him. All three of them looked quite literally like shadows of their former selves. Much more faded than the last time I saw them.

      "August!" It was my mother, rushing over to help me, but her soul was so weak that she barely had any real physical form, so she was barely able to touch me. Her hand passed right through my arm at one point as she tried to help me up.

      My family are ghosts…

      "I’ll leave you all to it, shall I?" LeBron said. "I’ll be along in a while to offer each of you a proposition. It’s one I hope you will accept, but we’ll see."

      The door closed as he left, and it was just the four of us in the room. Five if you included Max, who thankfully was keeping to his word, and not appearing as Evil Creed…yet.

      As the pain finally began to subside, I was able to look properly into my mother’s face, and what I saw there was more pain. Her pain. "Mother…" I said, my voice a mix of emotions. "It’s really you…"

      She smiled, her once soft pink lips now colorless. "Yes, it’s me, son. What are you doing here, August?"

      "You shouldn’t have come to this bloody awful place," my brother Fergus said as I stood up.

      "Aye," my sister, Roisin, said. "You never could help yourself, could you?"

      I stood smiling at the three of them. "I didn’t think I was ever going to see any of you again."

      "By rights, you shouldn’t," Roisin said, then smiled as she came forward to hug me. "But it’s still good to see you, Gus."

      Fergal came over next and gave me that cocky smile of his that I always remember. "Come here, little brother, and give your big brother a hug," he said standing with his arms out. "Be careful you don’t fall through me. We’re all a bit…drained at the moment."

      "Aye," Roisin said. "Thanks to that bastard LeBron. You’d think after escaping from the Underworld and that other bastard, Santos, that we’d catch a break. But no, that would be too much to ask, wouldn’t it?"

      "Santos?" I said. "You mean Ma—" I stopped when I realized they wouldn’t know who I was talking about.

      "Yes, dummy, they mean me," Max said. "They asked for a name, I gave them one."

      "Mean who?" Fergal asked me.

      "No one," I said shaking my head, then frowning as I realized something. "You are all dressed in the same robes."

      "Bloody awful, aren’t they?" Roisin said.

      "I’m surprised the bastard things are even staying on us," Fergal said. "Given our lack of physical form and all that."

      "How did you even end up in that room?" I asked them.

      "Because," my mother said. "We refused to work with his lord and master, LeBron, that’s why."

      "We’ve had enough of being ordered around by Underworld tyrants," said Roisin. "We didn’t need more of it in the afterlife as well."

      "LeBron suspended us in that draining room," Fergal said. "Supposedly to teach us a lesson. I think maybe he forgot about us. It seemed like we were in there a long time. Whatever trip he had me on, it put me in some fucked up alien world."

      "Same here," Roisin said. "It seems like I’ve spent years running from monsters."

      "I was back on Earth," my mother said. "In Ireland before…your father…"

      "Aye, the less said about that cunt the better," Fergal said. "I’d spit if I could form saliva."

      "What happened after we appeared to you?" Roisin said.

      "I hope you destroyed the cunt," Fergal said. "Tell me you did, Gus."

      "I did," I said. "Thanks to you guys."

      "That’s my little brother," Fergal said. "I always knew there was a tough guy inside all that softness."

      "Leave him alone," Roisin said. "He’s proved us all wrong, haven’t you, Gus?"

      "I always knew you would do great things," my mother said.

      I shook my head in embarrassment. "Great things? Not really. If you knew some of the things I’ve had to do…" I shook my head again.

      "I know more than you think, son," my mother said.

      "What?" I asked frowning.

      "She’s been spying on you," Fergal said. "Ever since we got to the Underworld."

      "What?" I was confused. "How?"

      My mother smiled slyly. "Do you forget I’m a witch?" she said. "We tend to know a few things."

      "I didn’t even think that was possible," I said.

      "It is if you find the right people and things to help you," she said. "I was able to drop in on you, so to speak, several times over the years. How do you think I knew you were in trouble with your father?"

      I still couldn’t believe it. "I was wondering about that. When else?"

      My mother smiled her reassuring smile. "It doesn’t matter. All that matters is, you weren’t truly alone all those years, even if it felt like it to you."

      "But I never noticed anything…"

      "Your wolf did. Blaze, is it?"

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "I couldn’t believe it when I heard that you have a pet fucking wolf," Fergal said. "You know how fucking cool that is? I always wanted a wolf."

      "Language, Fergal," my mother scolded him.

      "Really, mother?" Fergal said. "After everything, you’re still admonishing me for cursing?"

      "You know how I feel about it," my mother said.

      Fergal sighed and turned away as if he was tired of hearing it.

      "You see what I have to deal with, Gus?" Roisin said. "It’s cats and dogs all the time with these two."

      "It’s because I’m not her favorite," Fergal said. "You are, Gus. It was always you."

      "Stop it, Fergal," my mother said, annoyed now. "There’s no need for that. Not now."

      I could only stand there and smile. "God, I’ve missed this," I said as I felt tears roll down my cheeks.

      "Och, Gus," Roisin cooed when she seen me crying. "Come here."

      When she tried to hug me, I fell through her. "Shit…"

      "Oh, for fucks sake!" Roisin said. "I can’t even give my little brother a hug!"

      "How much fucking soul energy did that bastard LeBron take from us?" Fergal said, looking down at his translucent hands. "There’s hardly anything left of us!"

      "Calm down," my mother said. "All of you. The soul energy will replenish over time, as long as we don’t end up in that draining room again."

      "I hope you’re right, mother," Roisin said. "I’ve never felt weaker. I can barely feel my magic anymore."

      "Same here," Fergal said as he tried to conjure energy in his hand, forming only faint blue sparks.

      "That should return as well," my mother said. "I think the more pressing issue is what we are all going to do now. I think it’s clear that we have to go along with LeBron, for now at least, and then—"

      "Wait a minute," Fergal said as he held up his hand to interrupt my mother. Then he looked at me. "Gus, what the hell are you doing here? Seriously. How did you even find us for a start?"

      "That’s a long story involving the Dark Codex," I said.

      "The Dark Codex?" Fergal said frowning. "It exists?"

      "Not anymore," I said. "But it did exist, and I learned of your whereabouts from it."

      Fergal shook his head. "You have quite the adventures, don’t you, little brother?"

      "Sometimes it works out like that," I said, rather ridiculously grinning like a Cheshire cat. Growing up, Fergal was always the cool one, and I used to look up to him. Now it seemed, he was looking up to me, which made me feel weirdly proud.

      "Okay," he said. "So you find out that we are here in this misery hole…and you just decide to come visit?"

      I felt like a kid again, getting grilled by my older brother. "There’s a bit more to it than that."

      "What do you mean?"

      I raised my hands like it was obvious. "I came to take you home, of course."

      Neither of them said anything for a long moment as they stared at me. My mother was the first to speak. "Oh, August…" she said as she looked at me sadly.

      "Why the hell do you all look so sad?" I said. "We can all get out of here, we can all go back to Earth and you can start again, live the lives you deserve…"

      "But…" Roisin said. "We’re dead, Gus." She let it hang there in the air, as if waiting for the penny to drop.

      "Jesus," I said. "I know that, but it doesn’t matter. I can still take the three of you back with me."

      "And then what?" Fergal asked. "You’ll get us new bodies to walk around in?"

      "Yes," I said. "You know it can be done."

      "We do know," Roisin said.

      I shook my head, not understanding their reticence. "So why am I sensing there’s a problem here?"

      "Look, August," my mother said in that gentle voice she always used to use when she had some heavy truth to impart. "You must understand, we’ve been dead a long time, or at least we’ve been gone from Earth a long time. A lot longer than it seems to you, in fact."

      "A lot longer," Fergal muttered.

      "And?" I said.

      "We just want to move on," Roisin said. "To our proper afterlives, if that bastard LeBron would ever let us. Can you understand that, Gus?"

      I looked at each of them in turn, and they all had the same confirmation in their eyes. Shaking my head, I said, "So you don’t want to come back with me?" It was more of a sad statement.

      "Sorry, little brother," Fergal said. "Our lives on Earth are just a distant memory to us now. That time has passed, and I’m afraid there’s no going back."

      I could only stand in shocked silence for a moment as what they were telling me sunk in. I felt angry at first, and then a deep sadness settled over me as tears began to roll down my cheeks. "I’ve had this dream," I said staring at the floor. "A fantasy, if you like. It first came into my head when I left Ireland, when I realized that I was completely alone in the world. I had Ray, of course. I still do. But back then, Ray wasn’t around much. It was just me. So to get myself through, I would have this movie in my head of all of us  being together again, and…" I looked up at them to see faint tears running down their translucent cheeks. "So when I found out you were here, I thought…we could all finally be together again." I shrugged. "But I guess not, eh?"

      No one really knew what to say after that. It was clear that they had no desire to return to Earth. It was also clear that it had been arrogant of me to assume in the first place that they would even want to.

      But before we could discuss the matter any further, a loud voice broke the silence, and I realized Max had appeared in the guise of Evil Creed. "All right," he said. "Enough of this maudlin bullshit already. It’s depressing."

      "Oh, Jesus…" I said shaking my head.

      "What the fuck?" Fergal said turning around suddenly.

      "Who…" Roisin began.

      "No…" my mother said.

      Max smiled. "I’m glad you recognize me, Brenda," he said. "Even in this guise. Do you like it, by the way? He cuts a dashing figure, your son, especially when I wear him." He laughed then, as if his great moment had finally come.

      Both Fergal and Roisin were looking at me now, the real me, while my mother still stared in horror at Max. "Gus, what is this?" Fergal asked, a hint of fear in his voice, though he probably didn’t know why at that point.

      "I was planning on getting to this…at some point," I said.

      "He was taking his sweet fucking time, is what he was doing," Max said.

      "Shut up, Max!" I barked. "Let me fucking explain, will you?"

      "Oh, go ahead," he said. "This should be fun, although I think your mother has already worked it out, haven’t you, Brenda?"

      My mother turned her head slowly to look at me. "August?" she said. "This can’t be what…who I think it is?"

      I puffed out my cheeks and held up my hands. Christ, I hardly knew where to start. "Basically…I’ve been possessed…by a demon…"

      "Jesus Christ, Gus," Fergal said. "How’d you let that happen?"

      "I couldn’t stop it," I said.

      "Why not?" Roisin asked.

      My mother answered the question for me. "Because it’s Santos," she said in horror.

      Fergal and Roisin looked at each other, then at me, and then finally at Max.

      "Surprise motherfuckers!" Max shouted, his eyes glowing red now.

      My brother and sister instinctively backed away from him. "What the fuck?" Fergal said aghast.

      "How can this be?" Roisin said in horror.

      "Ask your mother," Max said. "She knows. Or ask your little brother. He knows better than anyone." A wicked smile came across his face as he looked at me.

      "The fucker marked me after he killed all of you," I said.

      "Yes," Max cut in. "He’s only alive right now because he said he was coming here to—" He sniggered to himself. "—rescue all of you. Of course, you all know why I’m here, don’t you? Especially you, Brenda. I imagine it was your doing that you all managed to escape my domain." He shook his head, and then instantly appeared beside my mother, pressing his face toward hers. "I need to know, Brenda, how did you do it? Tell me now!"

      My mother took on a frightened look as she stepped back, and then at the same moment, the door opened and LeBron walked in. "I’m back!" he announced, as if we’d all somehow missed him.

      In the blink of an eye, Max disappeared. "Goddamnit!" he screamed inside me.

      "What’s the matter, Max?" I said. "Afraid of LeBron?"

      "Fuck you, Creed!"

      "He can hurt you, can’t he?"

      "He can fucking try!"

      "You’d best behave then."

      "Screw you! Screw all of you!"

      I couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

      "I’m glad you are in good spirits," LeBron said as he came forward. "I think it’s time we all talked now…"
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      "All right, boys and girls, let’s get started," LeBron said like he was some school teacher about to teach a class. He stood in the center of the room, still wearing his shiny red suit. He smiled and clasped his hands together as he was about to speak again. "As I said, I have a proposition for you all…the McCreedy family…" He smiled again as if that was funny to him.

      "Are you going to ask us to work for you again?" my mother said.

      "Yes, as a matter of fact," replied LeBron. "And much like last time, you will not have much of a choice. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. Let me first explain to you what I have planned for this place."

      "You mean the Gray Lands?" I said. "The place that doesn’t actually belong to you."

      "We’ve already discussed that," he said. "Like or not, I own this place, and that’s how it will stay."

      Jesus, I thought. The arrogance of thinking he was getting one over on the powers that be.

      "Well, he is, isn’t he?" Max said.

      For now.

      "Anyway," LeBron went on. "I have big plans for this place, but I will need more energy, in the form of souls, to bring those plans to fruition."

      "So you need to create more draining chambers," Roisin said.

      "Yes," LeBron said. "That will be necessary."

      "So where do you plan on getting more souls?" I asked. "I would have thought the millions you have here already would suffice."

      "If only that were so," he said. "But alas, my plans call for a lot more than that. I need billions of souls."

      "Billions?" I said.

      "Yes, and when I can harness enough soul energy, I am going to make this place into a new Earth, only better."

      "One which you control, of course," my mother said.

      LeBron nodded his head slightly. "Of course, my dear. It will be my playground, after all. But not just mine; it can be all of yours too. Think about it, a place similar in every way to the Earth you knew, only magic won’t be hidden like it is on Earth. For magicians like you, that would be a blessing, to say nothing of the blessing of getting a second chance at life. A life that will last an eternity, because well…you are already dead."

      "And to live in this paradise, all we have to do is work for you," Fergal said. "Doing what?"

      "Whatever I require of you," LeBron said. "Magic will play a big part in my new world, and I will need accomplished magicians to help me run it. I’m humble enough to admit that such a massive undertaking as creating a whole new world might be too much for me to handle alone. I will need trusted acolytes to help me, and in return, said acolytes could have anything they wanted."

      My mother sighed and shook her head. "LeBron, we have no interest in staying here to help you build your fantasy world. Please, just allow us to move on. I have no doubt there are plenty of others here that you could ask for help."

      LeBron’s smile was strained. "You would think so, but there really isn’t. Magicians are rare in the Gray Lands, and I will need people of your skillset."

      "So that’s a no then?" Fergal said, already knowing the answer.

      "I don’t know how many more times I have to say it," he said beginning to pace the room. "None of you are getting out of here. Ever. Including you." He pointed at me. "So you either agree to help me and live out your afterlife in complete luxury, or I put you all back in the Draining Chamber, and you will still contribute to my new world, only in a much less enjoyable fashion. I will drain every one of you until there is nothing left." He stopped pacing and looked at each of us turn. "So you see, you don’t really have a choice, do you? Unless the Draining Chamber holds some special appeal that I’m not aware of, does it?"

      No one answered as we stared at him.

      "Well, does it?" he shouted.

      We all shook our heads then, and my mother sighed. "No," she said, speaking what we were all thinking.

      "I can’t believe you are going along with this nonsense," Max said. "The man is clearly fucking deranged."

      "Yes," I thought back. "He also holds all the cards at present. I don’t have a choice until I can find a way out."

      Right then, my whole body spasmed in pain as it felt like my ribcage was being crushed, and hot battery acid had replaced my blood. It wasn’t long before I hit the floor screaming. "What is this?" LeBron demanded to know as my family gathered around me in concern.

      "He has a demon in him!" my mother snapped.

      "Oh yes, the demon," LeBron said. "That filthy thing is still here?"

      "Yes, and it’s killing him!" Rosin said.

      "You can get rid of it," my mother said. "Do it! Before it kills him!"

      "I can rid him of this parasite," LeBron said. "If you all agree to my terms."

      "No!" Max screamed inside me. "He can’t! Tell them, Creed! If he sends me back, I’ll rip your fucking body to pieces! Tell them!"

      "Wait…" I said, barely managing to raise a hand. "You…can’t."

      "Why not?" my mother asked. "We need to send that bastard back to the Underworld now!"

      "He’ll kill me," I gasped through the pain. "Part of him…is still in my body…on Earth…"

      "Yes, that’s right, motherfuckers!" Max shouted. "It’s called insurance!"

      "Fuck!" Fergal shouted. "That demon bastard!"

      "What does it matter if he dies or not?" LeBron asked. "His soul will end up here anyway. In fact, I can guarantee it will."

      The pain began to subside, and I sat up. "What the fuck are you talking about?" I asked him.

      LeBron’s smile became wider than usual. "I haven’t told you yet how I plan on acquiring those billions of souls." He paused as if for dramatic effect, his eyes full of glee at what he was about to say. "I’m going to kill everyone on Earth."

      He let that hang there for a long moment as we all stared at him. "What?" I said eventually.

      "You heard me," he said. "What do you think I’ve been doing with all the soul energy I’ve been collecting here? I’ll tell you. I’ve built a fucking bomb! The bomb to end all bombs! A bomb so fucking powerful, it will wipe out every single person on Earth in an instant, and then billions of souls will come flooding into this place, providing me with the energy I need to build a new world."

      "You’re fucking insane," Fergal stated.

      LeBron drew back as if offended. "Insane? I don’t think so. A visionary is what I am."

      I had no cause to believe that LeBron was lying. I barely knew the man, but I knew his type, and I knew him to be completely capable of such a massive act of…what would you even call what he planned on doing? Terrorism? Theft? Complete and utter fucking madness?

      My first thought was of Leona, and then Ray, both of whom would die like everyone else when LeBron triggered his bomb. My own body would be destroyed, and I’d be stuck here too.

      "Think about it," LeBron said as he looked at me. "What would you really be losing, Creed? Your loved ones would still be with you here. It would be just like they were alive on Earth. I would see to it." He held his hands out like some politician delivering a speech. "People, there is no downside to what I’m proposing here. I am offering you everything in exchange for your loyalty, that’s it. But, if you are foolish enough to turn me down, there is always the Draining Chamber, and your eventual, inevitable wiping out of existence." His wolfish smile widened. "I know which option I would choose…"

      "You’re crazy if you think you could ever get away with such a thing," my mother said.

      "My dear," LeBron said. "I already have."

      "What do you mean?" I asked him as I stood up, albeit weakly.

      "It means that my bomb is built, and ready to be transported by me to Earth," he said. "In a few hours, there will not be a single living soul left on Earth, and that…that is a fact, boys and girls. Now are you with me or not?"

      My mother shook her head. "We could never be complicit in such a heinous, unspeakable act of terrorism," she said.

      LeBron snorted and shook his head in disappointment. "You know what?" he said, a hard edge to his voice now. "Maybe you are not the smart people I thought you were. Maybe—"

      He got no further, because I pulled out my gun and shot him in the forehead with a chaos bullet. My mother and sister screamed in shock at the sudden loud noise, and Fergal cursed out loud.

      LeBron staggered back a few steps, his face registering his complete shock at being shot point blank in the head…as you would. It was my last bullet, or I would have shot him again. But it was also a chaos bullet, so I didn’t think I would have to anyway. I had yet to see anybody, supernatural or otherwise, stand up to a chaos bullet.

      Though as it turned out, LeBron became the first person to do so. He leaned over as he gripped his head with both hands, crying out in pain. Then the bullet that should’ve been still embedded in his brain, squeezed its way out of the entry wound and fell to the floor with a small thudding sound. LeBron then stood up straight and breathed out forcefully, as if he’d just did a massive line of coke. "Fuck!" he shouted as the hole in his head began to close over. "That hurt! But also…what a fucking rush!"

      Before he could fully recover, I tried a Paralysis Spell on him, backed up first by my mother, then by Fergal and Roisin as we all said the words to the spell together, putting all of our combined magic behind it. If we could paralyze LeBron for even a minute, it would give me enough time to finish the bastard properly with my knife. Being a living soul, if he dies here so to would his body, wherever it was. Of course, his soul would end up here once more, but by the time that happened, it would be too late for him, because I would release all the soul energy he’d been using to gain power. He’d be just another soul then.

      Which would’ve been all well and good, had the Paralysis Spell worked on him. It should have worked, given that four powerful adepts were casting it. But all four of us were extremely weakened, and as it turned out, no match for someone of LeBron’s power. With one angry wave of his hand, he sent us all flying across the room, smashing us into the wall.

      "Fools!" he cried. "Did you really think your puny magic would be enough to hold me? You are even stupider than I thought."

      "No," Max said as I lay dazed on the floor. "Just desperate."

      LeBron walked over to us. "And to think I had such high hopes…" He shook his head in disgust. "My men will be along shortly to escort you all to the Draining Chamber. In the meantime, I have travel plans."

      "You can’t do this!" I shouted.

      LeBron thrust his hand out and used his power to lift me off the floor, pinning me against the wall. "Don’t dare tell me what I can and cannot do. You are speaking to a soon to be god."

      I laughed then. "You know I met a guy like you just recently. He thought he was a god as well."

      "Oh yeah?" LeBron said. "What happened to him?"

      "I stopped him. He’s dead now. Probably in the Underworld somewhere, which is where you’re heading. I’ll see to it myself."

      LeBron laughed and shook his head at me. "You know, I was going to finish you all and be done with it…right now. But I don’t think I will. I think I’ll keep you around so you can see the world that I build. I might even find every soul you’ve ever loved or cared about, and I might make you watch as I make their lives a living hell, worse than anything the Underworld has to offer. Then, and only then, will I consider destroying your souls for good. How does that sound?"

      He let me go, and I fell to the floor, my body wracked with pain once more from the demon possession. "I’ll come after you, LeBron," I said wincing. "You know I will. Your fucking minions won’t be able to keep me here…"

      LeBron bobbed his head from side to side. "I beg to differ, but just in case…" He closed his eyes for a moment, his body stiffening slightly. I could see he was working his power, but I wasn’t sure what for.

      "There," he said after opening his eyes. "I just created a little insurance policy to make sure you stay here, Creed."

      "What are you talking about?" I asked him.

      "Well, it’s like this, Creed," he said. "If you try to leave this realm and come after me, your family will cease to exist. Their survival is completely dependent on you remaining in this realm. I know you desperately want to be the hero and stop me from wiping out billions of people on Earth, but we both know you won’t go down that path if it means your mother dearest, and your two siblings, die…for good. We also both know you would never be able to stop me anyway, even if you did somehow manage to come after me, so…you might as well get comfortable. All of you. I’ll be back soon enough…with several billion souls in hand."

      "You’re bluffing," I said.

      "Am I? Why don’t you test the theory, Creed?" He smiled then, as if he’d thought of something. "I tell you what, Creed. Let’s make this interesting, shall we? I will instruct my men to let you leave this realm not long after I do. They won’t try to stop you. So now, the only two options you face are: option one, save your family, or option two, try to save several billion people on Earth.

      "So what do you think, Creed? Am I bluffing? What will you do, I wonder?" He laughed as he started to walk away. "I look forward to finding out…"

      "LeBRON!" I roared after him. "YOU FUCKING BASTARD!"
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      I was on my feet, pacing the room, fucking beside myself over what to do. There was very little doubt in my mind that LeBron was telling the truth. What sliver of doubt did exist was based only on the spurious notion that he had seemingly cast such a powerful spell so quickly. There would have been a lot of intricacies, and a lot of power required, to cast the spell in such record time. It could be done, if you had access to nearly unlimited power, which LeBron had in the form of the soul energy he had collected.

      "That fucking asshole!" Fergal said, back on his feet now as well, along with Roisin and my mother. "He’s really going to mass harvest billions of souls."

      "Just so he can build another world here," Roisin said.

      "One that he controls," my mother added.

      I turned and looked at them at all as if they had a screw lose in their brains. "Who the fuck cares about his motives?" I said shaking my head. "Don’t you know what he’s done?"

      The three of them looked at each other as if they shared some common consensus, then they looked at me. "We know what he’s done," my mother said.

      "Then why the fuck are you not freaking out?" I asked.

      My mother smiled and walked up to me, placing a hand that I barely felt on my cheek. "August, my son," she said. "You know what you have to do."

      I looked right into her faded eyes and shook my head, even though, deep down, I knew she was telling the truth. "No…" I said. "I’m not…I can’t…"

      "You have to, Gus," Fergal said as he came toward me. "That crazy fool is going to wipe out the Earth’s entire population. We all know he isn’t bluffing about any of it. We know he has the means to do it."

      "And he will do it, Gus," Roisin said, coming closer as well, making me feel like they were ganging up on me. "You know he’ll kill all those people."

      "Including Ray," Fergal said.

      "And Leona," my mother added, surprising me.

      "How do you know about Leona?" I asked, then shook my head. "Never mind…"

      "Just go, little brother," Fergal said. "You’re the only one who can save all those people."

      "But…" Tears streamed down my cheeks. "You’ll all die…you’ll cease to exist anymore."

      Roisin was crying now too, and I really wasn’t sure if they were tears of joy or sadness. "We know," she said.

      I looked at Fergal, and the second I did, barely visible tears rolled down his cheeks. "Brother…" I said, suddenly realizing I was going to miss him all over again, only worse this time.

      The three of them moved toward me, and we huddled together as a family one last time, our heads slightly bowed as we looked at each other through wet eyes. "August," my mother said, barely managing to hold her reassuring smile. "I am so proud of the man you have become, of the things you have done to help others. You turned out exactly how I thought you would, how I always hoped you would."

      "Mother…" I could barely speak.

      "I love you, Gus," Roisin said. "My little brother…"

      Fergal gripped the back of my neck, and I actually felt his hand squeeze as he pulled my head against his. "I’m proud of you, little brother, you hear me?"

      I could only nod.

      "You go now, and you get that bastard," he said. "You make sure he suffers for what he’s done, all right?"

      "Oh…he’ll fucking suffer all right," I said through gritted teeth. "I’ll make sure of it."

      We all stayed hugging for what seemed like too short a time, until it became obvious that I would have to leave them to their fates if I was going to have any chance at all of stopping LeBron. My mother stepped back first, then Roisin, and then Fergal.

      Leaving me standing alone.

      My mother smiled her beautiful smile at me, and I knew it would be last time I ever saw it, a fact which seemed to rip my guts out going by the pain I felt there. "Go now, son," she said. "Do what I brought you into this world to do. I love you."

      "I love you, Gus," Roisin said.

      "Love you, little brother," Fergal said.

      With the tears still pouring from my eyes, I said, "I love all of you…"

      Making myself move, tearing myself away from them, was the hardest thing I have ever had to do. I just kept thinking to myself that it wasn’t supposed to be like this, that they were supposed to come home with me…

      The only thing that got me moving was the deep anger I felt for LeBron, and the thought of him doing what he was going to do.

      I didn’t have a choice.

      I had to try and stop the bastard.

      I would stop him. I was damned if I was going to let the deaths of my beloved family members be in vain.

      As faded as they now were, I gave each of them one last loving glance, before turning my head and walking toward the door.

      I barely got two steps before I heard the voice of Max behind me. "Not so fast," he said. "I’m not leaving until I get what I came here for."

      About to turn around, my condemnation for Max was curtailed when the door opened and Moira walked into the room looking beat to hell. She could barely walk as she came tumbling into the room. "Moira!" I said as I ran to her. "Are you all right?"

      Moira held out a hand as she straightened up. "I’m fine…"

      "You don’t look it," I said. "What happened?"

      "LeBron left me with some of his men, saying he would be along later to see to me." Dark gray blood ran down her face as she spoke. "I managed to escape. Then I hear that LeBron has left. Is that true?"

      "It’s true." I looked behind me to see Max listening intently as my mother spoke to him. Then I turned back to Moira. "You still after a lift home?"

      "More than ever."

      I nodded. "We have to go now then."

      "What’s going on? Where’s LeBron?"

      "I’ll explain on the way." I turned around again, and shouted to Max. "Let’s go!"

      Max disappeared, and then spoke within me. "Don’t have a heart attack on my account, Creed," he said.

      "You get what you need?" I said staring at my family, the pain of doing so killing me, but I didn’t care if I was getting to see them. "Like I even care."

      "Yes, I did, though it wasn’t what I expected—"

      "Don’t care."

      My family all waved to me. After waving back, I looked at them one final time, and then turned and left the room, rage and sorrow about to boil over in me. Which I hoped they did.

      But only when I caught up with LeBron.

      Then I would teach him the meaning of pain.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

        

    

    







            No Time

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We made it out of the mountain lair without much trouble. A few of LeBron’s more loyal men tried to stop us, but I swiftly dealt with them using only my fists, which I was more than happy to do, except for the fact that I was now on a clock. LeBron was probably on Earth by now, preparing to set the bomb to end all bombs.

      "We’re never going to make it," I said when we got outside to the desert. "There’s not enough time. By the time we cross the desert on foot…" I shook my head in despair.

      "I can teleport us to the portal," Max said.

      "What?" I said aloud.

      "What?" Moira said.

      "Max said he can teleport us to the portal, even though he said he couldn’t teleport us on the way here," I said.

      "So I lied," Max said. "Big deal. I’m a demon. Now do you want a lift or not?"

      I sighed and shook my head. "Just fucking do it."

      As soon as I grabbed Moira’s arm, we vanished and reappeared in front of the portal leading to the Astral Plane. Torrents of souls still poured through it, and I couldn’t help but think what a cruel joke the whole cosmic system was.

      Moira stood staring in wonder. "I’ve never seen this. I can barely remember coming through it."

      "Fascinating," I said bluntly. "Jump aboard now, come on…"

      "What?" she said staring at me. "I don’t know how."

      "Just think of me as a portal and walk inside. I’ve already used a spell that will allow me to receive your spirit."

      She nodded like she was unsure of the whole thing. Under normal circumstances, I would have gently lead her through the whole process of inserting her spirit self inside of me, but these were not normal circumstances, and I didn’t have the time or the patience to fuck about. "Okay," she said. "I just walk…into you, right?"

      "Yes, just come forward…"

      "What if it doesn’t work?"

      "For fuck’s sake…" I stamped forward and pulled her roughly toward me. She then disappeared as if she had fallen into a black hole.

      "Fuck, this is weird," Moira said from inside me. "It’s like being you…only not."

      "Don’t crowd me please," Max said.

      "I’m sorry, I don’t—"

      "I said don’t crowd me!"

      "How am I—"

      "Enough!" I shouted aloud. "The two of you, shut the fuck up!"

      "Feeling a bit enraged, Creed, are we?" Max said.

      "I’m fucking warning you, Max," I said. "If you don’t stop I will make it my fucking mission to hunt you down in the Underworld and destroy your demon ass, even if you fucking kill me, I’ll still find a way. You hear me?"

      "He can be very convincing when he wants to be," Max said quietly to Moira. "He’d make a great demon…"

      I closed my eyes for a second as I took a deep breath. There was no time to be pissed at Max. Max could wait.

      Running toward the portal, I jumped off the ground and dived into the swirling red mass of energy, soon finding myself once more in the shadowy Astral Plane. Then, once I’d cast a Direction Spell, I sped off toward the Earthly Plane, praying that I wouldn’t be too late when I got there.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They say the journey always seems quicker on the way back. Thankfully in this case, that turned out to be true. My journey back through the Astral Plane seemed to take half the time it did before, perhaps because I wasn’t attacked by any astral predators, or maybe just because Max wasn’t talking incessantly this time, or perhaps even because my every action was being fueled by pain and rage. More so because, for a second there before I left the Gray Lands, I actually thought there was a slim chance that LeBron really was bluffing. Not about the bomb. I was certain he wasn’t bluffing about that. But about my family ceasing to exist once I went through the portal. The second I went through, though, I realized I was kidding myself if I thought my family was still in existence. A man like LeBron, though mad as a hatter, didn’t kid when it came to using his power to hurt others. He was a classic sadist, and was probably loving this little game he had going with me, more so than if he had killed me outright. But that is always their biggest weakness, isn’t it? Hubris. The need to prove their dominance over others. The need to be the smartest one in the room at all times.

      Only they aren’t always the smartest.

      Are they?
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* * *

      I exited the Astral Plane through the portal in Sanaka’s Sanctum. Landing in the room, I was met, not by Sanaka, but by Ray, who was sitting on a chair next to my physical body, which still lay on the floor in the same position.

      "It’s about bloody time," Ray said standing and stretching as if he had been sitting for ages. "I thought you were never coming back."

      "Ray?" I said in surprise. "What are you doing here? Where’s Sanaka?"

      "I was worried about my only nephew," he said. "I had to come, to make sure you were all right."

      "And Sanaka?" I said looking around and seeing no sign of my mentor.

      Ray shook his head, as if he didn’t quite know how to explain where Sanaka was. "He had to leave…on an emergency."

      "Emergency? What kind of emergency?"

      Ray came forward and placed his hands on my arms. "Don’t worry about him, he’s fine. You know Sanaka, always the mysterious type. The important thing is, you’re back."

      There seemed to be more to the story than Ray was letting on. Sanaka would never have left my side unless he was forced to, which told me whatever had caused him to leave suddenly, it must have been serious. I decided to let it slide for now. There were more important things to worry about. If Sanaka was in some kind of trouble, I was confident he could handle it himself.

      I smiled somewhat forlornly at Ray. "You know me, Ray, I’m like a bad penny…"

      "Well, your body is waiting, son." He gestured down at my physical form. It was like looking down at a corpse. I hardly recognized myself. It seemed like Max’s presence had been taking its toll on my body while I was away. My skin was an ashen gray, and my eyes looked sunken. Pretty much what I would have looked like as a ghoul, had my father’s curse taken full effect at the time.

      "Is that a fucking boil on my neck?" I said in disgust.

      "Yes, that’s a common outbreak on the possessed," Max said. "It will clear up once I’m gone."

      "You’re actually leaving?"

      "Yes. Itchy feet. Count yourself lucky you survived me, Creed. You’re the first."

      "I’m flattered."

      Moira chose that moment to make her exit, or should I say, entrance. "Are we…on Earth?" she asked as she looked around the room.

      "Who is this?" Ray asked, more bemused than surprised. "Did you pick up a hitchhiker, August?"

      "Something like that," I said. "Ray, this is Moira. She needs a body."

      "What’s wrong with the one she has?"

      "Eh, she’s a ghost…"

      "I’m just kidding. I suppose you want me to…"

      "If you could, yeah. I’ve got a more pressing matter to deal with." I walked forward and lay down on top of my physical body, as it and my astral form became one again.

      "Anything I can help you with?" Ray asked as he took my hand and helped me up. My body felt stiff and sore, and shockingly weak. I didn’t know how I was supposed to hunt LeBron in this state, never mind stop him.

      "Yes, actually," I said, wincing at the pain in my body. "First, I need to find someone right away, and second…" I trailed off as wooziness made me unsteady on my feet.

      "Woah," Ray said grabbing my arm. "You can barely stand. You need to rest and recuperate."

      I shook my head. "There’s no time…I can’t."

      "Why not? What’s going on, son?"

      I shut my eyes as I became overwhelmed, not only by the pain and weakness, but by the despair that came from the fact that I was in no state to go after LeBron. I couldn’t even fucking hold myself up!

      "It’s me doing that to him," Max stated as bluntly as ever as he now stood next to me in the form of Evil Creed.

      "No shit!" Ray said glaring at Max, showing a rare glimpse of anger. Obviously Sanaka had passed on his All Seeing Spell to Ray before leaving. "I think it’s time you left, demon. I trust you got what you wanted already?"

      Max nodded. "I did actually, which surprised me because I thought—"

      "I don’t care what you thought, demon," Ray snarled. "Leave my nephew and go back to the Underworld where you belong."

      "No…" I barely managed to say. "I need him…"

      "Need him?" Ray said. "What the bloody hell for?"

      "LeBron…teleport…"

      "You’re not making sense, August. Who or what is LeBron?"

      "I think he’s trying to say that he needs me to teleport him to LeBron, the fool who is trying to blow this world up," Max said. "As neither of you two can teleport far enough if need be. Am I right, Creed?"

      I nodded. "He stays…"

      Ray shook his head, confused now. "If he stays much longer he’ll kill you, son."

      "I hate to say it," Max said. "But your uncle is right, Creed. You’re on your last legs, my old son."

      They were both right. I was dying. There was no doubt about that. Max had to go. At least until I could heal. "Possess Ray instead," I said.

      "What?" Ray said still holding me up. "Absolutely not! There is no way in fucking hell I’m letting that filthy, disgusting thing inside—"

      "Ray!" I said clutching at his chest. "This is life or death…trust me."

      "Then possess someone else," Ray argued.

      "THERE’S NO FUCKING TIME, RAY!" I screamed suddenly. "THERE’S NO TIME…THERE’S—"

      The world went black.
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      I woke up half screaming in a panic, to find myself lying on a chaise lounge in Sanaka’s living room. Moira, or at least her ghost, was standing over me. "It’s okay," she said reassuringly. "You’re safe, Creed."

      I sat there blinking for a moment as my focus gradually recovered, and I soon realized that I was feeling physically a whole lot better than I did before. "What happened?" I asked Moira.

      "You basically collapsed into a coma," Ray answered. I hadn’t realized he was in the room. He was sitting over by the fireplace puffing on his pipe. "I worked my magic on you, though. You can thank me later."

      "Thanks, Ray," I said as I swung my legs off the seat. "What about…"

      "The demon?" Ray said. "Oh, he’s right here inside of me, driving me fucking crazy for the last hour. August, son, how did you put up with him for so long?"

      I ignored his question, because I couldn’t get past the fact that I’d been out for a whole hour. "LeBron," I said. "We have to do the Location Spell…now!"

      "Already done," Ray said.

      I looked at Moira, and she nodded. "You won’t believe where he is," she said.

      "I think August knows where he is already," Ray said, before blowing out a long stream of smoke.

      "Blackham," I said without hesitation.

      "You must have made some impression on the man for him to want to detonate his bomb in your home town," Ray said.

      I shook my head. "Motherfucking psychopath…I have to go, right now." I spotted my trench coat draped over one of the chairs, and I went and put it on, as if I was a soldier gearing up for battle. A quick check told me that my magic reserves were at maximum thanks to Ray’s rejuvenation methods. "I’ll be needing Max back as well."

      "With pleasure," Ray said as he stood up, tensing for a second as Max’s spirit left his body and jumped into mine.

      "Hello again, Creed," Max said. "Feeling better, I see."

      "Yeah," I said. "No thanks to you. This is just temporary. Don’t get too comfortable in there."

      "I have no intentions of sticking around after I take you to where you need to go. I’m curious though, why don’t you teleport yourself? Anyone would think you like me being in you."

      I tutted in disgust. "As if. I’m just conserving my magic."

      Max laughed. "I will miss you, Creed."

      "I’ll miss you too, Max…like a fucking hole in the head," I said. "Now take me to LeBron."

      "Wait," Ray said, as if he’d heard my conversation with Max. "I’m coming with you."

      I shook my head. "This isn’t your fight, Ray."

      "Bollocks it isn’t my fight," he said. "I live on this planet as well, don’t I, along with the billions of other people this asshole LeBron is planning on blowing up. Not my fight…" He shook his head again in annoyance.

      "All right, fine," I said. "I don’t have time to argue with you."

      "No, you don’t."

      "Can we just go now?" Max said. "I’m becoming bored by all these heroics."

      "You should be sticking around to help, Max," I said. "This is your playground, is it not? How would you get your fun if there’s no one here to…do what you do with?"

      "There are other worlds in the multiverse. Earth is not the only fruit. Far from it."

      "Fine, whatever," I said. "Take us where we need to go, then you can fuck off forever."

      "No need to be so tetchy, Creed. You humans, so easily offended, so…"

      "Whatever, Max," I said aloud, then looked at Ray. "Let’s go, Ray."

      Ray had his battered brown trench coat on now. He also held his centuries old Druidic staff. "Ready," he said as he grabbed my arm.

      "What about me?" Moira asked from across the room. "Am I supposed to just hang around here?"

      "Make yourself at home," Ray said. "Just stay out of the East wing."

      "What’s in the East wing?"

      We had already teleported before Ray could answer.
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      We landed in Gadsden Park, which was situated across the river in Bankhurst. According to Ray, this is where LeBron is supposed to be. We stood just outside the front entrance of the Zoo, memories of my recent protest here coming back to me; memories that would probably have brought a smile to my face if current circumstances were not so dire. "This park is massive," I said. "LeBron could be anywhere."

      "Don’t worry," Ray said holding up his staff. "He won’t be hard to find."

      "Time for me to leave now, Creed," Max said. "I’d like to satisfy a few urges before there is no one left on this planet to kill."

      "Thanks for the vote of confidence there, Max," I said.

      "Well, I’ll say this for you, Creed. If anyone can stop LeBron, it’s you, and your…uncle. You know your uncle has a very weird inner life?"

      "Isn’t everybody’s inner life weird?"

      "Where humans are concerned, I suppose you are right."

      "Thanks for the lift, Max," I said as I looked around the park for signs of LeBron, and seeing nothing but darkness and shadows. "Sure you don’t want to stick around? Your power could prove useful."

      "No, thanks," Max said. "I’m sure you can handle it, Creed."

      "Fine. Just don’t blame me when there’s no one left to play with."

      "You’ll be the first person I’ll blame."

      "I’m sure of that."

      Max laughed. "Well, Creed, it’s been real, as you humans say. Try not to get everybody killed."

      "Fuck off."

      He exited my body in a rush at that point, his spirit moving invisibly through the night to God knows where. Probably into the body of some other chump, who most certainly wouldn’t survive the experience the way I did. If anyone survived this night, that is.

      "I have a lock on LeBron," Ray said as he pointed his staff toward Cedar Lake and the playing fields beyond. "He’s that way."

      "Are you sure?" I asked him. "We only get one chance at this."

      Ray threw me a look. "Who do you think you are talking to, some apprentice?"

      I shook my head. "Of course not. I’m just…"

      "I know." Ray held his hand out. "Come. I’ll teleport us over there."

      When we landed near the playing fields, I looked around and couldn’t see anyone, and then Ray pointed with his staff to the center of the field. Squinting in the darkness, I saw a hunched figure, the half moon barely providing enough light to create an outline around it. "That’s him," I said with certainty, my anger beginning to rise once more as I thought about my family, and what LeBron had done to them.

      "We should call for backup," Ray said. "Just to be on the safe side."

      I shook my head as I focused on the figure in the middle of the field. "There’s no time, and who would we call anyway?"

      "I’ve already tried to contact Tetsuo…again."

      "And?"

      "He may be off world. I got no response."

      "Then it’s just us."

      "It would seem that way," Ray said. "Let’s go and get this bastard."

      Just as we started to move toward LeBron, the sky above his head seemed to tear as a small portal of reddish energy began to form, glowing against the dark backdrop. "Fuck," I said halting mid-step. "That can’t be good."

      "He’s opened a bloody portal!" Ray said.

      My hand slipped inside my trench coat and pulled out the Druidic knife from its sheath. "Not for long."

      My focus was on LeBron as I started running toward him, my boots thumping loudly on the wet grass, which LeBron obviously heard, because he turned around. A smile came over his face as he saw me running at him, my arm up as I held the knife behind my head.

      LeBron waited, still smiling at me as the portal continued to open.

      When I got to within six feet of him, I threw the knife as hard as I could, with a shout of rage-filled aggression. I had practiced the same throwing technique thousands of times at the Sanctum, so there was no doubt in my mind that the knife would find its target in LeBron’s chest.

      And it would have done, had LeBron not been standing inside a protection circle that completely shielded him from outside forces. The knife seemed to halt in mid-air as it came into contact with the virtual forcefield LeBron was standing behind. The forcefield sparked slightly as the knife hit it, and then the knife itself fell harmlessly to the ground. "Motherfucker!" I cursed as LeBron laughed and shook his head.

      Time to try a different tact, I thought, as I concentrated on welding my magic. I tried the brute force option first, to see if I could simply tear a hole in LeBron’s forcefield, but it resisted the violence of my magic. Sparks of energy shot out all around LeBron, as I continued to batter at the forcefield to no avail.

      "You’ll never break through, Creed," LeBron goaded. "Your magic isn’t strong enough."

      "Maybe not," Ray said, now standing beside me. "But mine is."

      LeBron didn’t seem overly concerned by Ray’s threat. "Do your worst, old man. My money is on the shield."

      Ray’s face set into a serious scowl as he pointed his staff in LeBron’s direction, sending bolts of blue energy from out of the staff, to try and blast right through the forcefield. He even brought down a blast of lightning from the sky, but to no effect. After several more high-powered blasts, it was clear that he wasn’t making a dent. "Brute force isn’t working," Ray said.

      "No shit," I said, barely able to contain my frustration, not to mention my ever growing hatred for the smug bastard currently grinning at us like the cat who got the fucking cream.

      Ray and I spent the next five minutes throwing every spell we could think of at LeBron and his protective shield, but we got nowhere. In the end, I was reduced to walking right up to it, and battering on the invisible wall with my fist, like some pathetic drunk who’d been locked out of the house by his wife. "I’m going to fucking kill you, LeBron!" I screamed.

      "I think that should be the other way around," the smug bastard hit back. "I’m the one who is going to kill you…and everyone else."

      I let out another scream of frustration as Ray came up next to me, his concerned face not exactly filling me with confidence that we we’re going to stop this crazy bastard.

      "I must say, Creed," LeBron said, putting his face right next to mine. "I’m surprised to even see you here. I didn’t think you’d have the balls to leave your family to die…for good that is," he finished with a chuckle.

      My anger wanted to boil up again, but I managed to keep it under control. All the energy I had expended in trying to break the forcefield had left me feeling a little calmer. I still hated LeBron with every fibre of my being; I just didn’t show it as much. Thus, LeBron got the dead-eyed stare, instead of the rage-filled glare. "Tell me again that you weren’t bluffing about that," I said.

      "I wasn’t bluffing," he said straight away. "Your family is no more. Is that clear enough for you?"

      "Crystal," I said nodding, even though it was gut wrenching to see that he was obviously telling the truth.

      "Good." He stepped back into the center of his protection circle. "Now if you don’t mind, I have souls to harvest."

      "Where’s the bomb, LeBron?" I asked.

      LeBron laughed hard, and did so to the point where I felt like screaming. "The bomb? Please tell me you are not that stupid, Creed."

      Just then, a torrent of bluish-white energy burst out of the portal above LeBron’s head, and all the energy began to pour into him as he rapturously received it with open arms.

      Then I understood.

      There was no physical bomb, no contraption with wires and a detonator button.

      LeBron was the fucking bomb.
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      Ray and I could only watch as the soul energy kept pouring from the portal and into LeBron. "Can he even hold that much energy without…"

      "Exploding?" Ray said. "We’ll soon see, although I think exploding is the point."

      "Yeah, but not until he has enough to…"

      "Blow up the whole damn world?"

      "Exactly."

      Ray looked grimly on as megaton after megaton of magical energy somehow managed to enter LeBron’s body and stay there without imploding within him. "What the hell are we going to do, August?"

      My head turned slowly to look at Ray, as if he had just told me he had slept with my mother. "You’re asking me? You’re the master sorcerer here…"

      "So what the fuck are you, son? Some second year apprentice? Think!"

      I’d never seen Ray so rattled, not even when we stood up against Gordon Grayson, which already seemed like a lifetime ago. I’ll be honest, him being so rattled, it rattled me as well.

      But he was also right. It was my show. Mine and LeBron’s. It was up to me to finish it. The question was how, though. LeBron was too powerful, as all these power hungry bastards seem to be in the end.

      Though that hasn’t stopped me before.

      It was an empowering thought, and one which got me to thinking: how did I manage to beat the other psychopathic assholes I stood up against in recent times? How did I ultimately beat my father, Baal, Gordon Grayson and all the rest over the years? They all had one weakness: their ego. These guys were so arrogant they thought they couldn’t be beat, and that always tripped them up in the end, because they inevitably ended up underestimating me.

      I just needed LeBron to do the same.

      Walking to the forcefield, I stopped just in front of it as LeBron soaked up the last of the soul energy coming through the portal. He practically glowed with all the energy he had contained inside of him. Hard to believe the man standing in front of me held the explosive capacity of a thousand nuclear bombs, but with a far greater reach than any ordinary bomb. A reach that would stretch around the whole planet.

      "Can you feel it, Creed?" LeBron boasted, so fucking high he looked like he had just snorted a whole kilo of cocaine in one huge line. "Can you feel the power coming off me. It’s…glorious!"

      "I’m sure it is," I said. "Maybe if you stopped hiding behind this forcefield and step out of that circle, I might be able to feel it. I mean, it’s not like I can stop you now, is it? I doubt anyone can."

      LeBron smiled widely. "You are right, no one can stop me now…and no one will."

      "At least let me feel all that power before you blow us all to hell."

      "You want to feel my power?" He chuckled to himself. "Are you coming on to me, Creed?"

      "Not likely. I just want to know what all that soul energy feels like."

      LeBron cocked his head to one side. "I see what you are doing, Creed. You are trying to lure me out, aren’t you?" He shook his head. "You still think you have a chance at stopping me, don’t you?"

      "Of course not, I—"

      "Don’t lie!" He took a few steps forward, and I realized with almost nervous excitement that he had finally dropped his forcefield. "The hero in you thinks he can still save the day. Well, come on, Creed." He beckoned me toward him. "Come on! Try to stop me, Creed!"

      For the first time, LeBron was now vulnerable, though it was questionable just how vulnerable a man of his current power could actually be, even without protection around him.

      Let’s fucking see then.

      In an instant, I conjured the strongest energy ball that I could, and hurled it at LeBron with all my might. The power of the blast would have been enough to take down whoever stood in its path, or at least knock them on their ass.

      But not LeBron, who merely splayed his arms as if he welcomed the energy I threw at him, absorbing it into himself as if it was just more grist for the mill. Then he laughed. "Is that all you’ve got?" he asked. "This isn’t going to be a very fair fight at all."

      "Who said anything about fair?" Ray said, who had slyly positioned himself to the side of LeBron. Then, before LeBron knew what was happening, Ray used his staff to cast an Encasement Spell, which effectively trapped LeBron in a bubble of yellowish energy. As LeBron shook his head and began to push against the energy surrounding him, Ray looked at me. "It won’t last long. Drain him, August!"

      I didn’t need to be told twice. It took me just a few seconds to work up the magic needed to begin draining LeBron of the soul energy he had within him. Both my hands were out facing LeBron as I directed my magic toward him. When I had connected with his stolen energy, I started to pull it out of him, and then send it back through the portal from whence it came.

      LeBron flew into a rage at that point, and needless to say resisted me all the way. But by the time he was able to free himself, I had siphoned off at least half of the soul energy that was in him.

      But it still wasn’t enough. LeBron still had more power than either me or Ray could contend with. He was so angry now that his skin began to glow a hot reddish color, as if the energy left in him was heating up, the atoms becoming agitated along with his emotions. He then shot out a hand toward Ray and hit him with a blast of energy that lifted Ray off his feet, shooting him back into the air as surely as if he had been hit by a cannon ball. I could only watch in horror as Ray’s body was flung several hundred yards, eventually disappearing into the darkness and landing at the far end of the playing fields.

      "No!" I shouted, feeling sure that there was no way Ray could survive such a great fall intact. In my anger, I went to attack LeBron again, but before I could, he held me in an invisible grip that was as strong as any vice.

      "I suppose you think that little stunt was clever," LeBron said as he came toward me. "All you’ve done is delay the inevitable. I’ll get every drop of that energy back, but not before I kill you, Creed, which I should have done long before now."

      I struggled against the power he was using on me, trying to break it with my own. But even with half his power gone, LeBron was still much stronger than me. "Come on then, motherfucker!" I screamed in frustration, knowing in my gut that the game was up. It was over, and LeBron had won. "Fucking kill me then! Come on!"

      He ran at me, and slammed his fist into my face, shattering my nose and knocking me to the ground where I lay choking on my own blood. "With pleasure," he said as he sat on top of me, like a cage fighter about to finish his opponent with a burst of ground and pound.

      "Fuck you!" I said, spitting blood at him.

      Wiping the blood from his face, LeBron stared down at me. "You know what? With all this magic around, sometimes I forget about the unique satisfaction that comes from using your bare hands to do a job. In this case, that job would be beating you to death, Creed."

      His fist came down on my face again, smashing my already busted nose. Then another fist swung down into my jaw, and then another and another until I felt my mandible crack.

      "Oh yes!" LeBron said. "That feels good…"

      The hits kept coming as his fists pounded at my face, each punch coming with a roar of effort as he put everything he had into every punch. In no time, my face and neck were wet with blood, and I lay half conscious, totally unable to fight back. It’s hard to think about defensive magic when you’re getting the face pounded off you.

      Then I felt LeBron’s large hands wrap themselves around my throat, and begin to squeeze.

      "Once upon a time," he said, breathing hard, having tired himself out throwing all those punches. "I used to kill people exactly like I’m about to kill you now. I would wrap my hands around their throat, and then I would squeeze until all the life was squeezed out of them, like air from an old tire…"

      I tried to say, "Fuck you," as I lay looking up at him through eyes that stung with blood, but nothing came out because of the pressure he was putting on my throat, his thumbs sinking deep as they pressed on my windpipe.

      "Don’t worry, Creed," LeBron said as the world started to fade around me, the blackness of death swallowing it up slowly but surely. "I’ll see you on the other side, where I’ll subject you to more pain and punishment than you could ever dream of…"
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      I was on the verge of slipping away into oblivion when I felt the pressure on my neck suddenly stop, and the weight of LeBron no longer on me. I was still basically unconscious though, so I couldn’t really figure out what was going on. All I could do was lie there as my lungs took in oxygen again, and my mouth filled up with blood. It wasn’t until I heard a voice that my mind started thinking straight again.

      "All right, Creed, time to get up now. Let’s go!"

      It was Max’s voice inside me. "What…why…" I barely said back to him.

      "I just saved your life. You can thank me later. Now get the hell up before he’s on you again!"

      I felt a jolt of pain in my chest, as if someone had just zapped me with forty volts. I couldn’t help but gasp and sit bolt upright, the world suddenly spinning into dizzying view again. "What the…"

      "I put him down for you," Max said. "He won’t stay down for long, though. In fact…"

      As I looked straight ahead, I saw LeBron pick himself up from off the ground and shake his head, as if someone had clocked him on the jaw. Our eyes met for a second. "I see your stinking demon has come to your rescue," he said as he stood up. "For all the good it will do you."

      Almost in slow motion, I saw him raise his palm, as a sphere of swirling red energy formed in it. Then he drew his arm back slightly as he prepared to send the destruction magic my way. My instincts took over at that point, thank God…if I’d been waiting on my mind to protect me, I’d be dead.

      As the blast magic came speeding towards me, I raised one arm and formed a magic shield in front of myself, formed from a thin layer of bluish magical energy. The blast magic hit the shield and got absorbed into it, the impact almost knocking me back.

      A surge of adrenaline went through me then, enough for me to get to my feet and face LeBron. My focus was laser sighted. The only thing I could see in front of me was LeBron and his grinning face as he realized I wasn’t ready to go down yet. Not by a fucking long shot, and certainly not because of him.

      "You looking for round two now?" he asked me, then shook his head as if he couldn’t be bothered. "You’ve wasted enough of my time, Creed. I think I’ll just go ahead and set the world on fire now, if that’s all right with you."

      "Aren’t you forgetting something? You only have half the energy you need. You’ll have to siphon it out of the portal again. You think I’m going to let you do that?" I focused hard on him as the rage built up inside me once more. "You’ll have to fucking kill me first, asshole."

      LeBron made a snarling sound as he realized I was right. "You can be most fucking infuriating, you know that?"

      "I do."

      "So be it." He conjured another ball of blast magic in his hand and threw it at me, which I blocked with my shield. Then, before he could get another blast off, I conjured my own and fired it at him, catching him on the head and knocking him back on his ass.

      He looked surprised for a second that I was able to knock him over, but his surprise soon turned to anger and aggression as he brought up his own shield, and then used his other hand to direct a continuous steam of blast magic at me. My shield absorbed most of the blast, but I could begin to feel it weaken under the strain, especially because I now had to counter with my own stream of blast magic, which LeBron’s shield also absorbed.

      As LeBron jumped to his feet, and we continued to blast each other with our respective magic, I realized it had now come down to a battle of wills…and power.

      It was just a question of whose power would give out first, and after a few moments, I soon realized it would most likely be mine.

      As did LeBron.

      "You are not strong enough to defeat me!" he shouted as he started to push me back, further weakening my shield and the stream of blast magic.

      I screamed in effort as I tried to turn the tables and force him back, but after straining massively, I had to concede that I was getting nowhere. All the while, LeBron kept getting closer.

      Then suddenly my shield gave in completely, and the blast magic it had been protecting me against got through and hit me square on the chest, slamming me into the ground as surely as a ten ton hammer would.

      "Where has your heroics gotten you now, Creed?" LeBron said as he stood over me. "I’ll tell you where…soon to be dead like everyone else on this planet."

      "Did I save you just so you could die?" Max asked bluntly.

      It was a fair question, and one which stuck in my craw. "No," I said aloud.

      "No what?" LeBron asked.

      I focused on his face, noticing with satisfaction the glimmer of shocked fear in his eyes when he looked into mine. "No one is dying tonight…except you."

      As LeBron shook his head in mock boredom, I gathered within myself every ounce of magic I had left, which wasn’t much at all by that point…which is why I had to try a different tact.

      "What…what are you doing, Creed?" Max asked.

      The truth is, I wasn’t even sure what I was doing. I didn’t have enough magic left to attack LeBron with, so I borrowed some of Max’s power instead. Don’t ask me how I did it. All I know is, I couldn’t die without avenging my family. In my mind, I had already failed them when I didn’t get them safely out of the Realm of the Dead. I wasn’t going to fail them again by letting the man who wiped them out of existence go on living.

      No fucking way.

      So in the process of digging deep to scrape up my remaining magic, Max got pulled into the fray, and I was able to tap into his considerable power, despite his protestations.

      "Creed, I don’t like this," Max said, for the first time ever sounding afraid of something. "You’re stealing my power…invading me…"

      "Now you know how it feels, Max," I said as a massive surge of power traveled around my body, which I then focused into a single sphere of blast magic.

      "Again?" LeBron said. "Really? If it didn’t work the first time, it’s not going to—"

      I fired the bowling ball sized sphere of blast magic at his chest as hard as I could. When it hit, he was knocked right off his feet, as he then went sailing back several yards before landing with a hard thump.

      As I clambered back to my feet, so did he.

      "Time to end this," he said. "I think I’ll just take half the planet, and come back for the other half later, when you are good and dead, Creed."

      A smug smile came over his face, and I realized what he was about to do.

      "No!" I shouted.

      Reality seemed to slow down at that point. Suddenly all of  my rage, hatred, sorrow and grief focused into a single stream of emotion that seemed to empower me more than the magic did.

      LeBron was about to detonate himself.

      Without thinking, I ran at him, as hard and as fast as I could, because it seemed like the only thing to do. I thought that if I could get to him, I could stop him. That was the only thought going through my mind as I charged at him, and he continued to stand there with a maniacal grin on his face.

      There was logic in my actions too, underneath all the aggression and raw emotion, a logic I didn’t comprehend, but which was there nonetheless: magic of any kind takes concentration, and if a person can’t concentrate, they can’t wield magic. It’s that simple. Blowing himself up with soul energy would be an act of magic. I just had to make sure he couldn’t focus long enough to complete that act.

      So I charged into the cunt like a raging bull, knocking him hard to the ground, hearing his lungs empty of air as I fell on top of him.

      I can’t let him finish…I won’t let him finish…

      Before LeBron could recover, I straddled him. Then I began to beat his head and face with my fists.

      He can’t focus, he can’t blow us up…

      With each successive punch, the rage and hatred I was feeling intensified as the punches got harder, and more numerous.

      If he can’t think…

      I kept punching, screaming now like a mad man. "FUCKING…DIE…YOU…CUNT…"

      With every punch thrown, I saw the faces of my family, my mother, my brother…my dear sister.

      "AAAAHHHHHHHH…"

      I felt my knuckles crack as I broke the bones in his face, pulverizing the soft tissue, smashing his eye sockets, destroying his nose; teeth and blood flying everywhere after every blow.

      The punches only slowed down when I became physically incapable of swinging them anymore, due to exhaustion. Raising myself up, I hit him one final time, and then nearly collapsed on top of him.

      "FUCK YOU!" I screamed at him, and I realized that tears were streaming from my eyes now, making it difficult for me to see the pulverized lump of meat that used to be LeBron’s head.

      When I rolled off him, I lay on the cool grass crying and shaking, the pain of loss like a knife in my belly, and seeming greater than it ever did before.
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      "I always knew there was a killer in you, Creed," Max said as he stood over me.

      I didn’t answer him at first as I looked over at LeBron, who lay motionless on the grass, his bloody face misshapen and unrecognizable after the beating I gave him. I was calm but exhausted, my grief having turned to cold disregard for the man I just beat to death. "Fuck him," I said.

      Max smiled. "His soul still lingers. I can see it. Perhaps I can drag his butt back to the Underworld with me…"

      A small laugh escaped me. "His ass," I said. "You’ll drag his ass to the Underworld."

      "That’s what I said."

      "You said butt."

      "Whatever…"

      I soon managed to drag myself to my feet as I stood to face Max. "I don’t understand, Max."

      "Don’t understand what, Creed?"

      "Why did you come back?"

      Max smiled and remained silent for a moment, before finally answering, "I knew you would only get yourself killed if I didn’t."

      I shook my head. "I didn’t think that would bother you. You going soft, Max? Maybe you’re spending too much time with us humans."

      "A strange feeling came over me, that’s all."

      "What feeling?"

      "Something I’ve never felt before. Well, I have, but only in humans. I felt torn."

      "Torn?"

      "Yes."

      I smiled. "It’s called doing the right thing."

      "Do you think you did the right thing in killing him?"

      I looked down at LeBron’s stiffening body. "Absofuckinglutely."

      "I’m pleased to hear it. Maybe one day I could teach you some of my tricks. I know ways of killing humans you could never even imagine…"

      I held a hand up. "I don’t think so. I didn’t kill the son of a bitch for pleasure, you know."

      "You don’t know what you’re missing."

      "I think I’ll be fine."

      A brief silence ensued as I stared at my bloody knuckles. I’d killed men before, but never with my bare hands. Never in so animalistic a fashion.

      "Afraid it felt good, Creed?" Max asked.

      I shook my head. "Shouldn’t you be getting back now, before LeBron’s soul escapes?"

      "Deny your instincts if you want. You forget I know you better than you know yourself. I know what’s inside you, Creed…"

      "Jesus," I said. "You never stop, do you? You’re like a fucking recruiter for Murder Inc."

      Max laughed. "We’ll part ways then…for now."

      When Max’s spirit finally left me, and he had taken himself and the soul of LeBron away to the Underworld, I muttered, "Don’t hurry back…"

      I let out a deep breath then, as it was just me and LeBron’s corpse left behind.

      "And Ray…" I suddenly said. "Oh Jesus…Ray!"

      I sprinted off across the playing fields in search of Ray, hoping that my uncle was all right. The blast magic he was hit with, and the massive fall he would’ve taken, didn’t fill me with confidence that I would find him in good shape…or alive even.

      Dawn was beginning to break, giving me just enough light to see by as I searched the playing fields for signs of Ray, calling his name as I went.

      Then I found him lying unconscious on the grass. "Oh fuck…" I breathed as I went to him, praying he wasn’t dead. I couldn’t lose another family member.

      He was all I had left.

      Relief washed over me as I noticed he was still breathing at least, and I gently shook him a few times. "Ray…it’s me, August…wake up, Ray, please…"

      Ray’s eyes suddenly opened, and he started coughing and spluttering as he clutched at his chest. "Bloody hell," he said. "That hurts…"

      I couldn’t keep the smile off my face, despite the obvious pain he was in. "You’re okay, Ray."

      Ray continued to lie on the grass for another moment while he got his bearings. "I’m sure I’ve said this before," he said wincing. "But I bloody mean it this time: I’m getting too old for this shit."

      "You could be right."

      He shook his head. "Smartass. What about LeBron? As we’re still here, I take it you dealt with him."

      I nodded. "Yes."

      Ray stared at me a moment, seeing something in my eyes that made his face soften. "Come on," he said. "Help an old man to his feet, will you?"

      After helping him up, I then had to search for his staff, which he said he wouldn’t be leaving without. I handed it to him once I’d located it nearby. "There you go, old man," I said with a smile. "There’s your walking stick."

      "You can mock, son. One day you’ll be as old as I am, and then…"

      "I’ll still be doing the same shit."

      Ray smiled and put a hand on my cheek. "I hope so, son," he said. "I hope so…"
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      Ray decided his old bones needed some resuscitating (his words, not mine), so he said he was heading off to Sanaka’s Sanctum so he could bathe in the Resuscitation Bath. Apparently getting tossed across a field like a football wasn’t good for the back. When I pointed out that Sanaka wasn’t home, Ray said he wouldn’t mind him using the place, and that "they had an arrangement".

      Once Ray had teleported away, I called Brentwood and told him about the corpse in the park, telling him only as much as he needed to know so he could send his people to pick up LeBron’s body and dispose of it. He still sounded a little off with me, which was unsurprising, given recent events. But he would get over it, he always did, if only because he knew he needed my skillset more than he cared to admit. And hell, if he wasn’t used to my brand of crazy yet, he never would be.

      I used the little magic reserve I had left to teleport into my Sanctum. The living room to be precise. I froze slightly when I noticed Blaze lying on the floor a few feet away. He immediately jumped to his feet and eyed me with cold suspicion. "Take it easy, buddy," I said raising my hands. "It’s me this time. The demon is gone. I promise."

      Blaze raised his thick snout as if to sniff the air for a few seconds, and then his yellow eyes softened somewhat. A second later, he padded over to me, and I bent down to greet him, pulling him in so I could hug the big bastard. "Sorry about before, buddy. It couldn’t be helped. You been looking after Leona for me? Is she here?"

      "She’s right here."

      Slightly startled by the voice, I looked to see Leona standing in the doorway, wearing just a black T-shirt. She must have came down the stairs from bed.

      I smiled at her as I stood up. Blaze made a few small mewling noises before heading off to the kitchen like he wanted to give us privacy. I didn’t know what else to do except stand and stare at Leona. I didn’t know what to say to her.

      A frown of concern came over her face as she noticed the state of my face, and she came toward me and gently touched my face with her hand. "Jesus, Creed, what happened?"

      My smile widened for a second as tears stung my eyes. All I could do was shrug, as if I didn’t know where to start.

      "Creed?" she said, her voice gentle for once.

      I puffed my cheeks out as if I didn’t know what to say. "I…"

      Leona waited a second before speaking. "Tell me."

      "My family…" I couldn’t say anymore, as I was afraid if I did I would break down completely.

      Leona gave a small sigh as she came and put her arms around me, pulling me in tight. "Oh, Creed," she said in a small voice. "I’m sorry…"

      There wasn’t much else to say.

      I just held her and cried.
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* * *

      Later, after I’d finished telling Leona about everything that happened in the Realm of the Dead, and about my confrontation with LeBron—and after a good half a bottle of Glenfiddich—Leona fell into contemplative silence for a few moments, and I was happy to let her. I was tired of talking anyway, though not as tired as I was of the pain and loss that seemed to be such a constant in my life these days. I couldn’t even save my family, and they were dead already. Who was going to be next? Ray? Leona? It was something I didn’t want to think about as I poured myself another drink. When Leona spoke again, I was glad of the distraction.

      "I’ve come to the conclusion that this will always be our lives," she said as we sat together on the sofa. "There will always be this…chaos."

      "Chaos? Isn’t everybody’s life just a state of chaos?"

      "Maybe, but not quite like yours."

      "Don’t you mean ours? Our life?"

      "I guess they’re one in the same now."

      "Does that scare you?"

      "Does it scare you?"

      I shook my head. "Not at all. Do you think you’re making a mistake?"

      "I think it’s more like I’m taking a leap of faith," she said. "There’s no training for this."

      I broke into a smile. "No, soldier, there definitely isn’t. You just gotta take each day as it comes."

      "As you do?"

      "Sure."

      "You make it sound so easy. I’m used to planning, order, neither of which are a big factor in your life."

      I leaned over and kissed her. "I know it’s scary, but you couldn’t be in better hands."

      She shook her head. "That’s what scares me."

      I was about to come back at her with a witty rebuttal when I heard the front door being knocked. Throwing my head back, I sighed. "Who the hell is that?"

      "Probably a potential client," Leona said. "I’ve been discretely advertising our services."

      I looked at her in surprise. "Wait, what?"

      "I asked a few of the people I helped out to spread the word, that’s all. It would surprise you how many people have troubles of the supernatural kind in this city, especially now that it’s all out in the open. There’s no more bogeymen. When people see a monster, or experience something supernatural, they know exactly what it is now. They don’t run scared, they get help. From us."

      I nodded, impressed. "Glad to see you’re taking this partnership so seriously."

      "I am, I just need you to take it seriously as well."

      The door knocked again, but I ignored it. "I couldn’t take it any more seriously than I already do."

      "I know. I just mean you need to be more organized about things, instead of—that’s the door again. You better go answer it."

      "They’ll leave in a minute."

      Another long knock sounded, louder than the last one, and I set my glass on the table. "Fuck’s sake…don’t they know what time it is?"

      "It’s nearly six in the evening."

      "Exactly," I said getting up. "At least wait until after dinner."

      "Where you taking me, by the way?" Leona said as I walked to the hallway. "Somewhere expensive, I hope."

      "Actually." I paused in the doorway. "I was thinking the cabin for a few days. I need the peace and quiet."

      She raised her eyebrows. "The cabin? Even better. Can I bring my bow?"

      "What for?"

      "To hunt us some rabbits, obviously. I make a mean rabbit stew. Old family recipe."

      "Sounds awesome," I said with slight sarcasm, before walking to the front door.

      "It is awesome, I’ll have you know…"

      The door started banging again before I got to it. "Jesus," I said loudly enough for the person on the other side to hear. "I’m coming…"

      When I opened the door, I was surprised to see Jennifer standing there. I didn’t even need to see the tears of blood running down her face to know that something was wrong. I felt it immediately.

      Jennifer said nothing for a moment as she just stood there staring at me, as if she expected me to intuit what the problem was.

      "Jennifer," I said. "What’s wrong?"

      "It’s…it’s…" She started shaking her head. "I shouldn’t even be here…"

      She was starting to scare me, I’ll tell you the truth. Jennifer doesn’t usually exhibit such frightened behavior. If she was scared, something was badly wrong.

      "Come inside," I told her.

      She seemed reluctant for a second, but stepped inside.

      Then Leona appeared in the hallway. "Creed?" she said. "What’s going on?"

      "This is Jennifer," I said. "Angela Crow’s daughter."

      Leona just nodded warily. It was her first time seeing Jennifer in the flesh.

      "Come into the living room," I said to Jennifer, and she nodded and followed me in, before I directed her to take a seat as I sat down next to her. Leona remained standing.

      "I didn’t know where else to go," Jennifer said in a small voice.

      "That’s okay," I said. "You’re always welcome here, you know that."

      "Did something bad happen to you?" Leona asked, and I threw her a look for her bluntness.

      Jennifer nodded. "You could say that…"

      "What exactly?" Leona said.

      Jennifer turned her head and looked at me then, her eyes filled with blood. "They killed her, Creed," she said.

      "Killed who?" I asked, although I already knew who she was talking about. I just didn’t want to believe it.

      "My mother," she said. "My mother is…dead."

      I let out a long breath as I shook my head in disbelief. The grief and sorrow that was already in me in abundance came to the fore again, and I closed my eyes for a second. Then the questions inevitably started running through my mind: who killed Angela, and why? How the fuck did they kill her, and why did Jennifer, or Angela’s legion of vamps, not stop it from happening?

      Leona and I exchanged glances, and she raised her eyebrows slightly as if to reference our earlier conversation.

      Well, I thought. It looks like we’d have to postpone that rabbit stew…
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      ABOUT HALF AN hour later, Frank was driving us through the city in his black Chevrolet, heading towards the rundown South Side that was predominantly populated by gangbangers and small time drug gangs. They were never done killing each other in that part of the city. I ventured into it a few times in the past with Kasey to buy drugs, and last time, I vowed never again after we got surrounded by a bunch of gangbangers who refused to let us leave unless we gave every one of them blowjobs. Seriously. It was only a passing cop car that allowed us to get away, distracting the gang long enough for us to run.

      So I wasn’t exactly thrilled that Frank was driving us into that area, passing by the projects and youths hanging around on every street who looked at us like we were their mortal enemies. “What the hell are we doing here, Frank?” I asked. “This place sucks.”

      “Well, you’d better get used to things sucking,” Frank said, seemingly unaffected by the stares we were getting from almost everyone we passed. “Because this job sucks big time.”

      “That’s encouraging, Frank. Thanks for that.”

      “Just telling the truth. Did you think chasing monsters was going to be a walk in the park?”

      “No, obviously.”

      "Well then, welcome to the job." He pulled the car up along a stretch of wasteland on the edge of the projects. Across the street was an old abandoned factory building that was just about the grimmest thing I'd ever seen. It was long and sprawling, and every window in the place had long since been broken. Through the windows, all you could see was impenetrable darkness.

      “What’s in there?” I asked. “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing.”

      “I’ve been chasing a vampire for months now,” Frank said, looking out the window at the factory building. “Normally I don’t bother too much with vamps, not unless they do something to get on my radar.”

      “Like killing people for blood, you mean?”

      “Vamps do what they gotta do. I’m not going to chase every one of them down. This one turned a senator’s daughter a while back.” He pulled a photograph out of his jacket and handed it to me. The picture was of a young girl, pretty with long blonde hair and big blue eyes, dressed in riding gear and standing by a stable with a horse in the background.

      “Poor girl,” I said, handing the photo back. “Still, a senator’s daughter is more important than anyone else, is that how it goes?”

      “No, but I got asked by the senator to kill the vamp who did it. It pays to keep in good graces with these guys sometimes. Now he’ll owe me.”

      I shook my head. “Politics.”

      "Politics makes the world go ‘round. Don't be so naïve." He got out of the car, and I followed him to the trunk. When he opened it, he lifted a false bottom, revealing an entire array of weapons underneath.

      “Holy shit, Frank.”

      “I like to be prepared.” He reached into the trunk and took out two machetes, handing me one. “Here.”

      “No stakes? I thought you needed wooden stakes to kill a vampire.”

      “Decapitation is the best way. Cut the sucker’s head right off. No pun intended.”

      I hefted the machete in my hand, took a few practice swings. It was heavy and very sharp, and I wondered how many vamps Frank had killed with it over the years. He also took a gun and put it in the waistband of his jeans. "I thought guns couldn't kill vampires," I said.

      "It makes me feel better carrying it." He closed the trunk and looked around to make sure no one was watching us. We were pretty much alone it seemed, though I still felt jumpy. "A few ground rules before we go in there," Frank said. "Number one, stay behind me at all times and don't wander off on your own. Number two, if we meet any vamps in there—which we will—you don't hesitate, you use that thing to kill them, or they'll kill you."

      I nodded, the reality of the situation we were about to walk into now sinking in. Fear whispered in my ear as it waited in the wings. “What’s number three?”

      "When we find the head vamp, you let me take care of him. No heroics. This vamp is old and very cunning. You wouldn't be the first hunter to die at his hands."

      “What if you need help? Am I supposed to just to stand there?”

      “Hopefully, I won’t need help, but if I do… just be careful. I don’t want a teen vampire living in my cabin.”

      I laughed nervously. “A teen vampire, seriously?”

      “This vamp enjoys turning people more than killing them. He’s got a serious grudge against humanity.”

      I didn’t like the idea of having to feed off human blood the rest of my life. “Just make sure you kill him then.”

      Night was descending as we entered the old factory building through a set of double doors that were swinging open in the wind. As I followed behind Frank, stepping into the darkness of the factory, my stomach turned over, making me nauseous. I switched on the flashlight Frank had given me and was glad when I felt the buzz of the Light Energy pulse in me, helping to alleviate some of the fear that was making its presence felt in ever greater amounts. I gripped the machete tight, ready to swing it at anything that came near me. My breathing was shallow, so I forced myself to take a deep breath. "It stinks in here," I said in a hushed voice. It was the smell of decay. Rank. Awful.

      “No talking,” Frank admonished.

      I shut up and moved my flashlight around as I followed behind him. The place was quiet, ominously so, apart from the ambient sounds you would expect to hear in such a building—creaking metal, the scurrying of rats and pigeons, dripping pipes. I was thoroughly creeped out by the situation already, and I wished I hadn't been so insistent about coming along. I was also full of admiration for Frank, at the fact that he would even consider going to such a place alone.

      Had my mom been that brave?

      Probably. Not too sure if she passed her bravery on to me, though. It didn't feel like it as I moved through the dark factory, wondering what I was going to do if I ran into any vampires. Scream maybe. Run like hell. The latter wasn't an option, not if I wanted to build any credibility as a Watcher.

      We moved down a wide corridor with doors on either side that led to old office rooms that still had furniture in them. Frank quickly checked each room, shining his flashlight into the dark. I kept expecting some vampire to suddenly appear in the light, all fangs and burning eyes, ready to come at us, but nothing did. “They usually stay together in a nest,” Frank said as we moved deeper into the factory. “I don’t know how many there are, so stay alert and ready.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded, trying to come across like I had my shit together. On the inside, I was a bag of nerves, and at one point I almost screamed as a pigeon came flying out of one of the empty rooms, swooping past my face, making me jump back in alarm and almost drop the flashlight. What an idiot! Frank didn't pass any remarks. It seemed he expected such amateur behavior from me.

      The air seemed to get thicker and the smell more pungent the further into the factory we went. We had covered most of the place already, and I was starting to wonder if Frank had gotten his facts wrong, that there was nobody in that place except pigeons and rats. But then as we turned the corner of the corridor we were walking down, Frank suddenly stopped, and I nearly slammed into him. "What is it?" I whispered.

      He pointed with his machete towards a set of swinging doors to the right of the corridor. "In there," he said. He moved towards the doors, and I followed him, wondering what sound he had heard because I heard nothing. Maybe he just sensed the presence of a vampire. I didn't know. I just know that as we walked through the swinging doors, my heart was pounding so loudly in my chest that I was sure any vampire nearby would be able to hear it.

      The room we ended up in used to be some kind of storage area. It had racks of shelves in it, some of which still held boxes, though I didn't know what was in them, nor did I care. The only thing on my mind at that point was staying alert and sharp enough so I wouldn't get killed. As we shone our torches around the room, my eyes widened, and I felt a rush of adrenaline when I noticed a face and two burning red eyes in the light. The creature snarled in our direction for a second, showing its fangs.

      Holy shit. So they do exist.

      The vampire didn't look like I expected it to. I always thought vampires kept their human appearance, but this one didn't. It looked more like a creature than anything human. It was completely naked for a start, with waxy white skin that reminded me of the fat on a cut of beef. Underneath the skin I could make out blue veins like dye had been poured into the things blood stream, causing every vein to stand out in the light. There wasn't a single hair on its head either, and its mouth seemed too big for its face, stretched grotesquely to accommodate the multiple rows of sharp teeth in there. Some sort of fluid also dribbled from its mouth, maybe saliva, I didn't know or care. The thing scuttled out of the light, and I heard it hissing as it retreated.

      Frank and I shone our flashlights into the room, trying to locate the creature again as we stood with our machetes at the ready. I swore to myself that if that thing came near me, I would cut it to pieces rather than let it touch me. The Light Energy was straining within me, and I took comfort from it, despite the fear that made me shake like a person on a narrow ledge a thousand feet up.

      "Look out!" I heard Frank's voice and looked around me in a panic, but couldn't see anything. Something made me look up, and there was the vampire crawling down the wall towards me like some grotesque spider, its huge mouth open and drooling, its razor teeth bared. I looked into its fiery red eyes and froze as it detached itself from the wall and jumped down to land in front of me in a crab-like position, its long talons clacking on the hard floor.

      Before I could even think about raising my machete, I felt a rush of wind and saw Frank's machete swish past my face, missing me by inches. His blade connected with the neck of the vampire, slicing right through until its head fell from its shoulders. I could only stand in shock as the headless body fell to the floor in front of me, blood pumping from the stump where the head used to be. "You all right?" Frank asked.

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      "Stay on guard. There's probably more of them." No sooner had the words left Frank's mouth than the swinging doors burst open and two more vampires came running into the room. The creatures both looked nearly the same except for their decrepit genitalia.

      Obviously, one was a man, the other a woman. Both had burning red eyes and bared teeth. So many teeth. If they managed to get a bite in, they would do major damage.

      Frank immediately rushed forward and swung his machete at the two vampires, one of whom—the woman—climbed one of the shelving units and crouched on top of it, staring down at me like an angry gargoyle. I knew it would pounce, so I took a defensive stance, raised the machete over my head, and prepared myself.

      The vampire launched itself off the shelving unit, hurtling down towards me, its arms outstretched with clawed hands ready to grab and tear me to pieces. I jumped back as the vampire landed in front of me. "You're dead, bitch," it snarled in a garbled growl, all those teeth making it hard even to talk, then it stood up and ran at me. Instinctively, I stepped to the side and swung my machete high and fast, felt it hit something a second later with a squelchy thud followed by an inhuman screeching sound that made my ears hurt. Frantically, I shone the flashlight into the gloom looking for the injured creature. I spotted it crouching in the corner like a wounded animal, blood pouring from a deep gash in its neck.

      I didn't think. I charged towards it and brought the machete down hard on the creature, hitting it with a downward slash that connected with the open wound in its neck. The machete went halfway into the vampire's neck, and it screamed again, its claws swiping at me as I kicked it in the chest to keep it down. Pulling the machete out, I took another swing and finally took off the vampire's head before staring half in shock at what I had done, adrenaline blasting through me, my stomach heaving at the bloody carnage I had inflicted. It was the first time I had ever killed anything, and my mind struggled to deal with the fact.

      “Leia, you okay?” Frank appeared beside me, blood splatter on his face.

      “I’m okay,” I said, still trying to decide if I was.

      Frank put a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “Good job. The other one is dead as well.”

      I looked over and shone the torch to see the other vampire lying dead on the floor, dark blood still spurting from its headless body. “This is fucked up, Frank.” I was wired with adrenaline and Light Energy, my eyes nearly bulging out of their sockets. I’d never felt so switched on, so anchored in the present moment. As scared and confused as I was, I was also exhilarated. I realized then why my mom was so into hunting monsters. Aside from the bloodletting, the hunt was the biggest thrill I’d ever felt in my life.

      “You’ll get used to it,” he said. “Let’s go. We have to find the senator’s daughter and the head vamp.”

      Frank moved out of the room. I followed behind, the floor awash with blood, so much so that I slipped and almost fell, the wall saving me from tripping and getting covered in vampire goo. Frank stopped, threw me a look, and then carried on out the door.

      Idiot, Leia.

      Out in the corridor, we made our way carefully to the heart of the factory, which turned out to be a large open space full of huge rusty machines that were all cogs and gears and levers, the kind of machines you couldn't help but be awed by for their size and feat of engineering. Like the rest of the factory, the room was deathly quiet, not even any animal noises. My gut told me the head vampire was holed up in there somewhere. I gripped the machete tighter, especially when I heard faint scuffling sounds in the room like something was moving around in there, stalking us.

      Frank and I both acknowledged the noises in the background, and he nodded for me to stay on guard. I followed behind him as we did a search around the perimeter of the room first, finding nothing. Then we moved between the machinery, Frank checking every machine: under it, over it and in it.

      I was about to say to him that maybe the head vamp dude was hiding somewhere else when a screaming vampire jumped out of one of the machines beside Frank and leaped on his back, clawing at his face, causing him to drop his torch. "Frank!" I raised my machete, ready to strike.

      “No!” Frank shouted as he tried to get the creature off his back and I realized it was the senator’s daughter clawing at him, the girl’s wild mane of hair whipping into Frank’s face as he tried to get a grip on her. The girl still looked human, not like the other vamps we killed. I didn’t know what to do as I stood and watched Frank struggle with the fledgling vampire girl. Finally, he flipped her off his back and slammed her down on the factory floor. He then pulled a bottle out of his coat, quickly popped the cap, and threw some sort of liquid that I guessed wasn’t whiskey all over the girl vampire, who screamed like she had just been burned by acid before scurrying off like a cockroach under one of the machines and out of sight.

      Frank breathed hard as he bent down to pick up his flashlight. His face was scratched and bleeding, but he didn’t seem to notice. “Holy water,” he said. “Never leave home without it. Now we just have to find…”

      I frowned when he stopped talking, and his eyes widened in shock.

      “What...?” I asked, but I knew.

      I felt the creature’s cold presence behind me.

      The head vampire.

      Before I could even turn, a sinewy arm snaked around my neck, and I was pulled back and pressed against a hard, cold body that felt like a hunk of hanging beef. I felt the vampire's hot stinking breath by my face.

      This is it. I’m going to die.

      The vampire tore the machete out of my hand and tossed it away. I heard the blade clang against one of the machines before hitting the floor, the sound echoing around the room.

      Frank stood, seemingly calm, his torch pointing towards my captor and me. I kept wondering why he wasn't panicking more, as if panicking was going to help me. "Don't hurt her," he said. He placed his machete on the floor. "Let her go. Take me instead."

      “You’re in no position to make demands, Watcher,” the vampire said in the most guttural and god damned scariest voice I had ever heard, a voice that chilled the blood in my veins. The closeness of it made me shut my eyes as fear tightened its grip on me. All I could think about was that I was going to die and then I would never be able to save my brother. “You killed my children, so first I’m going to turn this child here, then I’m going to tear you limb from limb, Watcher.”

      I could see the panic in Frank's eyes now, even in the dark. Terror gripped me, and I felt tears roll down my cheeks. I was screwed, I knew that.

      I’m sorry, Josh.

      The vampire's other cold and waxy hand took hold of my face and turned my head to one side, exposing my neck. I looked up and got a glimpse of the creature's face. It wasn't pleasant. You could tell it was human once. It still had the same features of eyes, nose, and mouth, but that's as far as the similarities went. Its skin was a gray blue color, like a corpse under a mortuary light. The creature's eyes were sunk into its face and burned a deep scarlet color. The mouth was massive, that was the worst part for me, knowing that all those teeth were about to chomp down on me and infect me with their virus.

      "Frank," I whimpered just before I felt the shock of the vampire's teeth sinking into my neck. I cried out in pain at first, but after a second my neck went numb as the vampire kept its mouth clamped there, sucking the blood from my carotid artery. My head went light, and I slumped down, the creature the only thing holding me up.

      Consciousness was slipping away when I heard two loud bangs that caused my body to buck reflexively. I saw two bright flashes of light where Frank was standing. The vampire holding me cried out and the next thing I knew I was released and dropped to the floor. Frank ran past me at that point as he roared a battle cry. Then I heard a heavy thudding sound as something hit the floor behind me.

      That’s when I blacked out.

      The first thing I saw when I came to was a bright light shining on my face. The light moved to the side as I recoiled at the glare. "What…" I started to say.

      “It’s okay.” Frank’s voice. “I’m here. You’re going to be fine, don’t worry.”

      “You’re alive,” I said, sitting up.

      “And you’re not a vampire,” he said. “It’s all good.”

      "What happened?" My head was groggy, and there was a weird tingling sensation in my neck. I instinctively rubbed my neck and felt a number of small holes there, slightly raised around the edges.

      “You were bitten, but you’ll be fine. The head vamp is dead.”

      I looked around behind me and saw nothing but a pile of dust on the floor. “Where’s the body?”

      “Disintegrated after I killed it. I shot the son of bitch twice in the head after he bit you. That bought me time to get close enough to use the machete. It was a close one, I can tell you that.”

      I slowly got to my feet, Frank lending me a hand. "I'm okay. You don't have to hold me. What about the girl?"

      “She’ll be around here somewhere, probably wondering what the hell is happening.”

      “She’s not a vamp anymore?”

      “Nope. The master is dead. She’ll be normal by now. Let’s find her.”

      Frank started to call the girl’s name, his voice echoing around the room. A few moments later the girl appeared around one of the machines. She looked frightened and confused. “What’s going on?” she asked in a small voice.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Frank said. “We’re here to take you home to your father.”

      “My father?” The girl’s confusion soon turned to tears. “Father...”

      I went to the girl and tentatively took her by the hand. She was only thirteen, just a kid. “Come on,” I said as gently as I could. “We’ll take you home.”

      We escorted the girl out of the factory and put her in the back of the car. I was never so glad to be out of anywhere in my life. I didn’t even feel like I could breathe properly again until Frank was driving away from the factory, heading uptown to where the senator lived.

      I sat in the car while Frank brought the senator his daughter. A gray-haired man dressed in a dark suit, the senator hugged the girl tightly, and they both cried on each other's shoulder. He gave Frank a grateful look, uttered a few words to him, and then carried his daughter into the house, closing the door behind him.

      Frank wearily walked back to the car. “How’s the neck?” he asked.

      “Fine as far as I can tell,” I said. I had already checked it out in the mirror. All those holes looked nasty, but it felt like they were healing already, thanks to the Light Energy that I could feel pulsing around the wound.

      Frank checked out the scratches on his face in the rearview mirror. "My good looks have been ruined," he said.

      "I think it's an improvement." I smiled at him, and he gave me a small smile back.

      “You did good in there.”

      “I almost became a teen vampire. Hardly good.”

      "No one said it was easy. Shit happens. You did well anyway."

      I nodded, allowing myself to feel a trickle of victory. Despite nearly getting turned into a vampire, we did manage to save the girl. Now she was home with her father, who clearly loved her very much. That made me feel good, but, a little sad because I didn't have a father to hug me anymore. But still, I had helped save someone's life, and that felt good no matter what. As Frank drove us back to the cabin, I thought that maybe there was some merit in being a Watcher, and I started to see why my mom sacrificed so much to do the job.

      The question was, what would I end up having to sacrifice?
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