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      Of all the things on my very short bucket list, riding a Hellicorn while high on heroin was never one of them. 

      But as I sat on the back of Haedemus clutching his mane loosely in my sweaty hands as a stoned smile hung on my face, I wondered why such a magnificent experience was never on my list of Things To Do Before I Die At The Hands Of A Murderous Cult Or Before I’m Snuffed Out By A Worldwide Dark Illuminati Conspiracy. Maybe it was because I never had such a list, but if I did—

      “Are you okay up there?”

      Haedemus was speaking to me from far away. Or at least, that’s how it seemed. Quite frankly, I was inside my little bubble of relaxation, having not a care in the world, my mind in a dream-like state after shooting up about twenty minutes before. Yes, I was back on the heroin…or the heroin was back on me. Whatever the case, the monkey was firmly attached to my back again, and had been for the last three weeks.

      “Yeah,” I replied to Haedemus in a far-away voice. “I’m…all good up here. Riding high, dude, riding high.”

      “Yes,” Haedemus said as he galloped up the dark, mostly empty street somewhere in Bedford. I’d forgotten where. “You’re high all right. High as a fucking kite. You couldn’t have waited until we had done what we had to do?”

      “That’s not how addiction works, Haedemus.”

      “My god, I can’t believe I’ve fallen in with another addict.”

      “Oh? What other addict did you fall in with?”

      “Ethan, of course.”

      “Ethan Drake is a drug addict?” I said, almost in wonder, frowning deeply at the notion.

      “He takes this stuff called Mud,” Haedemus said as he turned a corner, and it felt like I was attached to a rope and was being swung around a tree or something, reminding me of the rope swing Ava and I used to play on at the house in Woodsville. The swing used to scare Ava, it brought her so high, but I always loved it because it made me feel free, like I was flying.

      “What the hell is Mud?”

      “It’s like an opiate that he makes himself. I’m not sure if he still takes it or not.”

      “Cool.”

      “Cool?”

      “Yeah. Cool.”

      “It made him subdued and withdrawn. Rather like you are now.”

      “Drugs are pretty good…sometimes.”

      “Some drugs are. What you are on is not good, little man. And by the way,” he said as we galloped up another street and the lights from the street lamps streaked by like tracers, “if you mention Ethan’s habit in any of your articles, I’ll kill you myself. Ethan already contacted me after he heard about the article you published on him.”

      “Really?” I said as anxiety pierced my little bubble of bliss for a second. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “I’m telling you now. He wasn’t happy. Not one bit.”

      “Shit. Is he going to kill me?”

      “He might.”

      “Really?”

      “You never know with Ethan.”

      “Shit.”

      “Lucky for you, he isn’t in the city at the moment. He should calm down by the time he gets back.”

      “I hope so,” I said, totally unconcerned now thanks to the heroin in my system. “Do you think he’ll mind me riding you like this? I mean, you’re his pet, after all.”

      “His what?” Haedemus shouted indignantly. “Take that back! I’m no one’s stinking pet!”

      “Okay. Sorry.”

      “I can’t believe you said that. I’ve a good mind to buck you off me right now.”

      “Don’t do that. Please.”

      “Ethan and I are brothers. Equals.”

      “Of course. Yeah. Sorry. Are we nearly there yet? I’m starting to feel a bit sick up here. It’s the constant motion…”

      “Don’t you dare throw up on me!”

      “It’s okay,” I said after taking a few deep breaths. “I think I can hold it.”

      “You’d bloody well better! We’re almost there anyway.”

      “That’s good because—” I couldn’t finish the sentence before the bile in my stomach erupted from my mouth and sprayed all over Haedemus’ head, causing him to cry out in disgust as he skidded to a stop.

      “I can’t believe you did that!” he shouted. “You said you were good!”

      “I thought I was,” I said, languidly wiping my mouth with my sleeve. “Sorry.”

      “Sorry? Sorry? I stink of puke now! How can I look magnificent with puke all over me?”

      “No one can see us anyway, so…”

      “That’s beside the point! God…”

      “Sorry.”

      “Stop saying sorry all the time. It’s annoying.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      “Jesus Christ…”

      “I think I’m okay now. You can carry on.”

      “Oh, I can carry on, can I? With your stinking puke dripping off me?”

      “Well, maybe there’s a twenty-four hour car wash around here somewhere. We could stop and hose you down.”

      “Jesus, do you hear yourself?”

      “I was just saying.” I paused as I looked around the street, at buildings that seemed familiar, but yet I just couldn’t place them. “Haedemus?”

      “What?”

      “Remind me again of where we’re going.”

      “Jesus nelly bells,” Haedemus sighed. “Are you for real?”

      “Sorry, my mind is just…a little fuzzy right now,” I said as my head fell forward as if I was going to nod off. “I might have taken a little…too much…earlier.”

      “Or not enough. You should’ve stayed at home. You’re in no fit state.”

      “I’m in no fit state…for…for—”

      “Do you even know what we’re supposed to be doing?”

      My brow furrowed as I thought deeply. “I…think so.”

      “What then, Damion? What are we out to do, hmm?”

      “Something to do with…a DJ? Is that right?”

      “Lord Lucifer save me,” Haedemus sighed as he shook his massive head. “You really can’t remember what we’re supposed to be doing, can you?”

      “It’s not that I can’t remember,” I said as my head got heavy again and dropped downward. “It’s more like…I just can’t…access the information…right now.”

      “Let me remind you then,” he said as he started walking up the street again, the movement causing me to sway about on top of him. “The guy goes by the moniker of DJ Night Mare. He plays at these underground raves—”

      “Raves? They still have those?”

      “Yes, apparently, though I’ve never been to one. Have you?”

      “Plenty,” I said. “Back in the nineties, me and my friends used to take Ecstasy and go to these warehouse raves. This was back when the music was still good and the drugs weren’t shit. We would pop a couple pills and dance all night to house music played by these British DJs that would come over.” I smiled at the memories of those days, back when things were simpler. “Good times, man, good times.”

      “It sounds like it,” Haedemus said. “I’ve never actually been to a proper rave, just nightclubs.”

      “Not the same, man, not the same.”

      “Maybe we should organize our own then. What do you think? It might be fun.”

      “And where would we hold this rave?”

      “We could clear some space at the scrapyard, near the back where there is less junk.”

      “I don’t think Ethan would approve of that.”

      “Of course he wouldn’t, but so what? He isn’t here.”

      “Organize away. It’s your funeral.”

      “I suppose. Ecstasy sounds like fun, though.”

      “It is until you start coming down off it. Then it’s not so much fun.”

      “Like all drugs then.”

      “I guess.”

      “Perhaps we could get some after we’re done here with this DJ.”

      “Where would we get it?” I asked him, not totally opposed to the idea. “It’s mostly just Molly these days.”

      “Molly?”

      “MDMA crystals. It’s similar to Ecstasy but not as good.”

      “Artemis or Pan Demic could probably get us some pills. Those guys can get anything.”

      For a minute, I actually considered what he was saying about trying to score some Ecstasy. But then an all too vivid image of Zee popped into my head, and it was like her face was hovering right in front of me, and she looked so sad, and then I just couldn’t even contemplate having anything resembling fun. “No.”

      “No what?”

      “I just can’t. Not when Zee is still…gone.”

      “You really need to get her back, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “I’m surprised you even let that witch take her like that.”

      “I didn’t have a choice, Haedemus.”

      “Maybe not. You still need to get her back. You’ve been falling apart since you gave her away.”

      “Fuck off. I didn’t give her away. She wasn’t my property, you know.”

      “Wrong choice of words. Sorry.”

      “She sacrificed herself for me,” I said, staring down at the road.

      “Well, whatever the case, you need to get her back before you fall into a hole you can’t crawl back out of.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “You’re a smart guy…I think. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

      I said nothing as Haedemus carried on walking the streets, paying no attention to where he was taking me, nodding off every now and again until he announced we had arrived and I needed to get off him. Looking up after my latest micro-sleep, I didn’t recognize where we were. It was an empty street with a row of warehouse conversions on one side and the river on the other.

      “Where are we?” I asked, suddenly shivering from the cold, damp air, wishing I’d worn my overcoat instead of just my suit jacket.

      “This is where DJ Night Mare lives,” Haedemus said.

      “Oh. Right.”

      “You need to get off me now unless you want to come crashing down when I transform.”

      My leg felt like it was made of lead as I struggled to lift it up enough so I could climb down of Haedemus’ back, and when I’d slipped my leg over his back, the rest of me fell to the ground like a ton of bricks and I just lay there groaning with my eyes closed, unwilling to even try and get up.

      “Here,” Haedemus said, offering me his hand, having now transformed into his human self. “You’re a fucking disaster, you know that?”

      “Yeah,” I said, struggling to even raise my hand to allow him to pull me up. “I know.”

      “Perhaps you should just wait here. I can do this on my own.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “I can do this. I have to do this.”

      “Why?”

      “I just do. I need to do…something.”

      “Other than be a junky, you mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      Haedemus sighed. “Fine. We’re only here to warn the guy, anyway. Just let me do the talking.”

      “Will do. I’m only here to get the story.”

      “Yeah, maybe don’t mention that when we’re talking to the guy.”

      “Why not? He made his bed, didn’t he?” I stared at Haedemus with unfocused eyes as I rummaged in my pockets for a cigarette. “Remind me again of what he did.”

      “He’s a hellot,” Haedemus said, clearly doing his best not to get pissed off with me, if he wasn’t already. “Daisy and the Valkyries were going to pay the guy a visit, but I said I would do it instead—”

      “Why?”

      “Because like you, I wanted to do something useful for a change. I’m tired of partying all the time.” He paused and shook his head. “No, that’s a lie. How could I ever get tired of partying all the time? I mean, come on. No, I mean I wanted to help out, that’s all. Daisy is very busy these days.”

      “So really, you want to be like Ethan.”

      Haedemus stared at me. “Okay, smartass, yes. I want to show that Ethan isn’t the only one who can get things done. I can as well. Plus, I share Ethan’s hatred of hellots. They prop up the demons that feed on humanity, selling out their own kind for power. It’s despicable.”

      “I didn’t know you cared.”

      “Of course I care. Since acquiring this awesome form, I’ve come to identify strongly with you humans. I care what happens to you all.”

      I nodded as I lit my cigarette. “Fair enough. Let’s go score one for humanity then.”

      “A little less sarcasm would be appreciated.”

      It was after four in the morning as we crossed the street and walked to the converted warehouse building where I used a sigil card to open the main door. Then I followed Haedemus up two flights of stairs to the apartment where the DJ lived.

      “What if he’s asleep?” I said as we stood out in the hallway.

      “It’s a Saturday night and he’s a DJ,” Haedemus said. “I doubt he’s asleep, and if he is, we’ll wake him up.”

      “Okay.”

      All I wanted to do now was lie down and fall into a druggy slumber, but I forced myself to stay awake. I hadn’t written an article in weeks, not since Zee. I needed this. Though I wasn’t sure how the DJ would react when we confronted him. Most of the hellots I had encountered over the years were arrogant enough to think they could cut down anyone who questioned them. Hellots gave up their souls in return for power from whatever demon they worshipped. The demons in turn gained power from the hellots’ faith in them, the hellots’ worship making the demons stronger. I couldn’t even remember what powers Haedemus said this DJ had, but I was sure they wouldn’t be insignificant.

      Haedemus knocked on the door to the DJ’s apartment three times before the door was finally opened and a man with short blonde hair and a face full of piercings appeared. He stood there topless, his upper body covered in tattoos that I couldn’t help staring at. “Yeah?” he said warily as he stared at us. “What the hell do you want at this time?”

      “Good evening,” Haedemus said, sounding like a vacuum cleaner salesman. “Or good morning, whichever. We’re here to talk to you about a matter of some importance. If you could spare a few minutes of your time, it would be greatly appreciated.”

      The DJ continued to stare at us for a few more seconds before he said, “Fuck off,” and slammed the door in our faces.

      “That went well,” I said.

      Haedemus sighed agitatedly as he banged on the door again. “Slamming the door in my face…” he muttered.

      When the door opened again, it did so all the way, and the DJ came out pointing a gun in our faces this time. “I told you to fuck off,” the DJ snarled. “Whoever the fuck you are. Who are you?”

      “That doesn’t really matter,” Haedemus said. “What matters is, we know what you do, and we’re here to tell you to stop it.”

      The DJ maintained his hard look for a moment before suddenly laughing. “What is this? Some kind of joke? Did Vinny send you or something?”

      “Who’s Vinny? No, Vinny didn’t send us.”

      “Well, in that case,” the DJ said, “you should just walk on out of here before you get hurt.” He looked at me then. “Hey, don’t I know you?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it.”

      “No, I know you. You’re—” He stopped and stared. “You’re that fucking guy. From that website, Deadson something.”

      “Confidential,” I said as I slipped my hand into my pocket for a sigil card. “Deadson Confidential.”

      “Yeah, that’s it,” he said, his gun pointed mostly at me now. “You wrote that bullshit article on Jackie Gibbons last year.”

      “Who?” I said as the sigil card inserted itself between my fingers.

      “Jackie Gibbons. The record store owner.”

      I thought for a second. “Oh yeah. Him. The guy who kidnapped children and taxidermied them so he could display them in his home. What a fucking freak that guy was.”

      “That freak was my friend, asshole,” the DJ said. “And now he’s serving life in prison because of you. Those kids were already dead when he found them anyway.”

      “Is that what he told you? So you knew what he was doing then?”

      The DJ smiled. “Course I knew. I helped him get them.”

      “The kids?”

      “Useless street urchins. Throwaways, that’s all.”

      “Throwaways?” I said, anger penetrating my blissful bubble now as I gripped the sigil card in my hand.

      “You helped kill kids?” Haedemus said, causing the DJ to look at him. “Man, I hate fucking kids. Little brats most of them. But I would never kill one. You know who I would kill, though?”

      The DJ pulled back the hammer on his revolver. “Who?” he asked, almost daring Haedemus to say it.

      “You,” Haedemus said, and as he said it, I took my hand out of my pocket and almost casually tossed the sigil card at the DJ before he could shoot Haedemus in the face. It was just a stun card, but it did its job well as energy exploded in the DJ’s face, forcing him to lower the gun as he cried out and staggered back, at which point Haedemus shot forward and punched him full force in the chest, ensuring the DJ dropped the gun as he went flying back into the apartment before stumbling and falling back onto the floor as he clutched his chest, his face full of pain now.

      As Haedemus stepped inside the apartment, I followed and closed the door behind me, going to sit down on the DJ’s couch as Haedemus stood over the guy.

      “What the fuck do you want?” the DJ asked as his face continued to contort with pain. “I think you cracked my fucking sternum.”

      “Good,” Haedemus said as he went and picked up the DJ’s gun, emptying it of bullets before tossing it on the couch beside me, putting the bullets in his pants pocket.

      “You’re making some kind of mistake here,” the DJ said. “I didn’t do nothing.”

      “Didn’t you?” Haedemus said, before becoming distracted by the apartment. “This is some place. DJing must pay really well.”

      “I do all right.”

      “Ah, but you do more than all right, don’t you, DJ Night Mare? What kind of name is that anyway?”

      “I play dark techno. It’s a good name.”

      “If you say so, edge lord.”

      “You’re making a big mistake here,” the DJ said as he sat up on the floor. “You don’t know who you’re messing with.”

      “On the contrary,” Haedemus said. “I know exactly who I’m messing with. You’re a hellot, and you belong to a cult that worships a demon called Agomod, who I happen to know, by the way. I once resided in Hell myself, you see, and I remember Agomod, and what a horrible bastard he was. I’m sure he’s no different since coming here.”

      “Are you…a demon?” the DJ asked, frightened of Haedemus now.

      “Not exactly,” Haedemus said. “But I might as well be as far as you’re concerned. You see, we know Agomod gave you the power to control people through the music you play at those underground raves. You use the music to bring them under your sway, don’t you? And then, once you have all those people—hundreds of people, I’m guessing—in a state of trance, in comes old Agomod to enact a ritual that siphons off the soul energy of those hundreds of people, leaving many of them corrupted beyond repair, to the point where they become very bad people, turning many of them into murderers and abusers. And at the end of it all, the sales of your mix albums go through the roof. Isn’t that right?”

      The DJ stared at Haedemus like he couldn’t believe Haedemus knew so much. “How do you…know all that?”

      “We know more than you think. Isn’t that right, Damion? Damion? Oh, for Lucifer’s sake…Damion!”

      I awoke with a start. “What? What is it?”

      “Sorry to wake you,” he said. “I was just telling DJ Night Mare that we know more than he thinks we do.”

      “Yeah,” I said, crashing now as the heroin stopped having an effect. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Are you all right?” Haedemus asked. “You look ill.”

      “I’m fine,” I said. “I just need—” What I needed was more junk, but I didn’t say so.

      “Maybe you should—” Whatever he was going to say was cut short when the DJ suddenly shot to his feet and charged into him, crying out as he shoulder-charged a surprised Haedemus into the wall before disengaging himself and running across the open plan apartment into the kitchen where he grabbed a large knife.

      “You two are gonna regret coming here tonight,” the DJ snarled, having got his confidence back. “I’m gonna slice you both to ribbons so Agomod can feed on your souls.”

      I should have gotten to my feet at that point and probably left the apartment before the DJ could come running back over with the knife, but I didn’t. The bliss I was feeling before had now been reversed, and now it felt like my flesh was melting and I was sweating and couldn’t think straight at all as I watched with hazy vision the DJ attack Haedemus with the knife, plunging it into Haedemus’ stomach before Haedemus could even do anything to stop him. My face registered nothing as I watched the situation unfold as if on TV, not even Haedemus’ scream as the knife went into him getting a rise from me.

      And then the now crazed DJ turned on me, coming toward me with the bloody knife in his hand. “You just wrote your last story, asshole,” he said, his tight stomach covered in Haedemus’ blood.

      As I watched the knife coming toward me, I just sat there, almost wanting him to stab me, my mind telling me I deserved it anyway for what I had done to Zee.

      But as the DJ drew back the bloody knife and went to run at me, something burst through his chest suddenly, and then he was lifted up, the knife dropping from his hand, and all I could look at was his shocked face staring back at me as blood poured from his mouth, my eyes widening in horror as I watched him die, hanging there in mid-air.

      “What the fuck?” I muttered, my mind in turmoil as I realized it was Haedemus’ horn that pierced the DJ’s body, and that Haedemus himself, back in his Hellicorn form, was standing behind the now dead DJ. Haedemus then snapped his head down and the DJ slid forward off the horn that had impaled him and dropped lifelessly to the wood floor.

      “Fucking stab me, will you?” Haedemus said indignantly as he stared down at the body below him.

      By that point, I had seen enough. I had to get out of the apartment before I was sick, but when I stood up, I felt dizzy and fell back down again.

      “Are you all right?” Haedemus asked me.

      “No,” I said as sweat coated my face. “I’m not.”

      “Maybe you should go then. I’ll take care of our friend here.”

      “He…stabbed you.”

      “I know. I couldn’t stop him. He’s stronger than he looks.”

      “Will you…be all right?”

      “I’ll live,” he said before snorting. “Unlike this asshole at my hooves. Though I guess you don’t have a story now, do you?”

      I shook my head. “No, not now.”

      “Oh well. There will be other stories, right?”

      “Yeah. Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Listen,” Haedemus said. “Why don’t you head on home? Call a cab or something. I’ll take care of DJ Night Mare here.”

      “How?” I asked as I managed to get up this time, my legs weak as they struggled to hold my weight.

      “I’m going to eat him.”

      “What?” 

      “I’m going to eat him.”

      My stomach turned as I realized he was serious. “Really?”

      “Yes. Remember I said I still had certain appetites? Well…”

      “Okay,” I said simply, having had enough for one night, only wanting to get home to bed now so I could crawl under the covers and sleep before getting my next fix. “I’ll just…I’ll just leave you to it then.”

      “Damion,” Haedemus said as I was about to walk out the door.

      “Yes, Haedemus?” 

      “Do yourself a favor. Get your girlfriend back before you end up killing yourself. Just a suggestion.”

      “Yeah,” I said as I walked out the door. “Thanks, Haedemus.”
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      Even though it was nearly five in the morning, I managed to hail a cab to take me home to my apartment in North Elmview, the cabbie asking me a few times if I was all right as he stared at me in the rearview mirror, less worried about my condition than he was that I would throw up all over his cab, I’d imagine. 

      By the time I exited the cab, I was sweating and shivering badly, and it seemed like it took a long time to make it up to my apartment. 

      When I finally got inside, I slammed the door behind me and went straight to the bedroom, falling into the unmade bed as I pulled the covers up over my head, curled into a fetal position, and then lay there as I shivered and tried to fall into oblivion. 

      But my mind wouldn’t let me go, constantly throwing up images of the DJ hanging impaled on Haedemus’ massive horn, and then the DJ became Zee, her sad face becoming accusatory as she said, “You did this,” over and over until I screamed and covered my ears as I tried to force the image out of my head. 

      And then, at some point, my mind relented and oblivion finally took me into its sweet embrace as I fell off to sleep.
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      Light was streaming through the bedroom window when I awoke some time later, having no idea what time it was. My clothes felt like they were stuck to my skin as I groaned and turned over, allowing my eyes to gradually adjust to the light.

      For a while, I just lay there, staring up at the ceiling as a heavy depression weighed on me. 

      Ahead of me was another day of shooting up and milling around in a semi-daze as I felt sorry for myself, hating myself at the same time for what I’d done to Zee. I would try not to think about what kind of pain she might be in, or how anguished her spirit would be trapped inside the crystal on Morganna’s staff. I would try not to wonder what that experience would be like for Zee, or if she was fully conscious in there, her resentment for me building into hatred, to the point where all she thought about was punishing me when she got out.

      “No,” I whispered as I stared up at the ceiling through teary eyes. “This can’t go on. I can’t keep doing this.”

      I’d been saying the same thing nearly every day since going back on the heroin, but nothing ever changed. Usually, I would just get up and shoot more heroin into my veins and then the whole cycle would start over again, and nothing would change as I crawled further and further into my hole.

      Going out with Haedemus last night was supposed to be my chance to break the cycle, to do something useful that would help me get back on track. But look what a disaster that turned out to be.

      A buzzing somewhere pulled me out of my train of depressing thought. 

      My phone. 

      Where the hell was it? 

      Still in my jacket pocket. 

      My whole body feeling weak and malnourished, I achingly moved around in the bed until I could dig out the phone from my pocket and then stare at the screen through bleary eyes to see it was my father calling. 

      When I saw it was him, anxiety shot through me. He had been trying to call me numerous times over the last couple weeks and I kept ignoring his calls, unwilling to talk to him. Just seeing his name on the phone was enough to fill me with shame over what I had become again. 

      A junky.

      I stared at the phone as it kept ringing, frozen with anxiety. And then the ringing stopped, and I sighed with relief until a text came through a moment later:

      PLEASE CALL ME BACK, SON. I’M WORRIED ABOUT YOU AND THERE ARE THINGS WE NEED TO DISCUSS. URGENT MATTERS. CALL ME BACK.

      Urgent matters? What could be so urgent? Had he found out something about Ava? Had the ODA left him another severed head as they did me?

      After we both received our respective deliveries, my father and I thought it best to back off from investigating the ODA, at least until we could come up with a viable plan to do so that wouldn’t result in us being murdered by the cult. We both decided that as much as we wanted to find out what had happened to Ava, there was no point putting a target on our backs and dying in the process. My father said he would continue to conduct discrete inquiries into the Order until he found something concrete to go on. In the meantime, I was to back off. Which I did, right into the all too familiar land of addiction once again.

      Mostly, I stayed in the apartment, venturing out only to score more heroin. After shooting up, I would spend hours just staring at the Illuminati Conspiracy Board, trying to make further connections, continuing to research the myriad secret groups and societies that made up the ruling elite, sometimes contacting Artemis and Pan Demic for further information on certain things.

      Nothing else mattered, I would often tell myself, except appeasing Morganna and getting Zee back.

      But after weeks of research, I wasn’t much further on than I was before. The whole thing was so vastly complicated that I feared I would never penetrate to the center of it all, even wondering if there was a center to it all, and if the whole thing wasn’t as Mac said it was, just barely organized chaos—disparate groups working to overlapping agendas with no clear goals except to grab more power and wealth.

      Except I didn’t believe that. I still had that gut feeling, a feeling I’d had for years that told me there was some power at the center of the chaos controlling it all, putting the whole of humanity into a deeper sleep with each passing year as the architecture of control grew tighter around us.

      My head pounding from dehydration, I sat up in bed just as the phone rang again. It was a redirected call to the Deadson Hotline. I stared at the phone for a few seconds as it rang, having no intention of answering it, yet my finger moved slowly to the Accept button anyway, and suddenly I was connected to the caller.

      “Hello?” I said as if I didn’t even expect anyone to answer. 

      But someone did.

      “Hello?” said a woman’s voice, sounding nervous to me “Is this…Damion Deadson?”

      “Yes,” I said wearily. “How can I help you?”

      “I…I’m not really sure.”

      “Okay.” I was regretting answering already.

      “It’s…it’s my son,” the woman went on hesitantly. “He…he went missing a week ago, and…” The woman trailed off, sounding like she was in tears.

      I really don’t need this right now.

      “I’m sorry about your son,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “But perhaps you should be calling the police—”

      “I did! They aren’t doing anything!”

      “I know it can seem like the police aren’t doing anything, Miss—”

      “Adams. My name is Tricia Adams. Mr. Deadson, the police are not doing anything to find my son. Every time I call them, they just tell me they’re doing all they can, which is bullshit because all they seem to do is sit around, or they put their focus on the bigger cases, the ones that are in the news all the time.” She stopped and sniffed. “The police don’t care about my son, Mr. Deadson.”

      I wanted to disagree with her, but I couldn’t. I knew how the cops handled missing person cases. They made some inquires for a couple days, and if nothing turned up, the case was resigned to the slush pile and never looked at again unless some new information fell into their lap, which rarely happened. Having gone through the same experience when Ava disappeared, I knew how the woman on the phone was feeling.

      “Have you tried employing a private detective to look into your son’s disappearance? I could put you in contact with some reputable—”

      “I can’t afford to pay a private detective,” she said. “I’m a single mother from Bricktown who hasn’t had a job in two years because of a disability.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s why a friend of mine said I should contact you, Mr. Deadson,” she said. “My friend reads your website and said you might be interested in investigating this.”

      “Why?” I asked her.

      “Well, my son—his name is James—fell in with a bad crowd recently. His grandfather died, you see, and he took his death very hard. James was always a quiet boy until he started hanging around with this crowd of…I don’t know how to describe them—devil worshippers, maybe.”

      “Devil worshippers? The whole world worships the Devil now, Miss Adams.”

      “Yes, I know. I mean, what’s the word—”

      “Occultists?”

      “Yes. My son, he got these weird tattoos done, of symbols. And he started listening to dark, angry music, and doing drugs.”

      “That just sounds like kids doing—”

      “No! He came home with blood all over him one night.”

      “Blood?”

      “Yes. He said it was just animal blood, and when I asked him why he had animal blood on him, he just looked at me and smiled and said things were going to be different from now on.”

      “That’s all he said?”

      “Yes. I was too freaked out to question him any. I was going to do so the next day, but the next day he left early for school and—” She stopped for a long moment, and I could hear her sniffing back her tears. “I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Did you track his phone?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Of course. The police did. They found it inside an abandoned building on the edge of town here.”

      “Did they find anything else?”

      “They said they found blood, and signs that the place had been used for occult rituals.”

      “Did they test the blood?”

      “It was animal blood, apparently. From a goat.” She sounded disgusted. 

      “What about your son’s friends? Did the police question them?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I didn’t know any of their names.”

      “What about your son’s phone? Did the cops run down the numbers?”

      “They said they did but I don’t think so.”

      I went silent for a moment as I considered everything the woman had told me. By the sound of things, her son had fallen in with the wrong crowd and had possibly suffered the consequences. Whether or not he was still alive, I couldn’t say. But the woman had every right to be concerned.

      “I’m not really sure what I can do for you,” I said to her as I looked around for my cigarettes, realizing after a few seconds they were still in my pocket as I pulled the crumpled packet out. “Plus, this isn’t really a good time for me right now—”

      “Please,” she said. “I just want to know where my son is. I’ve got nowhere else to turn. Please help me, Mr. Deadson.”

      I sighed as I lit a cigarette. “Damion. You can call me Damion.”

      “Okay. Damion. Can you help me find my son, Damion? He’s all I have left in the world. Without him…” Her voice faded, her sadness and despair palpable down the phone.

      “Okay, I’ll look into your son’s disappearance, Miss Adams,” I said, thinking maybe there was a story to be had somewhere. Though mostly, I just felt sorry for the woman, and could better empathize with her than anyone else probably could. “I can’t promise you anything, though. As long as you understand that.”

      “Yes,” she said, sounding grateful through her tears now. “I understand. Thank you, Damion. Thank you so much.”

      “I can probably call with you later today.” I thought about what else I had to do. What else I had just decided to do. “Tomorrow at the latest.”

      “Okay.” She gave me her address, and I wrote it down in my notebook, along with her home phone number.

      When she hung up, I remained in bed, leaning back against the pillows as I smoked the rest of my cigarette.

      Today is the day, I thought to myself. Today is the day things are going to change. Today is the day I’m getting Zee back, no matter what Morganna has to say on the matter, or what she expects me to do to make it happen. I’m getting Zee back, and then I’m getting my life back.

      But first I had to feed my addiction.
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      I took a shower to wash the accumulated sweat and dirt from my undernourished body, staring at the track marks in my arm as I stood under the hot spray, unable to keep from wondering if I was destined to be an addict for the rest of my life. I mean, obviously I was. Even when you’re off the junk, you’re still an addict. Addiction is in the mind, and it never goes away. It’s a constant battle. 

      But it was a battle I had been winning for the last seven years. What disturbed me the most was how easily I had fallen back into heroin addiction after what had happened to Zee. It was like the drugs had been there waiting for me with a smug smile, always knowing I would be back at some stage. It had only been a matter of time.

      “Fuck you,” I muttered as I turned off the shower and stood for a moment as the water dripped off me. “You’re not getting the best of me. Not this time.”

      Despite my words in the shower, the first thing I did when I got out, besides drying myself off, was to go naked into my office and locate my “fix kit” in my desk drawer. It was a small wooden box containing syringes, needles, a spoon, a lighter, some balls of cotton wool, a length of rubber tubing, plus, of course, a plastic pouch filled with heroin. 

      Sitting in my office chair, I put the kit on the desk and prepared my fix, putting a little water in the spoon before putting the brown powder in and mixing it up. After carefully putting the spoon filled with the golden brown liquid on the desk, I tied off my arm with the rubber tubing and tapped the vein on my arm with two fingers, watching as the vein filled with blood and pushed against my bruised skin. 

      When I was ready, I put a small piece of cotton wool into the liquid in the spoon and then used the syringe to draw the heroin solution through the cotton wool and into the syringe. Then I jabbed the needle into my vein, drawing the plunger back a bit as I drew blood from my arm that mixed with the heroin solution before slowly injecting the whole solution into my hungry vein.

      Once the heroin hit my system, the effect was immediate. As I withdrew the needle and placed it on my desk, a warm bubble of bliss surrounded me, and it felt like an otherworldly light was filling my whole body as I slumped down in my chair and closed my eyes, every worry I’d had that morning slipping away, melting into the light that made me feel everything was going to be all right. That everything was all right.

      Except, of course, that it wasn’t. 

      It was all a lie.
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      After the initial euphoria of the heroin hit, I dragged myself from the chair and went and got dressed, putting on a dark suit that at least gave the impression that I was still a functioning member of society. 

      My face told a different story, though. My hair was too long, my beard too thick, my eyes sunken with dark circles surrounding them, my skin pallid and waxy. I was also down in weight because I had hardly been eating. I sighed as I stared at myself in the mirror, and then shook my head as I walked away.

      Pathetic, I thought with disgust.
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      I wasn’t stupid enough to drive on heroin, even though I had done it before. Driving on heroin is like driving through a dreamland where you think nothing is real and nothing can hurt you. You think you can drive wherever you like—on the sidewalk, against traffic, through people—and no harm will come of it. 

      Until it does. 

      I did it a few times before. The last time I did it, I crashed into a wall because I thought I could drive through it. 

      So yeah, I tend not to drive while under the influence.

      As morning bled into afternoon, I called a cab and had it take me to the European Borough, a place I hadn’t visited in quite a while, mainly because the last time I did, I was investigating a gypsy clan and almost got killed when one of them stabbed me in the gut. Luckily, the blade didn’t hit any organs or arteries, and I was able to use a sigil card to escape. Still, the experience traumatized me enough that I vowed to stay clear of the European Borough from then on, a vow I had stuck to until now. But needs must, right?

      I got the cabbie to drop me off on the outskirts of the Borough and started walking to where I had to go. As I walked down the rain-slicked, Romanesque streets, I couldn’t help but marvel at the surrounding architecture, which was a mishmash of Gothic, Renaissance, Baroque, and Rocco, all interweaved with Historicism, creating a dark backdrop of weathered stone buildings, spires that stabbed the sky, and hundreds of gargoyles that watched from above like sentries. 

      It was a dark, eerie place, infused with European superstition and old magic. The Derkas vampire clan was based in this borough. They were a scholarly lot, relatively peaceful compared to some of the other clans in the city, though still not to be messed with. Romanian gypsies had a large presence here too, as I mentioned, heading up the largest crime syndicate, having a special interest in magical relics, which they sourced and sold on to the highest bidder.

      The population in the European Borough was, unsurprisingly, made up mostly of immigrant families, many of whom had been settled for generations now. They also didn’t take well to outsiders, most of them giving me suspicious stares as I passed them in the narrow, winding streets, though I was too stoned to pay them much heed, ignoring their harsh stares for the most part until some gypsy kid came up to me and demanded I give him money in return for some trinket that would supposedly bring me good fortune.

      “No thanks, kid,” I said, barely paying him any attention as I continued to walk.

      “I curse you!” the gypsy kid shouted from behind me. “I curse you forever and a day, asshole!”

      I couldn’t help but smile, his anger not affecting me. “Too late, kid,” I said. “I’m already cursed.”

      Leaving the kid behind, I turned a corner and tried to remember where I was supposed to be going, soon getting lost in the maze of streets and eventually having to stop a random woman so I could ask her for directions, which she warily gave me after staring strangely at me for a few seconds.

      Thanking the woman, I carried on walking for another twenty minutes until I eventually stumbled onto the street I was looking for, ambling down the sidewalk until I came to a pathway that led to a gated archway. Testing the gate, I wasn’t surprised to find it locked, so I just stood there and hoped it would open by itself, which it did a moment later.

      Well, at least she’s in, I thought as I pushed open the heavy iron gate and entered a large forecourt surrounded by a stone wall that had been built in the Gothic style. In fact, the whole place had been built in the same style, the magnificent house before me an architectural wonder of spires and arched windows, of gargoyles and weathered stone blocks. Straight ahead of me was the arched wooden front door of the main house. 

      When I knocked on the front door, I stood back and waited, nervous now as I wondered what sort of reception I would get from the house’s owner.

      A moment later, the door opened, but no one was standing there to greet me, which freaked me out even more. It felt like I was being lured into the place, even though I had come willingly.

      Then a voice entered my ears from somewhere, a voice that sent chills down me as my mind flashed back to the last time I had heard it in the forest next to my father’s house.

      “You may enter, Damion,” the sultry female voice said.

      The voice of Morganna.

      Not exactly frightened, but still apprehensive as if I was walking into the dark unknown, I entered the house, stepping into a wide hallway, at which point the wooden door creaked closed behind me, causing me to jump slightly.

      Then, from out of a doorway at the end of the hall, Morganna herself appeared, her long blonde hair flowing down over the black gown she was wearing. 

      When she came into the hallway, it looked like she was floating off the ground, for the gown she wore covered her feet. Smiling, she stopped halfway down the hallway and stared at me. 

      “Damion,” she said. “What a pleasant surprise. Do you come bearing good news? From your face, I don’t think you do.”

      “Hello, Morganna,” I said, wondering now if she would let me smoke in her house, deciding not to ask yet in case I antagonized her. Plenty of time to antagonize her once I told her why I was there.

      Morganna floated up the hallway until she was standing only a few feet away from me. “You look like you need a drink, Damion.” She paused as she stared at my face. “Or perhaps something a little stronger, hmm? You seem to have let yourself go since we last spoke.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, feeling anything but. “A drink will do.”

      “A drink it is, then. Come, let us go somewhere more comfortable.” She smiled, her smile beautiful, but also seeming to freeze my blood. “I’m sure you have lots to tell me about what you’ve found out.”

      “Yeah,” I said as I followed her up the hallway, thinking now that this was perhaps a bad idea coming here. Seeing her again, I knew there was no way she would just hand over Zee. Why would she? Especially since I had done little to honor the terms of the agreement I had made with her.

      Morganna turned left into a room that appeared to be a sitting room. Inside, it was all exquisitely carved wood paneling just like in the hallway. Bookshelves were set into the wall on either side of an enormous fireplace, and above the fireplace itself was a massive oil painting depicting Morganna, clad in black, looking even more beautiful than she did now. Behind her was a landscape of mountains and rocky fields, and in the distance a tall stone tower.

      “Where is this?” I asked her as I stared at the painting. “Scotland?”

      “Ireland,” she said as she turned and looked at the painting herself. “Where my people were born.”

      “Your people?”

      “Yes, my people are Éireians, descended from the goddess Ériu.”

      I stared at her. “So you’re not human?”

      She shook her head as she turned and walked to a table that had various decanters and crystal glasses on it. “Thankfully not,” she said as she filled two glasses with what I took to be whisky, coming back over and handing me one. “There are very few of my people left now. After being labeled witches, most of us were hunted down and killed by you humans.” She gave me a look. “That’s one thing about you humans—you are good at killing things.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said before sipping on my whisky. 

      “Don’t be. I’ve had centuries to get over it.”

      “Centuries?”

      “I’ve walked this earth for a long time now. Perhaps too long.” She stared up at the picture for a moment. “My people were once revered and respected the world over. Ériu created us to look after the Great Garden, and that’s what we did, teaching others how to do the same until—”

      “What?”

      She shook her head. “Until something more powerful came along, a force that didn’t want humanity awakened, but repressed and put to sleep. A force that sadly, my people couldn’t compete with.”

      “Do you think it’s the same force that runs things now?”

      “Undoubtedly.”

      “How much do you know?”

      “Probably more than you,” she said, turning to look at me.

      “Then why did you ask me—”

      “Because I thought fresh eyes on the matter might shed some light. Looking at you now, I can see that’s not the case.”

      “I’m trying, I—”

      “You are back to being a junky.”

      The shame her hard stare brought down on me made me drop my head. “Yes, I am.”

      Morganna continued to stare at me for another moment, before she asked, “Are you cold? You’re shivering.”

      “A bit,” I said.

      She waved her hand, and flames sprung up in the fireplace. Then she waved her hand again, and a chair slid across the floor, stopping right by the fire. “Sit down. Warm yourself up.”

      Mumbling my thanks, I sat down in the large armchair and welcomed the heat from the now roaring fire, staring into the flames as I clutched my whisky glass, unable to escape the nagging feeling that I had somehow reached the end of the line. That things were about to change, and if they didn’t, then I was done for, and soon I would die with a needle sticking out of my arm…or Morganna’s hand inside my chest as she ripped out my heart. 

      “You live here alone?” I asked her, knowing she probably did. Morganna didn’t seem the type to enjoy company.

      “Yes,” she said, coming to sit in the chair opposite me, the shadows created by the flames dancing across her exquisite face. “I have lived alone for a very long time now.”

      “What about Martin, your son? Didn’t you raise him?”

      She shook her head. “I hired a nanny for that. I barely saw the little cretin as he was growing up, and as soon as he was old enough, I sent him to boarding school, and then paid his way through college. And even though I made things easy for him, he still messed things up. He raped a student while he was in college. Did you know that?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      I’m not surprised, though.

      “It is my belief that he raped several students,” she said. “But only one saw fit to report him. If it wasn’t for me, Martin would’ve gone to prison.”

      “So why did you save him?”

      “Because I needed him.”

      “To start the company he runs? Or ran, rather?”

      “Yes. I thought it might be useful to have a hand in the tech business, since technology is such a dominant force these days. It turned out to be more trouble than it was worth.”

      “You mean Martin did?”

      “Both, yes. The stupid idiot would be in prison or dead a long time ago if it weren’t for me.” She stared at me for a second. “I notice you chose not to kill him.”

      I shrugged. “I thought he would be more useful alive. We’ll see if I’m right.”

      “I dare say you won’t be. It broke his little heart when he found out I had betrayed him by handing him over to you.”

      “I know.”

      “He should be thankful. Maybe now he can redeem himself for all the wrong he’s done over the years.”

      “I guess we’ll see.” I sat in silence for the next few moments, aware of Morganna’s eyes on me as I stared into the fire, the heroin in my system still making me drowsy. In fact, I dropped off until Morganna’s voice woke me up again. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Morganna stared at me as she shook her head slightly. “You don’t know whether you are coming or going, do you?”

      “I’m just—”

      “High?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It didn’t take long for you to fall back into your old ways, did it?”

      I stared at the flames again. “I need her back, Morganna,” I said quietly.

      “And by her, you mean the succubus?”

      “Yes. Zee. I need her back.”

      “What you mean is, you need to replace your heroin addiction with your addiction for her.”

      “I just need her back…”

      “You do realize that it’s a succubus’ job to get you addicted to them, don’t you? Whatever you feel for her, it’s not real. It’s not genuine love. It’s just a need, nothing more.”

      I stared at her, on some level knowing she was right. There was a large element of addiction in my relationship with Zee. I’d always known that. But, despite what Morganna thought, my feelings for Zee transcended those of addiction. I genuinely loved Zee.

      But then I genuinely loved heroin too, so...

      “Look, I don’t question it,” I told her. “It is what it is. All I know is, I feel better when I’m around her, and I don’t feel the need to take drugs. And anyway, every relationship has an element of addiction to it. What do you call it? Codependency?”

      “I suppose so,” Morganna said, before sipping on her whisky. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we made a deal.”

      “I know that, but I can’t honor the terms of our agreement without her. I mean, look at me for Christ’s sake. I’ve tried, and I just can’t.”

      “So I should just hand her over to you, is that it?”

      “If you want me firing on all cylinders so I can do what I said I was going to do, yeah, you should.”

      Morganna smiled and shook her head. “Did you think it would be that easy before you came here? That you would just walk in and I would give her back to you just because you say so? Or because you thought I would somehow feel sorry for you? Poor little Damion, back to being a heroin addict because the love of his life is no longer around…”

      “You can be a real bitch, you know that?”

      “I’m too long in the tooth to be influenced by your childish emotions, Damion.”

      “Childish?”

      “To me they are.”

      I shook my head, staring back into the fire. “You remind me of my father. You know what he said to me once after the family dog died? He said life and death are a simple transaction, nothing more, and the dog—this dog that I had loved for nearly fourteen years—had simply cashed out. Just get another one to replace it, he said, as if it was that easy.”

      “And isn’t it?”

      “You’re saying I should just replace Zee?”

      “Why not? One succubus is the same as another, just like one dog is the same as another.”

      I stared at her, unable to fathom her attitude. “I thought you said you were once tasked to oversee the Great Garden, as you called it? Surely someone tasked with such a thing would have to have a little more empathy, and a little more understanding, than that?”

      “In a way, yes,” she said. “But I lost that part of myself a long time ago once my people became hunted and I had to watch them die one by one at the hands of brutal murderers. You lose your empathy for humankind quickly after that.”

      “And you wonder why your son turned out to be such a heartless fuck up. With you as his mother, I’m not surprised.”

      Anger flashed across Morganna’s face as she lifted her hand and pointed her finger at me, at which point I felt a searing pain in my chest as if she was burning through me with a laser. “You’d do well to mind your tongue, Damion, and remember who you are talking to. I’m not some mark for your stupid website, you know. Compared to you, I’m a goddess, and you should respect me as such!”

      “Okay,” I screeched as I clutched my chest. “I’m…sorry.”

      “Yes, everyone is sorry when there’s pain involved.”

      “I…didn’t mean…to offend you.”

      “Yes, you did. At least admit it.”

      “Okay. I did…I’m—”

      “Yes, yes, you’re sorry,” she said dismissively now as she lowered her finger. “I heard you the first time.”

      As the pain stopped, I let out a sharp breath and leaned forward in my seat, still holding my chest, which now felt like it had a hole in it. So much so that I had to check and make sure there wasn’t.

      “Look,” I said. “You won’t have to worry about me reneging on our deal if you give Zee back to me. I’m committed now, and I want to find out the truth as much as you do. But things will go a lot quicker if—”

      “Don’t say it,” she said, raising her hand to stop me. “You are becoming repetitive, straining my patience.”

      “Fine, I won’t say it then.”

      Morganna stood up and placed her glass on the mantle above the fireplace before pacing the room for a moment as if she was thinking, which I knew wasn’t a good sign. Eventually, she stopped pacing to stare at me.

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll give you back your succubus, but first I want you to do something for me.”

      My relief only lasted a second, turning to dread before I said, “What exactly?”

      “It has come to my attention that a notorious witch hunter has arrived in the city.”

      “A witch hunter?” I didn’t like where this was going.

      “His name is Nathan Underhill, and he’s been after me for years,” she said. “He caught up to me a decade ago while I was living in Europe, but I managed to evade him.”

      “Evade him? Are you afraid of this man?”

      “Afraid?” She considered for a second. “Yes, I suppose so. He has certain weapons that can kill me, and he’s spent his entire life hunting us Éireians. You could say he is very good at what he does.”

      “And you want me to what, kill him?”

      Morganna nodded. “That’s exactly what I want you to do. Kill him, and I will give you back the succubus.”

      I stared at her and then shook my head. “But I’m not a killer, Morganna. I’m just a reporter, for Christ’s sake.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find a way,” she said. “Though I must warn you, Underhill will not be an easy man to kill. He’s immune to magical attacks for a start, and physically he is stronger than most humans.”

      “So how the hell am I supposed to kill him, then?”

      “The best way would be to cut his head off, if you can get close enough, that is.”

      “Jesus Christ. This might be easier if you just gave me Zee back first, and then she could—”

      “No,” she said, coming toward me. “If you want her back, you will earn her back. I want to see just how committed you are to her.”

      “You already know how committed I am. I told you—”

      “Words, Damion. Just words. They mean nothing. Only actions matter. Only actions prove a man’s worth.”

      “Jesus, you want me to prove my worth now as well?”

      “Yes,” she said, smiling now. “You came to me expecting a handout. Well, I don’t do handouts, Damion. Just ask my son. I may have facilitated Martin’s success, but he paid for it. I made sure of that.”

      “How?”

      “Ask him yourself next time you speak to him,” she said. “So, do we have a deal? The witch hunter for the succubus?”

      Godammit. Yet another impossible situation. FML.

      “You really don’t make things easy, Morganna, do you?”

      Morganna smiled. “And where would the fun be in that, Damion, hmm?”
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      I blamed the gypsy boy for cursing me as I made my way home. It was that little shit’s fault. Fuck it, I had to blame somebody, right? Might as well be a random gypsy kid over circumstances of my own making.

      A goddamn witch hunter, I thought as I sat in the back of a cab on my way back to North Elmview. How the hell was I supposed to kill a witch hunter who had probably dedicated his entire life to becoming the ultimate killing machine?

      The answer to that question was, I couldn’t. At least not alone. If I was going to do this, I would need the help of someone who didn’t mind getting their hands bloody.

      Someone like Haedemus maybe. Although, the Hellicorn could be unpredictable, and maybe a little too gung-ho for a mission like this. The last thing I needed was for Haedemus to get himself killed, and then I’d be hunted down by Ethan Drake and killed myself, probably.

      Mac then, I thought as the cabbie dropped me off. Mac would be more suited to a mission like this. He was ex-Australian Special Forces, and a weredingo to boot. He could also assemble a Kill Squad if I asked him to. But did I really want to drag Mac into this? I’d got enough of his men killed when I landed at my father’s house that time, and almost got him killed as well when he went up against Morganna. Asking him to put his life at risk for me again would be asking too much.

      All right, I thought as I headed inside my apartment, going straight to my office so I could get another fix. Maybe I’ll just do this shit myself. How hard could it be to kill a man who kills witches for a living?

      Jesus Christ. All I wanted was Zee back. Why did Morganna have to make this so difficult? Why did she feel the need to jerk me around like that? Bloody witches, or Éireians, or whatever they really were.

      Maybe, I thought, I could just tell the witch hunter where Morganna was, and then the guy could go to Morganna’s house and kill her, solving all my problems at once. 

      But if I did that, there was no guarantee I would ever get Zee back. Morganna’s power would die with her, and Zee would end up trapped forever, or worse, wiped from existence along with Morganna herself. That was a chance I just wasn’t willing to take.

      So, I thought as I injected the heroin solution into my bruised arm, that just leaves me. I could track down and kill the guy myself.

      Yeah, right, I thought as the heroin entered my system and then sucked me into the center of its waking oblivion, there’s not much chance of that happening, is there?

      Fuck…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Slumped in my office chair, I nodded off, only to be wakened by the sound of my phone ringing and buzzing on top of my desk. Through half-closed eyes, I stared at the screen and realized my father was calling.

      Again.

      “Fuck…”

      I stared at the phone for what seemed like a long time before finally deciding to answer it.

      “Hello, Father,” I said in a faraway, practically emotionless voice.

      “Damion,” my father said. “Finally. Why haven’t you been answering my calls?”

      “I…I don’t know. I just…”

      “Damion?”

      “What?”

      My father went silent for what seemed like a very long time. “Are you using again, Damion?”

      “I…no…”

      “Tell me the truth, Damion.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I am, but it’s just…temporary.”

      “Temporary?”

      “Temporary.”

      “Damion…”

      “You shouldn’t worry. I…I have it under control. I swear.”

      “For god’s sake, Damion. Why now, son? Did something happen?”

      “A lot has happened, Father, as you know.”

      “This is all over what happened recently when that man Phillips put a bounty out on you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But that was all sorted out. I don’t understand.”

      “It’s more to do with the way it was sorted out.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean…the witch.”

      “What witch? The woman who came to my house that night?”

      “Yeah. Her.”

      “Mac said you reached some sort of understanding with her,” he said. “Is that what this is about?”

      “Yes.”

      My father sighed. “Well, Jesus, Damion, tell me about it. Then maybe I can—”

      “You can’t. There’s nothing anyone can do.”

      “Why not? What deal did you make with this woman?”

      “I don’t feel like explaining it right now,” I said. “She has Zee, though.”

      “Zelda? How? Why?”

      “She just does. Why are you calling, Father?”

      My father went silent for a moment and then sighed. “I’ve been calling to tell you we have uncovered more bodies in the Great Woods. None of them are Ava, but the excavation team were all…” He trailed off ominously.

      “All what?” I asked.

      “They were all killed.”

      “Killed? How many?”

      “A dozen men, all slaughtered where they stood.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I breathed, feeling sick to my stomach now. “How were they—”

      “Killed? With blades. Cut to ribbons and then hung from trees, along with a message that I was next.”

      “Jesus, Father.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve increased my security, and I don’t leave the house now.”

      “And it was definitely the Order who killed your entire team?”

      “Of course it was,” he said. “They carved their symbol into the bodies.”

      “This is getting bad.”

      “It was always bad. Now it’s just worse. I think you should come stay with me at the house, Damion, for your own safety.”

      I thought about it for a second before shaking my head. “No. I have too much to do. I’m not staying cooped up in that house like a prisoner.”

      “Damion—”

      “No, Father. I can look after myself.”

      “Can you? It doesn’t bloody well sound like it. You’re a junky, Damion.”

      “Yeah, thanks for pointing that out, Father.”

      “You know what I mean. You’re in no fit state to—”

      “I said I’ll be fine. I don’t care if the Order is onto us, we can’t stop. Not now. Not when we’re this close.”

      “They’ll kill you, Damion. What they did to the men in the woods…”

      “I know. Look, I have an idea.”

      “What idea?”

      “Can you get Mac to…I can’t believe I’m saying this.”

      “What?”

      “Can you get Mac to…take one of the witnesses and bring them to the house again?”

      “What for? We’ve already been down that road and it yielded nothing.”

      “I know, but I’m thinking we might uncover the identity of the mysterious stranger if we use the right magic.”

      “I already tried that, Damion.”

      “No offense, Father, but your magic isn’t exactly sophisticated,” I said. “I know someone with much stronger abilities who could probably break through the magic shielding the stranger’s identity. Then we could track the guy down and he could lead us to the Order’s headquarters, or we could just take the guy and force him to talk.”

      My father went silent for a few seconds, then said, “I thought before about asking a more experienced magician to help, but I was unwilling to bring in outside help. I thought it too risky.”

      “The guy I have in mind can be trusted, don’t worry.”

      “Are you sure? Who is this person?”

      “A mentor of sorts, and yeah, I’m sure,” I said. “Have Mac bring the witness to the house by tonight. Call me when you have them.”

      “Are you sure about this, Damion?”

      “I don’t think we have much choice. It’s better than waiting around for the Order to kill us.”

      “Okay. I’ll have Mac get the witness and bring her here.”

      “Fine. Call me when you’re ready.”

      “Damion?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Be careful, will you?”

      “Of course.”

      “And Damion?”

      “Yes, Father?”

      He paused for a second. “I’m sorry, son.”

      “What for?”

      “I’m sorry that you’re…unwell again.”

      Closing my eyes for a second, I sighed and said, “So am I, Father.”
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      After the phone call with my father, I felt anxious and paranoid, thinking now it was only a matter of time before the ODA came for me. Even if I wasn’t overtly investigating them, I thought they might still come after me, if only to get at my father. Killing his only son would be one way to punish him for his transgressions, for digging up secrets the Order didn’t want dug up. 

      Shivering with cold, I stood at the window and looked down at the street below, expecting to see some hooded figure hanging around down there, but I saw no one except the street’s residents coming and going. Which didn’t make me feel any better. Just because I couldn’t see anyone didn’t mean they weren’t there. Still, the only way to get ahead of the Order was to drag them out into the light, starting with the shadow-faced stranger all the witnesses had seen.

      After taking another small dose of heroin to ensure I remained functional and didn’t go into withdrawal, I made sure I had my Glock 19 on me, as well as my double-edged knife, before leaving the apartment and grabbing a cab to take across town to Lafayette, a fairly respectable neighborhood for this side of the river, populated mostly by white-collar workers, and also the man I was going to see.

      The cabbie dropped me in a street with rows of Brownstones on either side. After paying the cab fare, I walked down the street a ways before walking up the steps to the Brownstone occupied by the man I was going to see, hoping he would be in as I knocked on the dark green door. 

      A moment later, just as the heavens opened and rain started to pour, the door to the Brownstone opened to reveal a middle-aged looking man wearing brown pants and a brown waistcoat over a beige shirt.

      The goateed man stood for a second and then smiled. “Damion Deadson,” he said. “As I live and breathe. It’s been a while. What can I do for you?”

      “Hello, Creed,” I said. “I need your help. Can I come in?”

      August Creed stared at me as if he knew something was wrong, and then nodded. “Come on in,” he said, standing aside to let me pass.
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      In Creed’s living room, I sat down in a threadbare armchair by the blazing fire, glad to get some heat into my shivering body. While Creed went to the kitchen to fetch us a drink, I soon noticed the yellow-orange eyes watching me from the shadowy corner of the room.

      “Hello, Blaze,” I said, holding my hand out. “You coming to say hello?”

      Blaze didn’t move as he continued to sit on the floor, watching me. When Creed came back into the room carrying two glasses, he said, “Don’t be rude, Blaze. Go and greet our guest. It’s not like he’s a stranger or anything.”

      As Creed handed me my drink, Blaze finally got up off the floor and came padding over to me, his dark fur streaked by faintly glowing lines of what looked like fire under his skin. Blaze was Creed’s best friend, a fire-elemental wolf Creed had apparently rescued from a slave trader many years ago. The massive wolf stopped and sniffed my hand for a second before licking it, after which I ruffled his soft fur and massaged behind his ears.

      “Good to see you again, Blaze,” I said. “You look as magnificent as ever.”

      “He’s a lazy shit is what he is,” Creed said with a hint of an Irish accent as he sat down opposite me in the other armchair. “It’s as much as I can do to get him to leave the Sanctum these days. I fear he’s getting old, just like the rest of us.”

      Blaze turned and gave Creed a look before walking back to the corner of the room and lying down again, closing his eyes as he appeared to doze off.

      Smiling, I said, “I thought wizards didn’t get old.”

      “Oh, we do,” Creed said. “Just not as fast as most. My bones still ache as much as the next person’s. And look at these gray streaks I have now.”

      “They just make you look more distinguished.”

      “Distinguished, eh? Are you trying to butter me up, Deadson?”

      I smiled again. “Maybe.”

      “Well, I suppose you wouldn’t be here if you didn’t need something, would you?”

      “I can’t call to see a friend?”

      “Is that what we are? I thought I was your mentor.”

      “Same thing,” I said before sipping my whisky.

      “If you met my mentor, you wouldn’t be saying that.”

      “The Japanese guy you told me about? What’s his name again? Tanaka?” 

      “Sanaka.”

      “Right. Is he a hard ass or something?”

      Creed laughed. “Yeah, he is. He made my life hell for years. But in a good way…kind of.”

      I sipped my whisky again. “How’ve you been, Creed? Working many cases these days?”

      “A few,” he said. “And I see you went after Martin Phillips. I hear he put a bounty out on your head.”

      “He did.”

      “And yet you’re still here.”

      “I made a deal with his mother.”

      “With Morganna? That crazy bitch?”

      I nodded. “Phillips works for me now.”

      “And what about Morganna? What deal did you make with her?”

      I shook my head as I looked away. “One I probably shouldn’t have.”

      “Well, I hope you know what you’re doing because once Morganna gets her hooks in someone, she doesn’t let go.”

      “Good to know, I guess.”

      Creed drank his whisky as he stared at me. “You’re not looking too good. I’m guessing you’re back on the drugs.”

      “It’s just temporary.”

      “Temporary? Okay.”

      “It is.”

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t want to talk about,” I said. “I only came here to ask you a favor.”

      “Did you now?” Creed said, then looked over at Blaze. “You hear that, Blaze? He hasn’t called in like a year, and now he comes asking for a favor.”

      “I’ve just been busy,” I said, feeling bad now. “I wouldn’t ask if weren’t important.”

      “Are you in trouble or something?”

      “You could say that. Remember I told you about my sister?”

      “Yeah, I remember. What about her?”

      “Well, I’ve since found out that she may have been taken by a cult.”

      “A cult? Which one?”

      “The Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin.”

      Creed stared at me as his brown eyes widened. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes, and yes, I know how bad the Order is. You don’t need to tell me. What do you know about them, by the way?”

      “Just that they’re a bunch of crazed psychos that like to murder people,” Creed said. “And that they worship some fucking dark Fae creature. You really think they took your sister?”

      “I know they did. Witnesses all saw the same man before the victims disappeared, including my sister.”

      “Okay.”

      “This man had a tattoo on his hand, the symbol of the Order. He also used magic to hide his face. My father was able to search the memories of the witnesses, but in every case, the man’s face was covered by shadow, shielding his identity.”

      Creed nodded. “I see now. You want me to try and get through the magic so you can see the man’s face, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Can you do that?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      “I can’t guarantee anything until I try.”

      “That’s all I want you to do, Creed, is try. The Order is closing in on us, so we don’t have much time. We need a break so we can get ahead of them.”

      Creed sat stroking his beard for a moment, then said, “You said your sister disappeared how many years ago?”

      “Twelve.”

      “And you still believe she’s alive?”

      I sighed as I stared into the fire. “I don’t know, Creed. I just…I just want to find out what happened to her, that’s all. I need…I need closure.”

      Creed nodded. “I get it. I needed the same thing once.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I just needed to find my family, that’s all.”

      “And did you?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’d rather not talk about it,” he said, standing up. “Another drink?”

      “I’m fine,” I said, taking out a cigarette and lighting it while I waited for him to come back.

      When Creed sat down again, he asked about Zee. “Where is she? Out stalking some poor sap?”

      “I wish,” I said. “Morganna has her.”

      “What do you mean, has her?”

      “I mean she trapped Zee’s spirit, and won’t give her up until I do something crazy.”

      Creed tutted and shook his head. “My my. You really are in deep shit, aren’t you? What does Morganna want you to do for her?”

      “Nothing much. Just kill a notorious witch hunter.”

      “And you’re going to do it?”

      “I have to. It’s the only way I can get Zee back.”

      “Why does Morganna even have Zee in the first place?”

      “Because of the deal I made with her,” I said, blowing smoke toward the fireplace. “It’s a long story.”

      Creed shook his head at me and smiled. “And I thought I was bad for getting myself into sticky situations. I ever tell you about the time a demon kidnapped my girlfriend and took her to his domain in the Underworld?”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “This demon named Baal took Leona, and then I had to go to the Underworld to get her back.”

      “And did you?”

      “Get her back? Sure, just about. I almost didn’t make it out again.”

      “So where is she now?”

      “Leona? She’s gone.” He turned his head away as he drank from his glass. 

      “You mean…dead?”

      “No, she just left me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah, so was I at the time.” He paused to look forlorn. “I still am.”

      “What happened?”

      Creed sighed and shook his head. “A story for another time.”

      “Is that why you moved here from Blackham then?”

      “I needed a change of scenery,” he said. “Too many bad memories in Blackham now.”

      I nodded. “I get it. Sometimes I wish I could move away as well.”

      “So why don’t you?”

      “Good question. I’m not really sure. This place just feels like home, I guess.”

      “Until it doesn’t.”

      “That how it felt for you in Blackham?”

      “Yeah. It only takes one terrible experience for you to pack your bags and never go back.”

      “I’ve had plenty of terrible experiences, believe me.”

      “The right one then.”

      “We’ll see.” I finished my drink and tossed the rest of my cigarette into the fire, watching it burn for a second.

      “How’s your magic these days?” Creed asked me, changing the subject.

      “Good,” I said. “It’s one of the few things in my life I can actually rely on. I know as long as I do it right, I’ll always get the same result, and I do.”

      “Yeah, you can’t go wrong with sigil magic,” he said. “Sorcery is a whole other thing. Lots can go wrong with that, and usually does. Pure magic is a volatile bitch.”

      “That’s why I stick to my sigil cards. Enough goes wrong in my life without fucking with pure magic.”

      “Good call. Leave the volatile stuff to the madmen.”

      “Like you?” I said, smiling.

      “Yeah,” he said, using his finger to etch a smiley face in the air with pure magical energy. “Madmen like me.”

      My smile faded as I stared into the fire, which was all I seemed to do nowadays. At least that’s how it felt as I became hypnotized by the dancing flames, so much so that I nodded off.

      “You okay there, Damion?” Creed said, staring at me, causing me to startle awake.

      “Sorry,” I said, and then sighed as I rubbed my forehead. “You’ve been around for a long time, haven’t you, Creed?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “Feels like too long sometimes.”

      “Does it ever get any easier? Life, I mean.”

      A wan smile appeared on Creed’s face as he shook his head. “No, Damion, not really. When I was younger, I attacked every situation with youthful abandon because I had the energy to do it. When you’re young, problems don’t really seem like problems, just hurdles you have to climb over.”

      “And now?”

      “Now, problems seem much bigger, insurmountable, and I don’t have the same energy to tackle them. Every one wears me down that little bit more, which is why I don’t take on as many cases these days. They take too much out of me.” He paused to sip from his drink. “It’s like a few months ago, my Uncle Ray comes to me and hands me this case. This woman, right, she’s got a stalker, and the stalker keeps appearing inside her bedroom and watching her while she’s sleeping. The woman would wake up and there’d be this fucking guy standing there, just watching her. Wouldn’t say anything, and would just vanish once the woman woke up, almost like he was afraid of her or something.”

      “Creepy.”

      “Yeah, I know. Anyway, it turns out the stalker is a vampire, so I wait for him one night, sleeping in this woman’s bed as I pretend to be her.”

      “Okay,” I said, laughing slightly. “Did you wear a wig and a nice nightie?”

      “No,” he said. “I just pulled the covers up over me. So when I hear this fucking vamp in the room, I spring up and scare the shit out of him because he was expecting the woman and not me, as delightful a sight as I am to any stalker.”

      “Of course. So what happened?”

      “Well, I try to be reasonable and just have a word with the guy, and I tell him to back off because he’s scaring the shit out of the woman.”

      “Did he listen?”

      “Yeah, he did,” Creed said. “He explained he had this compulsion to stalk the woman. He never intended to hurt her, apparently. Personally, I think the guy had mental problems, but anyway. After I talked to him, he just apologized and left.”

      “Sounds like a reasonable guy for a vampire.”

      “That’s what I thought until I looked out my window here one night and saw him standing outside.”

      “Shit. So what, he started stalking you instead?”

      “Yeah. Luckily, he couldn’t get in here cuz of the wards, but that didn’t stop him following me everywhere I went out there.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I had stern words with him, of course. Told him if he didn’t fuck off, things would end badly for him.”

      “Did he back off?”

      “Did he fuck. As I said, I think he had mental problems, you know?”

      “So what did you do?”

      “I killed him.”

      “You killed him?”

      “He wouldn’t back off. He stalked me for weeks, drove me to the end of my tether. Every fucking where I went, there he was, skulking in the background, just fucking staring at me, man. So one night I lost it, and I ran outside with a stake in my hand, and I told him if he didn’t fuck off and leave me the fuck alone that I was gonna drive the stake into his fucking heart.”

      “So what he say?”

      “He just stared at me with his empty eyes, and then he said that he will never stop stalking me.”

      “Never?”

      “Never.”

      “Jeez.”

      “Yeah. And I knew he meant it too. I also knew on some level the vamp wanted me to kill him. I don’t think he enjoyed being a vampire much to tell you the truth.”

      I shook my head. “A depressed vampire. Jesus.”

      “I know, right? I shoulda just took him to see a therapist or something.”

      “But instead you killed him.”

      Creed nodded. “Yeah, I did. And after I staked him, I cut his head off and that was that.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I mean, he didn’t leave you much choice, did he?”

      “That’s debatable,” he said. “I probably shouldn’t have killed him, but anyway. The thing is, though, I couldn’t sleep for weeks after. I just felt so fucking bad for killing the guy. I mean, I’ve killed more vampires than you’ve had hot dinners probably, and I never felt bad about a single one.”

      “So why’d you feel bad about this one then?”

      “I dunno. I think maybe at some point, you lose your tolerance for all the death and mayhem. I mean, it’s always left a bad taste in my mouth, but this time…this time it made me sick. It made me feel like…like I’d committed some mortal sin that my soul would never recover from.”

      “So you’re saying you’ve grown a conscience?”

      “No, I’m saying I’m worn down, that I’m tired of everything, and that maybe…maybe it’s time to move on and do something different.”

      “Like what?”

      Creed blinked as he stared at me. “That’s what I’m still trying to work out.”

      “I wouldn’t know what else to do, personally.”

      “Why not?”

      “It just seems like I’ve been a reporter my whole life. It’s—”

      “A compulsion?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, though it feels more like a curse sometimes. I mean, it’s not like I make a good living or anything. Far from it. I barely make the rent most months.”

      “But sometimes you make a difference, though, right? And that’s enough?”

      “Usually it’s enough. Sometimes, it’s never enough.”

      “Yeah, I get you.” Creed laughed and then drained the whisky from his glass. “Listen to us, couple moaning Minnies. You’d think we had it hard or something.”

      “I guess everyone does, in their own way.”

      “Exactly. Life is hard no matter what you do.”

      “So we’re all doomed to misery and hardship then?”

      “Yep. But who knows, maybe our new savior Lucifer will change things for us.”

      “I’m sure you don’t believe that.”

      “I don’t. Lucifer is nothing more than a self-serving prick. If he changes anything, he’ll only do it to suit himself.”

      “Have you ever met him?”

      “Nope, and I don’t want to either. His actions since taking the Silver Throne tell me all I need to know about him. I mean, buying people off by granting them wishes…for Chrissakes. What’s that about?”

      “Politics. He’s just playing the game.”

      “Maybe, but I want nothing to do with it. I’m no pawn in anyone’s game.”

      “I think we’re all pawns in somebody’s game,” I said. “Whether we like it or not.”

      “Okay, Mr. Nihilist,” Creed said. “I think it’s time you kicked the drugs again. I can help you with that, by the way. I can give you a potion that will clear that shit out of your system in no time. It’ll hurt, but in the end, you’ll be clean.”

      I considered his offer for a second before shaking my head. “I’m not ready to get clean yet.”

      Creed frowned like he didn’t understand. “Why not?”

      “Because, I—” I paused. “When I get Zee back, then I’ll get clean.”

      “Ah, okay. So this about punishing yourself, is that it?”

      I said nothing as I looked away and drank the rest of my whisky.

      “All right,” Creed said as he sat forward in his chair. “I’ll not push you on it. You do what you think you have to for now. The offer will still be there when you need it.”

      “Thanks, Creed.”

      “In the meantime, why don’t we go do this thing you want me to do?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll call my father and see if he’s ready for us.”

      “Your father?”

      “He’s taking care of the witness.”

      “Taking care of?”

      “He’s…borrowing the witness.”

      Creed shook his head as he stood up. “My, what a life we lead, eh? Abducting an innocent person just so we can find another innocent victim who was abducted.”

      “It’s fucked up, but it’s the only way.”

      “That’s a line I’ve fed myself many times over the years,” he said. “And every time, it feels like a lie.”

      “And yet, you still do what you have to do.”

      “Yeah, and that’s the sad part. Lie or not, wrong or not, we still do it, don’t we? So what does that say about us, eh, Damion?”

      I didn’t answer, and the question hung in the air as Creed left the room.
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      About an hour later, we drove away from Creed’s place in his battered black 1967 Cadillac Eldorado, which was freezing inside because the heating was busted, and my body couldn’t take the cold, anyway. I sat shivering the entire way to my father’s house while Creed kept giving me sideways glances of concern like he thought I should be in bed instead of traveling to where we were going.

      “You can stop with the concerned glances,” I said. “I’ll shoot up a little before we get there. I have a needle with me.”

      “Great,” Creed said. “I can’t wait for you to shoot up heroin in my car.”

      “I’m sure you’ve seen worse.”

      “Oh, I have. A lot worse. But there’s still something exceedingly seedy about someone shooting heroin in your car, is there not?”

      I shook my head at him. “So tell me why your girlfriend left you,” I said, hoping listening to him talk would take my mind off the cold that had seeped into my body.

      Creed sighed. “Really? Do I have to?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I told you what happened to my girlfriend. Now it’s your turn.”

      “Fine,” he said as he drove onto the highway. “I’ll give you the short version. The long version would require many more hours, and even then, you probably still wouldn’t understand. Neither would I.”

      “Okay.” I took the syringe from out of my pocket and then rolled up my sleeve, tying off my arm with the length of rubber I had with me. “Hit me with your tale of woe.”

      Creed frowned at me tapping my arm to find a vein before focusing his attention forward as he talked. “Leona and I always had a tumultuous relationship, up and down, you know? One time she left for D.C. to join the FBI. That didn’t work out, thankfully, and when she came back, we started up a business together.”

      “What kind of business?” I asked as I pressed the point of the needle against my arm. “Keep the car steady, will you? Unless you want blood all over your seats.”

      “I’ll try,” he said, lowering his speed a little. “The business was what I’ve always done. Helping people, you know? Investigating the weird shit no one else wants to know about. A bit like what you do, only I don’t broadcast the results.”

      “Was that a dig at me?” I inserted the needle into my arm and pushed the plunger down, injecting the heroin solution into my waiting vein.

      “No, I was just saying. Anyway, things were going well for a while. When the Crimson Crow was murdered—”

      “Who?”

      “Angela Crow?”

      “Oh yeah. The vampire, and head of that…short-lived organization…whatever it was called.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I barely remember myself. Neither does anyone else. We all thought the world was going to change at the time because of all the media coverage surrounding everything. We should’ve known the masses would simply chose to forget it ever happened.”

      “Yeah,” I said, barely nodding as I leaned against the door, my eyes half closed as it felt like I was now dreaming about the ride we were on. “That’s…what happens.”

      “So, anyway,” Creed said, speeding up as he overtook the car in front. “Leona and I, we solved the Crow’s murder, with the help of the Crow’s daughter, Jennifer. It was this huge corporation from Babylon that did it. It was a revenge attack for what Jennifer did. They were also trying to muscle in here on Earth, so they could take over—” He stopped and looked at me. “Are you even listening to me?”

      I nodded as I sat up straight. “Yeah. I’m listening.” I cracked the window a little as I lit up a cigarette, the first wave from the heroin easing of a little, leaving me with a comfortable high now. “Carry on.”

      “Right, so we did all that, and then Leona and I, we focused on the new business venture, and on ourselves, our relationship, you know?”

      “Let me guess. Lots of candlelit dinners and cozy nights in.”

      “You’re a cynical twat, Deadson. But yeah, something like that.”

      “Zee and I, we do lots of that as well. Or rather, we did.”

      “And you will again. Stop fretting over it. She’s a demon. She’s tough.”

      I nodded as I smoked my cigarette, not wanting to think about Zee right now. “So why did things fall apart between you and Leona then?”

      “It was my own stupid fault,” he said. “I should’ve known working together was just a pipe dream, and that I’d never be able to stand it for long.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I work alone, Damion, and always have. Like you, I imagine. I mean, sure, there are times when you have to bring other people in on things, but mostly, you do your own thing.”

      “Sure.”

      “Living with Leona, and then having to work with her as well, it just got too much, you know? For both of us, although she would never have admitted that because that would’ve meant admitting we were exactly alike, and Leona always saw herself as her own person.”

      “So what, she left you?”

      “Yeah. Like a twat, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that things weren’t working out, and that I actually liked it better when we didn’t live in each other’s pockets all the time. You know, she had her job with Division, and I had my thing going, and we just saw each other whenever. There was no pressure. It was all easy.”

      “I see,” I said. “So you’re a commitment-phobe.”

      “No, I just…like my own space, that’s all.”

      “So why’d you go along with it at the start if you knew it would just end in disaster?”

      “I dunno. Wishful thinking, maybe? I mean, I wanted it to work so damn bad, but—”

      “It didn’t.”

      “No. So I ended up being a real bastard to her, pushing her away in the hope that she would leave instead of just telling her the truth.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “What? Tell her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Because she gave up a lot for me, that’s why. Everything, actually. I just felt bad about feeling the way I did.”

      “So you made her feel bad as well.”

      “Yeah,” he said, staring out the side window for a second. “I did. And then she finally walked out on me, and I was fucking devastated.”

      “Of course you were. She was the love of your life, and you’re an emotionally stunted asshole who’s incapable of having any kind of meaningful relationship with anyone.”

      Creed turned his head and stared at me with eyes wide. “Excuse me?”

      “Sorry,” I said. “It’s the drugs. They can make me a little…blunt.”

      “Blunt? I feel hit around the head with a hammer.”

      I smiled lazily as I shook my head. “I’m not much better than you, Creed. My people skills suck as well.”

      “At least you still have people in your life. All I have are my Uncle Ray who I rarely see, and Sanaka, who cuts me down more than you have the last few minutes every time I see him.”

      “All I had was Zee,” I said, staring out the window. “And my sister, and they’re both gone now.”

      “What about your father?”

      I shrugged. “That relationship is up and down. More down than up the last twenty years.”

      “Well, at least your father didn’t try to kill you.”

      “Yours did?”

      “Yep. He was a fucking maniac. I ended up killing him.”

      “Jesus, Creed. You killed your own father?”

      “He gave me no choice. There was evil inside him, anyway.”

      “You ever been to therapy, Creed? I bet you’d be a psychiatrist’s dream.”

      Creed laughed slightly. “I’m sure I would. But fuck shrinks. I hate shrinks, fucking parasites, feeding off people’s misery.”

      “Turn off here,” I said, pointing to the exit. “We’re not far now.”

      As Creed turned off the highway, he brought up Morganna. Or rather, what she wanted me to do. “So this witch hunter,” he said. “What’s their name?”

      “Nathan Underhill,” I said. “You know him?”

      “Only by reputation. Like all good witch hunters, Underhill is feared throughout the land. How much do you know about witch hunters, anyway?”

      “Not a lot. Keep heading straight until you get to the town.”

      “Not a lot? And you’re supposed to kill one?” Creed snorted. “These guys train their entire lives to do one thing and one thing only—to kill.”

      “So what are you saying, Creed? That I don’t have a chance?”

      “Not a snowball’s chance in Hell, son.”

      “Then what the hell am I going to do then?” I said as I stared out the window.

      “I dunno,” he said as we came up on the town, just as dusk was settling over it. “Maybe nothing at all? Can’t you just do whatever it is you said you were going to do for Morganna in the first place?”

      “I’m trying.” Badly. “It could take a while, if I manage it all.”

      “Manage what exactly?”

      “Oh, you know. Just find out who’s at the center of the conspiracy controlling the entire world. No biggie.”

      “You’re joking, right?”

      “I wish I was.”

      Creed shook his head as he drove us through the town, where traffic was minimal and most of the stores were closed by now. “And I thought I was the only stupid one. After hearing that, you make me look like a fucking genius compared to your dumb ass.”

      “My life was on the line when I said it. So was Zee’s. We’d both be dead if I hadn’t said anything.”

      “So you said you would do the most impossible thing ever?”

      “It’s not that impossible,” I said, trying to convince myself as much as him. “I’ve already made headway.”

      “You think you have. The conspiracy is a labyrinth of epic proportions. You’ll never find your way to the center. And even if you get near it, you’ll get bumped off before you even see who sits there.”

      “What would you know about it?” I asked him. “Do you know anything at all?”

      “I know enough not to go delving into it. Some power is just too great to be messed with.”

      “You’re taking a right after we leave the town.” I paused to light a cigarette, blowing smoke out the window, watching it get sucked out into the frigid evening air. “What about Lucifer? Do you think he knows about the conspiracy, and who’s at the center of it?”

      “Probably,” Creed said. “I mean, he’s omnipotent. Or at least, I think he is. Why? Are you thinking of asking him? Thinking of rubbing his lamp and asking him to grant your wish?”

      “It’s one option, I suppose.”

      “Well, my opinion on that is, Lucifer may be a lot of things, but he isn’t stupid. He’s bound to know the consequences of upending the secret conspiracy that keeps order in this world.”

      I stared at him. “Do you actually believe that? That it’s the conspiracy that keeps order in the world?”

      “Yeah, I do,” Creed said as he got ready to turn toward my father’s estate. “And I’m not sure the masses are ready for the world to be upended either. They wouldn’t know what to do with themselves. You turn a bunch of sheep loose, they just run around mad with no direction until they die or something eats them.”

      “So you think it’s better for everyone to just stay asleep? To stay as system slaves?”

      Creed shrugged. “Yeah, I do. But then, my faith in people is lacking, so what do I know? Maybe the masses are ready to be empowered like they once were a long time ago.” He paused to stare at me. “Forgive me for saying, but you don’t seem too convinced either. I get the impression that you have the same outlook—that sheep are sheep, and wolves are wolves.”

      I thought about it for a second, and then nodded. “I probably believe that. But then, I’m just a dog with a bone who refuses to let go. I’d rather destroy the bone than let it go, just like you did with Leona.”

      Shaking his head, Creed slowed the car as we came upon the gates to the estate, then said, “I tell you what. If it ever happens that the conspiracy is blown wide open, and it’s left to people like you and me to sort things out after, then I can safely say the world is fucked, brah.”

      We both started laughing then, and didn’t stop until we pulled up outside my father’s house.
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      When Creed got out of the car, he took his dark green trench coat from the back seat and put it on, which for some reason made him look like a proper wizard now. The coat was made from demon skin, as he had informed me one time, and was immune to fire, bullets, and magic attacks. It was one of the coolest coats I’d ever seen, and I wanted one.

      “You can’t buy these at the store,” he said when I mentioned it. “You need to skin a demon to make one. Maybe you can skin your girlfriend if you ever get her back. Red and orange would look good on you,” he added with a sly smile.

      “Fuck you, Creed,” I said, smiling despite myself. “That was in extremely poor taste.”

      “Yeah, I know. Still funny, though.”

      “Dick.”

      The front door to the house opened as we walked toward it, and Mac stood there at the top of the steps.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, dressed as usual in a dark suit, his barrel chest looking like it would burst through his shirt at any second. “Glad you could make it.” He held his hand out to Creed. “My name’s Mac. I’m Mr. Deadson’s head of security. And you are?”

      “August Creed,” Creed said, shaking Mac’s hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

      “Hey Mac,” I said as I stood next to Creed. “Is the witness ready?”

      Mac nodded. “Hey Damion. Yeah, she’s ready. She’s in the study with your father.”

      “Great,” Creed said as he moved past Mac into the house. “I’ll get started by pouring myself some of your no doubt very fine whisky then.”

      Mac looked at me as Creed entered the house. “Where did you find him?” he asked. “He seems a bit…weird.”

      “He’s a wizard, so what do you expect?” I said. “He’s also the best magician I know.” I paused as I finished the cigarette I was smoking. “Okay, he can be crazy sometimes. Cool coat, though, right?”

      “Yeah, I was just thinking that.” He smiled and shook his head. “How’ve you been, mate? I gotta say, you’ve looked better.”

      “Thanks, Mac. It’s this new lifestyle plan I’m on. It’s called Heroin Addict Chic. It’s all the rage right now. Great for the skin.”

      “Your father is worried about you.”

      “I’m worried about me as well, Mac. Apparently I’ll be fine, though.”

      “Says who?”

      “Me, of course.”

      “Fucking weirdo,” Mac said, smiling slightly. “Come on, let’s go inside. You’re shivering.”

      “Yeah, I do a lot of that.”

      Mac and I walked into the house, and then into my father’s study. As I entered the room, I saw Creed at the drinks cabinet helping himself to the whisky, and then I saw my father standing over someone who was laid out on the Chesterfield sofa, someone who seemed instantly familiar to me, though it didn’t click who it was until I walked into the room and looked down at her.

      “Jesus,” I said. “It’s Rita.”

      “Yes,” my father said, looking at me. “Hello, Damion. It’s nice to see you again. I’ve been worried, and going by the state of you, I had every right to be. When’s the last time you ate something?”

      “Couple days ago,” I said as I stared down at Rita Jenkins, whose eyes were open, but she appeared to be in some kind of trance. “What’s wrong with Rita?”

      “A couple days ago?” my father said aghast, ignoring my question as he looked at Mac. “Mac, have the chef fix Damion something to eat.”

      “Jesus, Father, I’m fine,” I said irritably. “What the hell did you do to Rita?”

      My father sighed, knowing he wasn’t getting through to me. “Rita is in a deep trance,” he said. “It’s the best way to keep her pliable, and to ensure she won’t remember anything.”

      “Why Rita?”

      “She just seemed the obvious choice. She was also the last person to see your sister.”

      Creed came over holding a drink in his hand as he glanced down at Rita. “You did this?” he asked my father.

      “Yes,” my father said.

      “Nice work.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So who is she?”

      “She was my sister’s girlfriend,” I said. “They’d been seeing each other a year before Ava disappeared. Rita was the last person to see Ava before it happened.”

      “Yes, and she also saw the stranger following Ava,” my father said. “Do you think you will be able to break through the magic shielding the stranger’s face, Mr. Creed?”

      “Just Creed will do,” Creed said. “And I can’t say until I see what kind of magic it is, and how strong it is. Though I will say I’m good at cracking things open,” he added with a smile before sipping his drink. “Really nice whisky, by the way. Aberlour twenty-five?”

      “Balvenie twenty-one, actually.”

      Creed nodded. “Ah, of course. I should’ve known from that long, nutty finish.”

      My father smiled politely, seeming unsure of how to take Creed. “You have experience in this kind of thing, Creed?”

      “In drinking whisky? More than most, yes.”

      “No, I meant—”

      “I know what you meant. The answer is yes, I have. I’ve been married to magic my whole life.” He smiled. “I know how the bitch operates.”

      “I hope so,” my father said. “We need this break. Someone tried to kill me today.”

      “What?” I said. “Who?”

      “A member of the Order, I assume,” he said. “It happened as I was walking out of the Company building in the city.”

      “In the city? I thought you said you weren’t leaving the house?”

      “I had no choice. There was urgent business that required my immediate attention. In person.”

      “What was so urgent that you had to put your life at risk?”

      “That’s not important.”

      “Well, I hope it was worth it,” I said, the heroin preventing me from feeling the anger I wanted to feel. “What happened exactly?”

      “Someone in a hood just came out of nowhere as we were walking to the car,” Mac said, now standing near us. “Luckily, one of the security team got in the way of the knife.”

      “And you didn’t catch the person?” I said.

      “They ran off and disappeared before we could pursue them.”

      “What about video footage from security cams?”

      “Nothing,” Mac said. “Whoever it was, their face was shielded.”

      “Christ,” I said, and then looked at my father. “Try not to leave the damn house again.”

      “You’re one to talk,” he said sternly. “You’re running around out there as if everything is fine and you’re in no danger.”

      “Well, they haven’t tried to kill me, have they?”

      “Not yet they haven’t.”

      “Okay,” Creed said after he finished his drink. “Are we gonna do this or are you two going to keep on arguing all night?”

      My father stared at me for another few seconds as if he was going to say something else before turning away to face Creed. “Do what you have to do,” he said, and then walked to the drinks cabinet.

      “Families,” Creed said as he looked at me. “You gotta love them, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m going in there with you, by the way.”

      “In where?”

      “Inside Rita’s head.”

      “Is that even possible?” Mac asked.

      Creed nodded. “It’s possible, but not advisable.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Because you’ll be walking through her memories, and your footprints might damage those memories. Maybe even wipe them from existence.”

      “It’s a risk I’m willing to take,” I said. “I need to see for myself.”

      “You just want to see your sister, don’t you?” Creed said.

      I nodded. “Is that so bad?”

      “No, I suppose not. But if you’re going in with me, follow my lead and don’t go places you shouldn’t.”

      “Like where?”

      “A person’s memory is like a labyrinth. It’s easy to get lost.”

      “You mean you can get trapped inside a person’s memory?” Mac said.

      “Exactly,” Creed said. “Trapped in there, you’ll end up causing this girl a lot of damage. There’s no room for two different consciousnesses in one mind. Eventually she’ll go insane or turn into a vegetable.”

      “Which kind?” I said.

      “Funny,” Creed said. “I’m serious.”

      “I know you are. I’ll be careful, I promise.”

      “We should try not to cause Rita any undue distress, Damion,” my father said. “You know what she meant to your sister.”

      “Yeah,” I said, thinking back to when Ava told my father she was gay, and how angry and ashamed he was. He didn’t speak to Ava for weeks afterward. Over time, he grudgingly came to accept who she was, but he never seemed happy about it. “We all know what Rita meant to you as well.”

      My father shot me a look as he stood holding his whisky glass. “Stop it, Damion. Now is not the time.”

      I shifted my attention to Creed. “All right, Creed. How does this work then?”

      “First, we need to lay Rita on the floor,” he said. “So I have room to work. We’ll both need to lay our hands on her head.”

      “I’ll do it,” Mac said, bending over to pick Rita up in his arms, lifting her off the sofa before putting her down on the rug in the center of the floor, Rita’s eyes open the whole time as she appeared to be staring into some far off dimension that only she could see. It was a little weird actually, seeing her like that, and I almost felt bad for her. Rita was a good person, kind and fun-loving, and I always got on with her, even if she looked at me as Ava’s weird older brother.

      Once Mac had laid Rita out on the floor, Creed then kneeled on the rug to the side of her. “Kneel opposite me,” he said.

      Doing as he said, I kneeled on the rug opposite him, looking at him as I awaited further instructions.

      “Okay,” Creed said. “Listen up. Once we’re inside this woman’s mind, it’ll look to you like you’re in a movie. There’ll be all sorts of scenes playing out all around you, but you have to resist wandering off to view them. This won’t be like some video game where you can just go wherever you like. What I see will be different to what you see.”

      “How so?”

      “I’ll see her memory as it really is,” he said. “To me it’ll look like a labyrinth in there, with tunnels running off everywhere. If you wander off thinking you’re going to view one of Rita’s memories, you’ll actually be disappearing into one of these tunnels, and once you do, it will be next to impossible for me to find you again. So you need to listen, and stay by my side at all times. Understand?”

      I nodded. “I understand.”

      “Now, I need a precise date and time to latch onto, otherwise we’ll just be groping in the dark.”

      “October seventeenth, two-thousand and nine,” my father said. “Approximately four-thirty in the afternoon.”

      “Good,” Creed said. “That’ll do. Damion, put one hand on Rita’s head.” Doing as he said, I put my slightly sweaty left hand onto Rita’s warm forehead. Creed then put his own hand on her head a second later. “Now close your eyes. You may feel a slight rush.”

      With my eyes closed, I waited for what seemed like a long time for something to happen. So long, in fact, that I felt myself nodding off slightly before it suddenly felt like the floor had fallen away from under me, and then I was tumbling down some dark hole at a velocity that shouldn’t have been possible. As all my tender insides seemed to get pulled up into my chest, I kept my eyes closed, unwilling to open them in case I discovered I was falling through some worm hole surrounded by streaking lights and god knows what else.

      “You can open your eyes now,” I heard Creed’s voice say, which still sounded near me.

      When I opened my eyes, I thought I was still going to be tumbling down whatever rabbit hole Creed had pulled me into, but I was surprised to see that I was standing on a stone pathway surrounded by perfectly manicured grass and people walking casually by. Creed was standing in front of me, and behind him was Harvard University.

      “We’re here,” I whispered, in awe of how real everything seemed, right down to the gentle breeze blowing on my skin, and the sun shining down from a clear blue sky.

      “Yeah,” Creed said, looking around. “We’re here. Remember, stay close.”

      As I continued to look around, other scenes from Rita’s memories bled into the one we were in. Not far away, I saw Rita laughing with a group of people at what must’ve been a house party, and next to that was a movie screen with indistinct images on it, as if Rita couldn’t quite remember which movie was playing, but she remembered sitting in the theater with someone, for I saw her sitting as she smiled up at the screen, her attention mostly on the person beside her.

      Ava.

      “It’s really her,” I said in amazement, tears almost coming to my eyes as I saw Ava smile at Rita just before they kissed for a moment.

      “These are all just memories,” Creed said. “Don’t forget that.”

      “But everything seems so real.”

      “Yeah, well, our minds have a knack for recreating detail. Look around for the memory of when Rita last saw your sister.”

      Nodding, I looked around me, trying to separate the many memories that were fading in and out of view, some of which were indistinct, like impressionist paintings, as if the details of the memory had been lost over time.

      And then I looked toward the college steps, and I saw a scene that was crystal clear, depicting Rita and my sister sitting there chatting as vague and often shadowy figures sauntered past them. 

      “There,” I said pointing. “That’s it. I remember Rita saying she was sitting on the steps when she last saw Ava.”

      “Okay, let’s go,” Creed said as he started toward the college steps. “Keep an eye out for the man we came here to find.”

      When we reached the steps, we came to stand a few feet away from Rita and Ava, and when I heard Ava’s shrill laughter, I couldn’t help myself as tears ran down my face. “Ava…”

      “This must be hard for you,” Creed said.

      “Yeah,” I said, wiping my face. “It is.”

      Ava was dressed simply in a tight black jeans and a red T-shirt, her dark hair short as always, her eyes lit up as she laughed at whatever Rita had just said to her. I tried to listen to the conversation, but I could only pick up bits and pieces; half-finished sentences, as if Rita couldn’t remember exactly what had been said. What came across the most was how much they loved each other, and how easy they were in each other’s company, as though they had been together for years.

      “Is that our guy?” Creed said, and I turned to see him staring at a shadowy figure standing under a tree that was nearby.

      When I saw the figure under the tree, I knew it was him. The figure was male, wearing dark pants and a black hoodie, his face concealed under dark shadows. Rita must have noticed the guy at this point as well, for I could almost feel her unease, and even her fear as both she and Ava stared over at the guy, who didn’t move, even when he was spotted by the two women. “That has to be him.”

      “All right,” Creed said. “Let’s pause the proceedings while I try to get through the magic he’s using to hide himself.”

      A second after he said it, everything surrounding me appeared to freeze, including Rita and Ava, who were both in mid-laughter. When Creed approached the stranger, I followed, both of us coming to stand in front of him.

      “He has no face at all,” I said, almost in wonder.

      “Yeah,” Creed said as he gazed at at the man. “It’s a handy trick all right. Let me see if I can unravel it.”

      I stood back a little as I watched Creed hold his hands up in front of the stranger’s face, some kind of bluish energy emanating from Creed’s fingers, tendrils of which appeared to penetrate the blackness that shielded the stranger’s face under his hood. “Can you do it?” I asked him.

      “I’m trying,” he said as he twisted his hands this way and that, pulling at the dark energy surrounding the stranger’s face. “This is…this is Fae magic, and it’s…damn strong.”

      “The cultists must get it from the Fae creature they supposedly worship,” I said.

      “Clearly. Stop talking, please. I need to concentrate.”

      I remained silent as Creed continued to work his magic, and as he did, I turned and looked at some of the other memories that were frozen in place around me, most of them seeming to be from the same time period, others from when Rita was a teenager, a few from when she was just a child, her father smiling as he picked her up, another of her smiling as she rode a bike across a patch of grass.

      It was weird seeing so many images from a person’s life. Most of them seemed to be happy memories, and I wondered what my own memories would be like if I ever got the chance to wander through them like this. Would the scenes in my head be as joyous? Perhaps some would, at least the ones when Ava was still around. After that, I wasn’t so sure.

      Turning, I stared over at Ava as she sat frozen on the steps. God, I missed her so much.

      How could one person have such an impact on your life? I wondered. To the point where your life practically falls apart when that person is no longer in it?

      Where are you, Ava? Tell me, so I can come and get you. Please…

      “Got it,” Creed said triumphantly behind me, and I turned just in time to see his magical light dissipate the dark shadows surrounding the stranger’s face. “And there you are, asshole. You don’t look like much to me. Nothing scary about you, actually.”

      Walking up to the stranger, I stared at his newly revealed face. Now I was looking at a guy in his mid to late thirties, short dark hair, blue eyes that seemed to gleam with anticipation and evil intent. Apart from the look in the eyes, it was the face of a truck driver, or a shop worker, or the guy who ran the local youth club. It was the kind of nondescript face you seen every day.

      “So this is the face of evil,” I said, my anger and hatred for the man building the more I stared at him.

      “The face of a man with a tiny cock, probably,” Creed said. “The face of a man who didn’t get enough attention as a child and now has to abduct innocent people to get his kicks.”

      “If that’s all he did was abduct,” I said.

      “Well, I guess that’s what you have to find out now, isn’t it?”

      I nodded. “How’s your own memory, Creed?”

      “Photographic.”

      “Good. We’ll need a detailed picture of this asshole once we leave here.”

      “Of course.”

      “Can you run the rest of this scene? I wanna see what he does next.”

      “Sure,” Creed said, and then clicked his fingers. “Roll VT.”

      The paused memories started rolling again, overwhelming me for a moment as sounds and voices played over each other, including Ava’s continued laughter from the steps. I watched my sister finish her conversation with Rita, and then they kissed briefly and Ava stood up and walked off toward the halls.

      As she moved away, so too did the stranger from under the tree, digging his hands into his pockets as he followed Ava from a discrete distance. When my eyes went to Rita again, I saw her frown slightly at the man not far behind Ava, as if Rita somehow sensed that there was something off about the man.

      Then Rita turned and went up the steps inside the building, and when I looked at Ava again, I saw her fade into blackness, along with the man who was following her.

      “Motherfucker,” I said through gritted teeth as tears stung my eyes.

      “I can only imagine how hard it is for you to watch that,” Creed said, now standing beside me.

      “You’ve no fucking idea.”

      “We should go now. It’s not good for us to be hanging around in here like this for too long.”

      Before Creed whisked us out of Rita’s memories, I stared at him and said, “You know, Creed, I’ve never murdered anyone in my life. But I’m telling you, once I find that guy, that’s going to change. He’s a fucking dead man walking, and so is every member of that fucking Order he belongs to.”

      Creed looked at me for a second and then nodded. “Amen to that, brother.”
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      After our enlightening trip into Rita’s mind, Creed and I came to in my father’s study, both of us standing up, my legs aching from having to kneel for so long.

      “Well?” my father said as he got out of his seat and came walking toward us. “Did you do it? Did you see his face?”

      I nodded, and Creed said, “We did it. I have a complete picture of his face.” He tapped his head with one finger. “Up here.”

      My father smiled, looking pleased. “Good, good,” he said. “Maybe now we can get a lead on this person.”

      “You got a pencil and sheet of paper?” Creed asked.

      “Of course,” my father said, going to his desk to get what Creed asked for.

      “What about Rita?” I said, looking at Mac. “Are you taking her back home now?”

      “Yes,” he said. “If we’re all done here.”

      “We are. What about the trance she’s in? How will she wake up from it?”

      “A simple incantation will wake her up,” my father said as he came and handed Creed the pencil and paper he asked for, which Creed then took back to the desk, sitting down to do his sketch of the cultist’s face.

      “Won’t she see Mac once she wakes up?” I asked.

      “Not right away. By the time she comes fully around, Mac will be gone, and Rita won’t remember a thing about tonight. It will be like she fell asleep.”

      “So…how did you take her in the first place?”

      “I simply went to see her, using the ruse that I wanted to see how she was doing. As I was speaking to her, I put her into the trance. She’ll think she just fell asleep.”

      I shook my head at him. “Honestly.”

      My father remained unrepentant. “Do you want to find Ava or not, Damion? If you do, then this is the kind of thing we have to do. I’ve also no doubt that much worse will be required of us before this is all over. I just hope you are prepared for that. Are you?”

      “Don’t worry about me, Father,” I said as I walked over to Creed at the desk. “I’ll do whatever has to be done.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. There is no room in this situation for your moral objections.”

      “Yeah, god forbid,” I said shaking my head, just as Creed looked up and smiled at me as if he was enjoying hearing me get browbeaten by my father.

      “Here you go,” Creed said, standing as he handed me the sheet of paper he was drawing on. “I think you’ll find that to be an exact likeness.”

      “Wow,” I said as I stared at the sketch he had done. “This is perfect in every detail. You got skills, Creed, I’ll give you that.”

      “I’ve had many years to practice.”

      “Let me see,” my father said, as he came and took the sketch from me, staring intently at it. “So this is the bastard who took my daughter?”

      “That’s him,” Creed said, staring at my father’s face, which was full of bitter anger now.

      “Our priority now must be finding this piece of scum,” my father said.

      “I have sources who can help with that,” I said.

      “I’ll make copies,” he said. “Give me a moment.”

      When my father left the room, Mac picked Rita up off the floor and stood with her in his arms for a moment. “I’d better get this one home,” he said. “It was good to see you again, Damion. Be careful when you leave, and if you need me for anything, just call.”

      “Thanks, Mac,” I said. “I will. Be careful with Rita, won’t you?”

      “Of course.” His eyes went to Creed. “It was good to meet you. Thank you for your help tonight.”

      “My pleasure,” Creed said, having just poured himself another whisky. “Good to meet you too, Mac. Can I call if need anything as well?”

      Mac smiled. “Sure. I’ll leave you my number,” he said, then walked out of the room with Rita.

      “Seems like a good guy,” Creed said.

      “He is,” I said. “My father is lucky to have him.”

      “And you too, by the sound of it.”

      “Yeah. Mac’s always been there when I’ve needed him. And sometimes when I haven’t,” I added, smiling.

      “You’re lucky to have family,” he said before drinking what was left in his glass, placing the empty glass on the cabinet.

      “What family I have left, you mean.”

      Creed put his hand on my shoulder. “I hope you find your sister, Damion. If you need any more help, just let me know.”

      “Thanks, Creed. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me nothing. I’m just here to serve my fellow man, after all.”

      I smiled at him. “Maybe you’d like to do an interview some time, talking about how you love to serve.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Why not? Think of the work you’d get, and the opportunities to serve your fellow man.”

      Creed shook his head at me. “I get enough work to do me. You need a lift back to town?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I’m hardly going to stay here, am I?”

      “Would that really be so bad?” my father said, standing by the door with sheets of white paper in his hand. “At least you’d be safe here.”

      “Safe isn’t going to find Ava,” I said.

      “Yes, well, I fear you might be right on that score,” he said as he came and handed me some of the sheets of paper, which were copies of Creed’s sketch. “Just be careful, son, and if you find anything, let me know straight away.”

      “I will,” I said, nodding.

      “And no more screening my calls. If we are to do this, we need to be in constant communication from now on.”

      Perish the thought…

      “Of course, Father.”

      My father stared at me for a second before shifting his gaze to Creed. “He says this now, but I know he won’t answer his phone if I call him after he leaves here.”

      “I’m sure he will,” Creed said. “Thanks for the whisky, Mr. Deadson. And may I suggest the Glenfidditch thirty if you can find it? It’s a fine dram.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” my father said. “Thank you for your help tonight, Creed. If there’s anything I can ever do for you, don’t hesitate to ask. And call me Patrick.”

      “Will do, Patrick,” Creed said. “I’ll be seeing you.”

      When Creed left the room, I went to leave with him before my father called me back. “There’s one thing you should know before you leave,” he said.

      “Oh?” I said. “What?”

      “If we find this man we’re looking for and the rest of his Order, I will show them no mercy.” He paused for a second as he stared at me with serious blue eyes. “I intend to put them all down like the rapid dogs they are. I hope you won’t have a problem with that.”

      “For once, Father,” I said. “I think we’re in complete agreement.”

      My father nodded. “Good. Goodnight, son.”

      “Goodnight, Father.” I went to walk out of the room, and then stopped and turned around. “There’s one more thing.”

      “Yes, son, what is it?”

      “You and I both know you’re an integral player within the ruling elite,” I said. “You’re in deep, and have been for a long time now.”

      My father stared at me. “Where are you going with this, Damion? If this is about some story, you know I can’t divulge any information—”

      “It’s not a story. At least not yet.”

      “What then? Is this about the ‘great conspiracy’ you’re so obsessed with?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Now more than ever, it’s important that I get to the center of it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because now my life probably depends on it, that’s why. And because…I just need to know the truth.”

      “And you think I know the truth?”

      “I think you know part of the truth. No one but the principal players know the whole truth. I just need you to tell me yours.”

      “You’ve no idea what you’re asking, son,” he said. “I’ve taken oaths, and there are protocols—”

      “I don’t care about any of that. I’m your son, which effectively makes me part of the same elite.”

      “There’s more to it than that.”

      “We just need to have a conversation, Father. A truthful one.”

      “A conversation that would put both our lives in danger.”

      “Maybe so, but we still need to have it.”

      My father sighed and shook his head. “Dogged to the point of recklessness,” he said almost to himself. “You get that from you mother, you know. She never knew when to drop things either.”

      “You wouldn’t be standing here now if she knew when to drop things,” I said. “Neither of us would.”

      He stared at me for a long moment. “Fine,” he said eventually. “We’ll have the conversation you so desperately yearn for, but only after we find Ava. Until then, finding your sister has to be our top priority. And if you have a problem with that, then you are more self-absorbed than I thought.”

      “That’s fine,” I said. “I can wait.”

      “Goodnight, Damien,” he said, turning his back to me. “Safe journey home.”
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      Creed and I never spoke much on the journey home, although that was more down to me than him.

      My mind kept going back to Ava as she sat laughing on the steps in Rita’s memories. Seeing such a vivid moving image of her had dredged up all the old feelings that I’d been trying so hard to keep in check all those years. The absolute pain associated with her loss—the guilt that it was somehow my fault she was gone, the agony and frustration of not knowing where she was or what had happened to her. 

      Creed must’ve sensed how I was feeling, for as we drove into the city he said, “I know this is hard for you, Damion, but at least now you are one step closer to finding your sister.”

      I nodded as I lit a cigarette. “That’s if we can find the guy at all. He’s probably a damn ghost, and all we have is a sketch, which I don’t think you can run through any facial recognition software.”

      “Actually, you can,” Creed said. “If the algorithm has been trained to do so.”

      “You didn’t strike me as the tech type, Creed.”

      “I’m not. Far from it. I just know from other cases I’ve worked.”

      “I know a couple cybermancers who should be able to work their magic.”

      “If you like, I can run a location spell, see if that turns anything up.”

      “Thanks, Creed. That would be helpful. Maybe between us, we can get a lead on this guy.”

      “And if you find him? What then?”

      “Then we interrogate him, get as much information out of him as possible.”

      “You think that’ll work? I hear these guys go through days of extreme torture as part of their initiation into the Order.”

      “Everyone has a breaking point. We’ll just have to find his.”

      “And then what?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Are you going to kill him?”

      “Yes,” I said unhesitatingly. “We’re going to kill them all.”

      Creed went silent as we came into Downtown, the traffic on the roads minimal, though the sidewalks were full of people coming and going from various neon-lit bars and clubs. After a moment, Creed said, “You want to watch yourself, Damion.”

      “What?” I said, frowning at him.

      “Once you cross that line, there’s no turning back. A part of you will be gone forever.”

      “A part of me is already gone, ever since Ava got taken.”

      “You’re talking about murdering a lot of people in cold blood. Why not let the law take care of it?”

      I snorted. “Are you serious? Surely you know better than that, Creed.”

      “I just know how it feels to have blood on your hands, that’s all.”

      “We’re talking about psychopathic monsters here, not common criminals,” I said. “We’d be doing the world a favor.”

      “And what about the witch hunter?” he asked. “Will you be doing the world a favor there as well?”

      I stared out the window, having briefly forgotten that I was supposed to hunt down and kill this Nathan Underhill guy. “It’s the only way I can get Zee back.”

      “Well,” Creed said. “I hope she’s worth all the trouble.”

      “She’d do it for me. She’d do anything for me. She allowed herself to be imprisoned for me.”

      “I like you, Damion,” Creed said. “That’s why I’m mentioning all this. I wouldn’t like to see you get killed out of misplaced loyalty.”

      “My loyalty is not misplaced, Creed.”

      “Glad to hear it. I feel better about offering my help now.”

      “Help with what?”

      “Taking out the witch hunter, of course.”

      I shook my head. “You’ve done enough already, Creed. I couldn’t ask you to put yourself at risk for me.”

      “It wouldn’t just be for you,” he said. “I’m Irish. I know all about the Éireians and how they were unjustly persecuted. They don’t deserve to be hunted by men like Underhill. Éireians can’t help who they are. Neither can witches. And I’ve no doubt Morganna is the way she is because she had to watch so many of her race get slaughtered over the centuries. Where I come from, the Éireians were once held in the highest regard, and still are by those who don’t believe the propaganda leveled against them. All of which is to say, I’m on their side, and as a fellow countryman and purveyor of magic, I feel duty bound to help the Éireians. Plus—”

      “What?”

      “I knew a witch once. We we’re…good friends, before she sacrificed herself to save me and my friends. My mother was also a witch.”

      “I see. So you have no love for witch hunters then.”

      “None at all. Besides, I killed one before.”

      “Was it difficult?”

      “Well, it wasn’t easy, but the guy ambushed me. In this case, we would be the ones doing the ambushing.”

      A wave of gratitude washed over me. “Thanks, Creed. I mean it.”

      “Thank me when we get the guy,” he said, speeding toward North Elmview now. “I’ll get a location on Mr. Underhill first, and then we can figure out a plan to take him down.”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “In the meantime, I’ll send the sketch to the cybermancers, and then I have to get some sleep.”

      “Good idea. You look like an exhausted pigeon.”

      I smiled and shook my head at him. “I certainly feel like one, that’s for sure.”

      When we reached my street, Creed dropped me off and said he would call if the location spell turned anything up on the mysterious stranger. Thanking him, I walked into my apartment building and exhaustedly climbed the stairs because the lift was broken.

      Reaching the landing on the third floor, I trudged down the hallway, fumbling in my pocket for my keys, my gaze mostly on the floor until I was near the door to my apartment.

      Which was why I didn’t see the stranger standing there until it was too late.

      Although, to be honest, the guy must’ve appeared out of nowhere, for I felt sure no one was in the hall when I entered it.

      Yet there he was. A hooded figure, tall, broad, with a long blade in his hand.

      Staring in shock, I saw only a hint of a face, but it was enough to confirm that it was the same man from Rita’s memories. The one we were searching for.

      “It’s you…” I said in shock, just before the knife the guy was holding got plunged into my belly.

      The searing pain lasted only a second or two, and I hardly felt the knife go in, perhaps because of all the opiates in my system, I don’t know. It was all very surreal, and it almost felt like I was back inside Rita’s memories, and none of this was really happening, that I was just experiencing someone else’s memory from the outside.

      But when I looked down and saw the knife sticking into me, and the blood dripping from the gleaming blade, I knew it was real.

      “You were warned not to pursue your investigations,” the deep, almost whispering voice said. “You didn’t listen. Now you are paying the price…just like your sister.”

      He pulled the knife out slowly, and I gasped as it came out before clutching my stomach with my hands, which became instantly slicked with warm blood.

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” I said. “We’ll find you, and then—”

      The stranger grabbed me by the throat and slammed me against the wall, causing pain to shoot through my abdomen, making me cry out as the fact that I had been stabbed finally hit home, and that I was possibly close to death now.

      “We are all-knowing and all-seeing,” the stranger said, deep shadows seeming to move around his face, leaving only one eye exposed that stared unblinkingly at me like the eye of a demon. “We are the blood and the life. We walk with death at our heels always. We cannot die. The master we serve protects us from death.”

      “We’ll…see about that,” I breathed as wooziness rushed me toward unconsciousness.

      “Stupid fool,” the stranger said. “I’ll be sure to tell your sister you died of ignorance.”

      “W—what? She’s…still…alive?”

      Even though I couldn’t see his face, I knew the stranger was smiling.

      “Very much so,” he whispered. “Not that you will ever see her again. Her destiny was to serve the Master, and that is what she does now.”

      “Take…me to her…please…”

      The stranger laughed slightly. “Only those who are worthy go to where your sister is, and you are not worthy.”

      “Please…I need…I need to…see…her…”

      When the stranger let me go, my legs gave out, and I fell over onto the floor, my own blood pooling out around me as my body went into shock.

      “You will never see her,” the stranger said as he crouched over me. “You will never see anything again. Have a good death. Your father will be joining you very soon.”

      “Please…”

      “The time for pleading is over. It is time only to die now.” He paused as I faded faster into blackness, his voice sounding like it was coming from far away now. “I will tell your sister I saw you. Not that she will care.”

      “What…”

      My eyes were closed, but I managed to open them just a little and look up, and when I did, I saw I was alone now.

      No…I can’t die like this, not before…not before I’ve found her…

      But I was dying, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it except lie there and wait for it to happen.
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      I was never one for prayer. Come to think of it, I was never one for believing in God either. Neither my mother nor my father was religious. They both acknowledged the existence of God, but He played no role in their lives, especially my father’s, whose only god, it seemed, was money. 

      Growing up, my sister and I were never forced into following any religion, or dragged to church every Sunday. My mother went to church sometimes, though only out of social obligation, as she played a key role in running the town.

      A few times, she brought me with her, and I hated it. It all seemed so false to me, so desperate. It seemed like everyone in the church was there only because they were afraid if they didn’t go, then they would somehow find themselves smote by God’s hand, or turned away from the gates of Heaven after they died. I thought to myself that even if there was a god, it was wrong of Him to demand such worship, especially when He had given no acknowledgment of his existence even. So people were supposed to just blindly believe in something without even seeing it first? It didn’t seem to right to me, so for the rest of my life, I took nothing to do with religion or God, and instead focused only on what I could see and feel in my own life. 

      And the more I saw and felt, especially later in life, the more I questioned God and His motives, and His supposed “grand plan” which had to have been the worst fucking plan in existence if it allowed the continued spread of war and death, of famine and disease, and the suffering of innocents like my sister.

      All of which is to say that prayer didn’t factor prominently in my life, not even when I overdosed and almost died, or more recently when I almost drowned. 

      What was the point in prayer if the recipient never answered?

      But as I lay on the floor dying, my blood pumping out of me at an alarming rate, I remembered that things had changed upstairs. The Silver City had a new king on the throne.

      Lucifer was in charge now.

      And unlike his father, Lucifer actually answered some people’s prayers.

      The only question was, was Lucifer now done with his popularity campaign, or was he still in the habit of answering people’s prayers?

      As the initial intense heat left my body, replaced now with a coldness that caused me to shiver violently as I lay on the floor, I realized I had little time. The knife had gone deep into me, and by the amount of blood around me, I guessed the blade had severed an artery. 

      I tried to get up, but I had lost so much blood that I was simply too weak to stand.

      So then I hunted for my phone, which seemed to take a long time to find, and when I found it, I could hardly hold it. The screen was covered with so much blood, I couldn’t even see it properly. 

      So I let the phone drop into the pool of blood and just lay there, hardly breathing as the cold continued to spread around my body, leaving me feeling like I had been put into a deep freezer.

      Come on, said a voice deep within me. Do something quick! You are going to die if you don’t!

      Prompted by the voice inside me, I opened my mouth to speak, to pray to Lucifer.

      I was so far gone by this point that I wasn’t even sure if I was saying anything at all, or even thinking anything. I just knew that I had the intention of praying to Lucifer for help, and that’s it.

      After a while, my lips stopped moving, and my eyes closed. There was nothing left to do but lie there and wait.

      Wait for Lucifer to come and save me, though I didn’t hold out much hope of it happening.

      Lying there, as close to death as I’d ever been, memories of my childhood seemed to flash before my eyes. Memories of being held by my mother when I was just a few years old, of my father smiling down at me, of falling off a swing and Ava comforting me after I’d hurt myself, her childish face full of concern and sympathy, and her saying, “Everything’s going to be all right, Damion, don’t worry…”

      “Don’t worry.”

      I opened my eyes to see a figure standing over me. A tall, dark figure.

      “Luc…ifer?” I whispered.

      “Yes,” Lucifer said. “It’s me. You rang, after all. Lucky for you, I was at something of a loose end. Well actually, the bloody angels were boring me stupid with their incessant status updates.”

      He crouched down so I could see his face, and I almost smiled at how beautiful he was, at how perfect his features were, as if he had been sculpted by the most skilled hands in the universe.

      “I don’t mind telling you, Damion,” he continued, “that when I took over from my father, I didn’t expect running things to be so…tedious. I can almost understand now how the old man went mad in the end. A few more millennia of having to listen to angels—or bureaucrats with wings as I call them—drone on and on in my ear, and I’ll probably find myself right behind the old man in the craziness stakes.” He chuckled to himself like it was all part of the game. “This is why I like to answer people’s prayer’s occasionally, you see. I know people think it’s because I’m trying to buy off you humans, but it isn’t, not completely anyway. It’s more about having a break from the norm for me. An excuse to leave the magnificent but oh so boring Silver City and visit this world I love so much. Which is why I’m here now, Damion, about to save you from death. Now isn’t that nice?”

      All I could do was stare up at him through half-closed eyes. It didn’t even feel like I was breathing anymore, and my body was so cold that I couldn’t feel it anymore either. If I had a soul, it was already halfway toward exiting my body.

      “I can see you’re not in the mood for answering questions,” Lucifer said. “So I’ll just go ahead and save you. Then we can talk. Okay?”

      I barely nodded.

      “Okay then,” he said, before laying his warm hand on my abdomen, releasing his healing light into my body, that brought with it blessed warmth that spread through me, making me feel like I was being wrapped in divine, loving arms. It was a glorious sensation, and I had never felt anything like it. And dare I say it, it was even better than my first ever heroin hit. “How’s that? Feel better?”

      Able to move now, I pulled up my shirt to check the knife wound, and was amazed to find it gone, with not even a scar left behind.

      “Thank you,” I said as I looked gratefully up at my savior.

      “My pleasure,” Lucifer said, smiling. “I’ve always thought there was too much death under my father’s reign. He didn’t care, you see. It wasn’t His place to interfere, except when He thought you humans no longer believed in Him, and then He wasn’t above smiting you all, either with His own hand, or through the angels He created. 

      “Myself, I’m a bit more lenient in that regard. If some people don’t want to worship me, that’s fine. I’m also not above stepping in on occasion, such as now. I mean, what’s the point of being a god if you can’t exercise your power now and again, you know what I mean?” He paused to stare at me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good,” I said. “But also like I’ve been pulled from death’s door.”

      “Yes, old Death hates me stepping in like this. We’ve had so many arguments about it.”

      “You argue with Death?”

      “I argue with everyone,” he said. “Some don’t like my methods. But not you, eh, Damion?”

      I shook my head as I sat up and leaned my back against the wall, searching my pockets for cigarettes, finding they were all soaked in blood. “Damn it.”

      “Allow me.” A lit cigarette appeared between Lucifer’s lips, which he handed to me. Then he made another appear, which he proceeded to smoke himself. “I do enjoy a good smoke.”

      I stared at Lucifer as I smoked my cigarette, taking in his red suit and perfectly groomed blond hair, his sparkling eyes and the mouth that always seemed to have a hint of a wicked smile.

      “This is all very surreal,” I said. “I feel like I’m dreaming.”

      “Yes, I get that a lot,” Lucifer said. “It can be a lot to take in when a god comes to visit you.”

      “Is that how you think of yourself these days? As a god?”

      “I was always a god,” he said. “Compared to you humans, anyway. But no, actually I don’t. I’m just little ol’ me, making my way in the universe like I’ve always done.”

      “Forgive me for saying, but you don’t seem to take anything seriously.”

      “Seriously?” He frowned almost mockingly. “Why should I take things seriously? The moment you take things seriously is the moment you lose your joy, and without joy, there is simply no point in living, is there?”

      “I lost any sense of joy I had a long time ago,” I said, thinking now of the man who stabbed me, and what he had said. Ava was alive, he said, a remark that made my head spin with its implications.

      “You are thinking of your sister.”

      “Yes.”

      “A tragedy what happened there.”

      I stared at him. “What do you know about it?”

      Lucifer smiled. “And here we go. Now you realize that I have all the answers to your questions. I suppose now you’ll be wanting me to spill my guts? Well, sorry to disappoint. That’s not how this works. My interference only goes so far. What I did for you here, that’s as far as my benevolence goes. The rest is up to you. I mean, if I revealed everything to you, that would just be taking the fun out of things, wouldn’t it?”

      “Maybe for you,” I said. “For me, not so much.”

      “This is life, Damion. This is the world my father created for you all, and it’s down to you how you move through it as you will.”

      I nodded as I drew on my cigarette. “I’m human. I can’t help it. We always want more.”

      “I know you do.”

      “I suppose you’ll be wanting some kind of payment in return for saving me?”

      “Payment? What did you have in mind?”

      “You tell me.”

      “How about…I get to dine on the flesh of your first-born child?”

      “What?”

      Lucifer laughed. “You should see your face. Please, I was kidding. What kind of monster do you take me for?”

      “Well, you’re…the Devil. Kind of.”

      “I’m the artist formerly known as the Devil,” he said. “Someone else has that title now. Besides, I was never a monster, even when I was the Devil. You human’s and your myths. You believed everything my father said, didn’t you?”

      “I guess it was hard to argue with God.”

      “Yes, tell me about it.”

      “Where is He now anyway? Your father?”

      Lucifer stared at me, his eyes glowing a faint red for a second. “That’s no one’s business but mine.”

      I nodded, wishing I’d never asked. “All right then.”

      Closing his hand over the butt of his cigarette, Lucifer made the butt disappear and then smiled at me. “I suppose I had better go then,” he said. “I can hear the angels crying for my attention. Honestly, they’re like little children sometimes the way they behave.”

      “Are they all like that?”

      “Most of them. There are a few I like, though. Adrielis in particular. She isn’t like the rest.”

      “Adrielis? I’ve heard that name before. Haedemus mentioned her to me.”

      “Haedemus?” Lucifer shook his head. “That being is insufferable at times. You know he begged me to make him human? How do you know him?”

      “We just met through my work. He’s okay, but I know what you mean about insufferable. He’s kinda full of himself.”

      “He is that. I don’t know how Ethan puts up with him.”

      “Ethan Drake?”

      “Yes. You know him as well?”

      “Only by reputation.”

      “A reputation well deserved. I like Ethan, even if he doesn’t like me much.”

      “Word is he helped you claim Heaven.”

      “It’s probably more accurate to say that I helped him help me claim Heaven.”

      I frowned. “Okay.”

      “Anyway, I should go now. It was nice meeting you, Damion.” He stared down at me. “Try not to get stabbed again. This was a one-time deal. I won’t be coming to save you again.”

      “Understood.”

      “And actually, there is something you can do for me.”

      “What?” I said as I stood up to face him.

      “You can write a glowing article about me on that website of yours.”

      “I thought you didn’t care about being popular?”

      “I lied. Of course I care. I’d just rather not have to resort to fear tactics like my father did.”

      “So you want me to tell everyone how great you are?”

      “Tell the truth, yes. I might even ensure that you get a flood of new subscribers to your website. Every little helps, right?”

      “For you or me?”

      Lucifer smiled. “For both of us, Damion. For both of us.”

      “Okay then, consider it done. I guess it’s the least I can do.”

      “Yes, it is,” he said. “Anyway, I must go now. I have an entire universe to continue running. Have a nice life, Damion.”

      “Yeah, you too,” I said, but he was already gone.
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      Inside my apartment, I fixed myself a large Scotch with ice and went and sat on the sofa for a while, reflecting on everything that had just happened, thinking I should’ve been dead and on my way to the afterlife, which I would’ve been if it hadn’t been for Lucifer. Say what you want about the being formerly known as the Devil, but I could safely say he did more for me than God ever did. At least he didn’t allow my sister to be taken by a murderous cult.

      And speaking of my sister, she was actually alive, at least according to the cultist who had stabbed me almost to death.

      Had he been telling the truth, though?

      I had little reason to doubt the cultist. He thought I would die, after all. So what reason did he have to lie? He had said it was Ava’s destiny to serve the Master. What did that mean? Had Ava been inducted into serving the Fae creature the cultists worshipped? If so, how? What could she possibly be doing for such a creature? 

      Jesus. I could hardly think about it. It was almost worse than learning she was dead. Who knew what kind of suffering she had been enduring for the last twelve years? 

      And what if we found Ava? What kind of shape would she be in after all this time? What kind of person would she be? Would she still be the same Ava we knew and loved?

      Shaking my head as I drank my whisky, I doubted Ava would still be the same person, not after being under the thumb of an evil Fae creature for so many years. How the hell could she be?

      “Jesus Christ…” I breathed. “Ava…”
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      After getting very little sleep, spending most of the night staring into the darkness as I thought of Ava, I got up the next day and went to see Tricia Adams, the woman who had called me about her missing son. It wasn’t that I wanted to go see her, for I had enough on my plate as it was, but I had already told the woman I would look into her son’s disappearance, and I wouldn’t have felt right about leaving her in the lurch. 

      On the cab ride over, I told myself I would ask the woman a few questions, check out the son’s room, and then maybe investigate the site where the boy was last known to be. If I turned anything up, I would pursue it. But if not, I didn’t intend to push the matter. People disappeared all the time. Tricia Adams would just have to live with it, as I had been doing for the last twelve years.

      When I knocked on Tricia Adams’ door, she seemed surprised to see me, as if she had expected me not to follow through on my promise to help her.

      “Sorry I took so long to get to you,” I said as she invited me into her house. “I had a bit of a bad stomach.”

      “You don’t look very well,” she said as we sat down in her small living room, which was as neat as I expected it to be. As I gauged over the phone, Tricia was a self-respecting woman, her appearance as neat as her home. When she sat on the chair opposite me, she did so with a straight back, her hands resting on her lap. “Are you still sick?”

      “A little,” I said. “I’ll be fine once I take my medicine.”

      Tricia nodded. “I’m so glad you came. I didn’t think you would.”

      “I said I would, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did, but people say things they don’t mean all the time.”

      Looking at her, I could see she was struggling. Struggling to hold herself together, just as I did after Ava disappeared. Just as I was now. “So I take it there have been no developments? You haven’t heard from your son?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “I’m afraid not.”

      “What about the police?”

      “Nothing from them either, though that’s hardly surprising, is it?”

      I spent the next five minutes with Tricia going over the details of what she had told me on the phone, just to make sure she had missed nothing. She also showed me on her phone a recent picture of her son, who was reluctantly posing in the living room next to the window. James was dressed in a black leather jacket, his hair longish, as if he had only recently started letting it grow. He was fresh-faced, seeming younger than his sixteen years. Even from the photo, I could tell he was naïve and inexperienced. The perfect victim for those who thrived on preying on innocents like him. 

      When we were done, Tricia showed me to her son’s room, leaving me alone to have a look around while she went downstairs to make us both some coffee. James Adams’ room was small and dark, largely due to the posters that seemed to cover every inch of the walls. Most of the posters seemed from magazines, showing long-haired musicians from various metal bands, many of whom had corpse paint on their faces, indicating they were part of the black metal scene, which was notorious for its leanings toward Satanism. 

      I also noticed some books on the occult. Nothing too esoteric, but standard fare you could get from any bookstore online. Though there were enough books to show that James had a burgeoning interest in the dark side, which I already knew anyway because of the circumstances of his disappearance. It wasn’t uncommon for kids to get into that sort of stuff, often through music, though most kids didn’t take things too far and usually grew out of it soon enough. 

      It seemed like James, however, had fallen in with a crowd who went beyond just fucking around with ouija boards and trying out stupid spells they found online. For James to disappear, or be killed, the people he had been hanging around with had to have taken their interest in the occult further than most, which was clear from their use of animals in sacrificial rituals. Maybe they had used James as a sacrifice instead of a goat? Or maybe something had gone wrong and James had been killed somehow? I would have to check out the scene of the last ritual to find out.

      Before I left the bedroom, I had a look under James’ mattress and found a stash of skin mags, which was unusual these days considering the amount of porn to be found online.

      “Old school, huh?” I said, half smiling as I moved the magazines aside to find three Polaroid pictures of a young girl in various states of undress. One photo showed the girl, perhaps around eighteen years old—though it was hard to tell because of all the dark makeup she wore—wearing a black dress pulled down to reveal a black bra. The next photo showed the same girl minus her bra, and in the last photo she was without her dress, wearing only black lace underwear.

      “Kids these days,” I said as I turned the pictures over, wondering if the girl had taken the photos herself or if someone else had taken them. It was unusual for someone so young to be using a Polaroid camera, though maybe they were trending again, I don’t know. 

      On the back of the first photo was a message written in blue biro, saying: Welcome to the club, James. We have such sights to show you.

      Cute, I thought, before looking at the back of the second photo, which also had a message: Almost there, James. Can you feel how hot I am for you?

      The message on the third photo said: Come and get me, James. I’m waiting xxx

      Below the third message was a phone number. My first lead. Maybe this girl could shine some light on what happened.

      As I put the Polaroids into my jacket pocket and tidied up the bed, Tricia Adams came up the stairs again.

      “Find anything?” she asked.

      “Eh, no,” I said. “Nothing out of the ordinary here, I’m afraid.”

      “I wouldn’t say any of this was ordinary,” she said, staring around the room.

      “You’d be surprised what kids are into these days. What they’ve always been into.”

      “It used to be baseball pictures on these walls. After James’ grandfather died, all that changed.”

      “Sounds like your son was struggling to cope with his death,” I said. “Maybe he just needed an outlet. It’s not unusual.”

      Tricia nodded, though she still seemed confused by it all. “I should’ve kept a closer eye on him. I should’ve put a stop to this before…” Her voice trailed off as if it was pointless to continue.

      “Don’t blame yourself,” I said. “Kids do what they want, despite what their parents say. I know I did.”

      Tricia looked at me with pleading eyes. “Please find my son, Damion. You’re my only hope.”

      I stared back at her and then nodded. “I’ll try my best.”

      She looked away after a few seconds, as if she didn’t hold out much hope. “Coffee’s ready,” she said before heading downstairs again.
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      After I had stayed with Tricia Adams for another short while, drinking coffee while she told me what a good boy her son was, I left and made my way to James Adams’ last known whereabouts—an abandoned tenement building on the edge of Bricktown. 

      The doors and windows on the front of the dilapidated building were boarded up, but going around the back, I found a board that had been pulled off to reveal a doorway into the dark building, and I soon found myself standing in an entrance hallway, beams of light coming through the cracks in the boarded-up windows, slicing through the gloom, highlighting the motes of dust floating everywhere. 

      Despite the cracks in the boards, there still wasn’t enough light to see by, so I took out my phone and turned on the torch, tutting when I noticed the battery in the phone was low, and that I’d forgotten to charge it that morning in my foggy, stoned state.

      According to Tricia Adams, the police investigating her son’s disappearance had told her they had found James’ phone in the building’s subbasement, so that’s where I headed to, using the torch to pick my way through the darkness and the detritus strewn all over the floor. 

      Above me, I heard the flapping of wings and the sound of rodents scurrying across the floor. The temperature inside the building was cold, and I couldn’t help shivering as I made my way down a dark hallway, illuminating a dusty sign that said SUBBASEMENT on it, with an arrow pointing down a set of stairs.

      I hated abandoned buildings, ever since I got lost inside one when I was a kid. My sister had dared me to enter an old manor house near where we lived, winding me up, calling me a scaredy-cat until I eventually relented out of pride and entered the old house where the man who once lived in it had hung himself from the rafters just a few years before. 

      Much like the building I was in now, the old manor house had been boarded up, meaning the inside was dark and as creepy as you could get. With cold sweat breaking out all over me, I had walked the hallways, my imagination scaring me half to death with thoughts of finding the owner of the house still hanging from the rafters in one of the many rooms inside.

      Or worse, that I would run into his ghost, which would then try to kill me or drag me to Hell. 

      When my nerves couldn’t take it anymore, I ran, only wanting out of the house, which to me, felt like a massive coffin by that point. 

      But as I ran, I realized I couldn’t remember where I had come in from, and the boards on all the windows and doors were attached too firmly for me to squeeze through. 

      After ten minutes of running around frantically, I came to believe that the hanged man’s ghost was chasing me, and that’s when I screamed. 

      Then I ran into someone as I turned a corner, and my screams got louder as urine soaked into my pants and ran down my legs. 

      But it was only Ava, who had heard my screams and had gone inside the old house to get me. 

      Once I realized it was her, I calmed down a little, and she directed us safely out of the house, apologizing to me once we were outside in the daylight again, begging me not to tell our parents what had happened. 

      Of course, in the bright sunlight and open surroundings, I just felt silly for being so scared, but also relieved that I was out of the house. 

      For weeks after, I had terrifying nightmares about that place in which a man with a rope around his neck chased me around the dark house, finally catching up with me so he could hang me from the rafters with his rope, a ghastly smile on his face as he watched me die…

      Memories of those nightmares entered my head as I walked down the stairs to the basement of the building I was in now, and I wish they hadn’t, for now I felt scared all over again, like I was back in that old manor house, the hanged man waiting for me, ready to pounce.

      “Get a grip,” I told myself as I paused on the stairs to wipe beads of cold sweat from my face. “It’s just a fucking building, for Chrissakes.”

      And then I heard a noise from down below. A low moaning noise.

      What the fuck is that?

      I had to fight not to go running back up the stairs again.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Is someone there?”

      There was silence for a moment, and then I heard the moaning sound again.

      “What the fuck is that?” I whispered. “Shit.”

      I had my gun with me, so I took it out and held it by my side as I reluctantly carried on down the stairs until I got to the passageway below. 

      The passageway was long and narrow, and the light from my torch didn’t even illuminate the end, so it was hard to tell how far I had to walk to get to the subbasement. 

      The walls on either side of me were lined with rusty pipes, and cockroaches scuttled about all over them, as well as on the floor. 

      In the silence, things creaked, and water dripped somewhere.

      And then that moaning sound carried to my ears again. Louder this time. 

      Like someone in pain, or in the depths of despair.

      Raising my gun, I carried on, creeping down the dark passageway, roaches and broken glass crunching under my feet.

      Fuck this. I should’ve just tracked the girl from the photos down instead of coming here—

      Something dark and shapeless emerged from the wall, and I yelled out in shock. For whatever it was, it was right in front of me, and it smelled worse than anything I’d ever smelled before. 

      Reeling back, I pointed my gun at the thing, shining the torch at it, only to realize it was a person, for I could just make out a face, though I could see there was something wrong with it. 

      The face had no nose, and the eyes were pale, as if they could no longer see. It was a person in front of me, but one riddled with disease, clothed in layers of filthy rags, hair and beard long and black with dirt.

      The man, if you could call him that, stared at me for a long moment, and then grunted before walking back into the wall again, and when I nervously walked past him, I realized he was squeezed into an alcove that resembled an open coffin.

      Christ, I could’ve shot him. Maybe I should have. I would’ve been doing him a favor…

      Behind me, the destitute man moaned again, and then caused me to stop when it sounded like he said the word ‘evil.’ 

      Turning around, I said, “What?”

      “Evil,” the man said again, more clearly this time, his voice muffled within the confines of the alcove. “Evil here.”

      I stood waiting on him saying more, but he didn’t, lapsing into silence instead as if he had just died.

      Shaking my head, I turned around and started walking again, still clutching my gun in my hand.

      Evil? What the hell was he talking about? Was he saying there’s evil in the building? Is that what he meant?

      Who knew? The man was obviously deluded, his brain probably mush from the syphilis or whatever disease he had.

      Leaving the madman behind, I carried on up the narrow passageway until it bent around to the right and led me into the subbasement finally, which was even darker than the passageway. 

      I paused for a moment as I moved the torch around to get a feel for the large room, and to see what was in it. 

      Although when the light of the torch illuminated what was before me, I wished it hadn’t, for it appeared as if the subbasement had been turned into some sicko’s play den. 

      Animal skulls and bones hung from the low ceiling on wires and string, in some cases the bones joined to form abstract shapes that hung like a child’s mobile. 

      “Jesus,” I breathed. “What the fuck is wrong with people?”

      As I moved the light of the torch over the walls, I saw they were covered in symbols, most seeming to be spray-painted on, although many looked scrawled in red paint, or blood. 

      On the floor, which was damp and covered with dark stains, I could make out the outlines of magic circles that had been done with chalk seemingly, although the darker one in the middle of the room had a reddish hue like it was painted in blood. 

      Black candles were on the floor around the circle as well, as if the room had been used to stage a ritual only recently.

      “If this is where these fucking kids hang out,” I said as I moved into the room, even the sound of my voice putting me on edge, “I’m not sure I want to meet them.”

      Let’s see what the little bastards have been up to in here.

      Going to the center of the room where the magic circle was, I took a sigil card out of my pocket, one that would allow me to access psychic snapshots left on material things. There was enough charge in the card to allow me to get three or four snapshots from whatever I touched in the room. 

      Holding the card in my hand, I reached up and touched one of the hanging bones, a leg bone from some animal it looked like. 

      After closing my eyes, I soon saw a very brief moving image of the person who had strung up the bone, a young guy in his early twenties with long dark wavy hair and eyes as black as night. He was smiling as he attached the bone to the ceiling, and from the snapshot, I could feel his love of the darkness, and his intent to manipulate, and even harm, others.

      “Who are you?” I said as I opened my eyes, wondering if he was the leader of the gang that James Adams ended up a part of.

      But was James really a part of the gang, or was he just a victim? Perhaps lured in by the girl in the photos and then manipulated and used by the man I had just saw? Maybe even killed?

      That’s what I had to find out as I walked to the magic circle and picked up a candle, this time seeing the girl from the pictures. 

      In the snapshot, she looked younger than she did in the Polaroids, perhaps around sixteen, seventeen at most. She was smiling as she lit the candle, and then she looked over her shoulder at someone standing behind her, who I could just make out was James Adams.

      “Are you nervous, James?” the girl asked him, as if they were about to take part in some game.

      “A little,” James said, sounding like the kid he was.

      And then a deeper voice said from somewhere, “There’s nothing to be nervous about. The darkness is our friend. It won’t let anything bad happen to us.”

      The voice of the man who had hung up the bones, perhaps? Was he the leader of the gang? He seemed older than James and the girl. Maybe he was one of these guys who enjoyed bringing those younger than himself under his sway, like some Charles Manson wannabe?

      Still holding the sigil card, I stepped inside the roughly drawn magic circle and pointed the torch to the floor, finding what looked like a chicken foot lying there. 

      Slightly grossed out, I bent down and picked up the chicken foot, getting hit immediately by another snapshot, this one much more intense than the rest, so much so that it felt like a punch to the gut when the images came to me. 

      I saw the long-haired, dark-eyed man from earlier as he stood within the circle, dripping blood over his naked torso with the chicken foot as he shouted out some incantation. 

      And then a second later, a dark streak of energy burst from his chest, the wind from the spirit’s rushing movement blowing out all the candles. 

      When the screaming started, the snapshot ended.

      “Jesus Christ,” I breathed as I clutched my chest after dropping the chicken bone. “What the hell was that about?”

      The impression I got was that the guy in the circle had summoned a dark spirit, a demon maybe, I wasn’t sure. 

      Whatever it was, he had channeled it through himself and the spirit had burst from within him and charged around the room, molesting or attacking everyone that was there.

      Stepping outside of the magic circle again, I scoured the floor for another item to pick up, finally finding a silver bracelet. 

      As soon as I picked up the bracelet, it felt like I was in the shoes of the girl from the Polaroids, and I felt her pain and terror as the dark spirit rushed through her before making its way into James Adams. 

      Through the girl’s eyes, I watched James throw his head back and his body convulse for a moment before he suddenly became still. 

      When he opened his eyes, they were pitch black, and he had a wicked smile on his face just before he rushed forward with murderous intent and attacked another person who was in the room. 

      That’s when the snapshot ended.

      “Christ,” I said. “He’s possessed.”

      But by what? 

      Scanning the room again with fresh eyes, I tried to find signs of murder, but strangely, there were none. No blood, no signs of any great struggle or torn clothing. Nothing. It was as if someone had cleaned the room of any evidence, if there was any evidence to begin with. 

      Maybe I was wrong about what I saw? Maybe no one had died at all and the spirit in the room had only terrified, but not killed, the kids?

      To find out for sure, I had to speak with someone who was there.

      I had to speak to the girl from the Polaroids.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      A while later, I was back in my apartment, having just taken a fix. As I sat in my office chair with eyes closed, thinking about the snapshots I saw at the building in Bricktown, wondering what fate had befallen James Adams and the rest, my phone rang. 

      Opening my eyes, I stared with blurry vision at the phone as it vibrated on my desk. When I saw it was Creed calling, I picked up the phone and answered it.

      “Creed,” I said. “What’s going on?”

      “Not disturbing you, am I?” he said, his lilting Irish accent pleasant to my ears, soothing almost.

      “No, I was just…resting.”

      “Right,” he said, as if he knew exactly what I was doing. “So listen, I’ve found the witch hunter. He’s holed up in a motel just outside Bricktown.”

      “You’re sure?” I said as a wave of anxiety went through me.

      “Yeah, I’m sure. I’ve already scoped the place out. I saw the guy.”

      “You saw him? How do you know it’s him?”

      “I just know, trust me.”

      “So what now? What do we do?”

      “We kill him, like we said we would.”

      “How?”

      “I was thinking we could bomb the whole motel, just to be sure, like.”

      “What? But wouldn’t that…kill everyone else who’s there?”

      Creed chuckled. “Jesus, I was kidding. How much dope have you taken, Deadson?”

      “Enough,” I said, lighting a cigarette as I tried to think straight. 

      “Well, you can’t be strung out when we go to do this. I’ll need you clear-headed. Or as clear-headed as you can be, anyway.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. When do you want to move on this guy?”

      “I’m still working out a plan. Maybe tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “That’s too soon for you?”

      “No, I just—”

      “Look, if you don’t want to be involved in this, if you think it’s going to be too much for you—”

      “I told you, I’ll be fine. This is on me anyway.”

      “It’s on both of us now. I can’t sit idly by while a witch hunter tears up my town.”

      “You must really hate them.”

      “I’ve seen what they can do. They’re sociopaths, born and bred. The world doesn’t need them in it.”

      “If you say so. Call me when you have a plan. I have other stuff to do, anyway.”

      “Stuff?”

      “Work stuff.”

      “Well, at least you’re keeping busy. I’ll call you later.”

      After Creed hung up, I sat for a few moments as I smoked the rest of my cigarette, excited at the possibility of finally getting Zee back from Morganna, but scared shitless at the thought of trying to kill a witch hunter. I was just glad that Creed was going to be helping me.

      When I’d finished my cigarette, I picked up the phone again and called Artemis, asking him to get me an address for the girl from the Polaroids, giving him the phone number that was written on the back of one of the photos. Death metal played loudly in the background as I waited on Artemis getting me what I needed, the music making my head hurt. When Artemis came back with the address, I was glad to hang up the phone once I had thanked him, and I idly wondered how the guys could ever concentrate with such a racket in the background constantly.

      After hanging up, it occurred to me I was supposed to send Artemis and Pan Demic the sketch of the man who had taken Ava, and who had also stabbed me. Somehow, the urgency of the matter had got diluted in my drug-addled brain. Rather than call Artemis back, I sent him a text telling him I was sending him the sketch via email, asking if he and Pan Demic could try to put a name to the face, adding that I’d be forever grateful if they could.

      In a semi-functional state once more, my heroin high having leveled out now, I grabbed my things and headed out to get a cab to Polaroid Girl’s address.
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      Turns out the girl’s name was Harper Wilson, and she lived in Riverside Hills of all places, which meant her parents had money. A fact that was evident when the cabbie dropped me off outside a huge McMansion set behind black security gates. 

      It was late afternoon, so there was a possibility that Harper would still be at school, but I decided to check anyway to see if she was in. 

      At the intercom by the security gates, I pressed the buzzer and waited for someone to answer, somewhat surprised when I heard a girl’s voice answer.

      “Yes?”

      “Harper Wilson?” I said.

      There was silence for a moment.

      “Who wants to know?”

      “My name is Damion Deadson. I’m an investigative journalist looking into the disappearance of James Adams. I believe you two know each other.”

      Silence ensued again, for much longer this time.

      “Hello?” I said. “You still there?”

      “I don’t know any James Adams,” Harper said. “You should just go now.”

      “Wait, hold on a minute,” I said. “Before you leave me hanging, you should know if you don’t talk to me, you’ll have to talk to the police instead, and I’m sure your parents won’t want that.” I paused. “I’m just trying to find out what happened to James, that’s all. His mother is worried sick, understandably.”

      “You said you were a reporter?”

      “Yes, though you won’t be mentioned in any story I write. You have my word. I just want to talk.”

      Harper said nothing more, and for a few minutes, I thought she had gone.

      But then there was a buzzing sound and the security gates opened, allowing me access to the grounds. 

      As I walked up to the house, the front door opened and Harper Wilson stood there waiting for me.

      “We talk out here,” she said. “And you’re on camera, so don’t try anything, okay?”

      I held my hands up as I walked up onto the porch. “I’m just here to talk, that’s all.”

      Wearing only shorts and a T-shirt, Harper Wilson stood looking at me for a moment as if she was trying to work me out, or perhaps suss out if I had ulterior motives for being there, which I hadn’t. As I told her, I only wanted to find out what happened to James.

      “Are you sure you’re a reporter?” she asked. “You don’t look like one. You look like a junky.”

      Jesus. That one hurt. “We’re all junkies of some kind, are we not?”

      “Least I’m not on smack like you clearly are.”

      Perceptive little bitch.

      “You got me,” I said. “But that doesn’t stop me doing my job. Do you know where James is?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “What?”

      “I saw the Polaroids you sent him. It seemed like you two were friends. Or maybe you were just luring him in, was that it?”

      Harper crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Okay,” I said, sighing as I took out the Polaroids and held them up for her to see. “Just to reiterate, I only want to find James. Whatever you say to me will be kept confidential.”

      Seeming a little mortified by the pictures, she shook her head in embarrassment. “Until you decide to write about it. Who do you work for?”

      “Myself. I run a website called Deadson Confidential.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “My stories are centered on the occult goings on in the city,” I said. “I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Are you sure? So you didn’t take part in a ritual that took place inside an abandoned building in Bricktown recently?”

      Harper seemed surprised as she stared at me for a second before looking away again, saying nothing.

      “I know James was there,” I continued. “I also know the older guy that was there summoned something, a spirit that—”

      “You should go now,” Harper said, turning to go back inside the house.

      “Wait,” I said. “If you don’t talk to me, I’ll be forced to tell the cops what I know, and then you’ll find yourself down the station getting interrogated by a couple detectives who’ll probably conclude that you and your friends killed James Adams.”

      “That’s not what happened!” Harper said as she spun around. “James is not dead!”

      “Then who is dead?”

      “No one is dead!”

      “That spirit y’all released, it seemed like it wanted blood.”

      “How do you know about that? You weren’t there—”

      “I have my ways of seeing,” I said. “All I got was snapshots, though. Why don’t you fill me in on exactly what happened?”

      “God,” Harper said as she sat down on the porch. “I wish I’d never met him. Do you have any cigarettes?”

      “Met who?” I asked her as I gave her a cigarette and lit it for her, lighting one up for myself as well. “The older guy who hung all those bones up in that basement? Who is he? What’s his name?”

      “His name is Richard Stark,” she said as she flicked the ash from her cigarette. “I don’t know if that’s his real name, but that’s what he calls himself. He’s a weed dealer mostly, though he can get other stuff as well. I met him a few months ago outside of school. He offered me and my friend free weed, and we smoked it in the back of his van.”

      “What kind of van was it?”

      “Some eighties van, dark brown. It has like a skull spray-painted on the side.”

      “You know the plate number?”

      She gave me a look. “No, I don’t.”

      “Okay. So why’d you hang with this guy in the first place? You must’ve saw he was…different.”

      “I just thought he was a little weird. Intense, you know? But he was also good-looking, and I guess he was charming too, at least in the beginning.”

      “Did you know he was into the occult?”

      She shook her head. “No, not until he started talking about it one weekend while me and my friend were hanging out with him.”

      “Who’s your friend?”

      “Just a girl from school.”

      “Does she have a name, this friend?”

      “Yes, but I’m not giving you it.”

      “Fair enough. So what did Stark say?”

      Harper sighed and then drew on her cigarette. I could tell from her face that she regretted ever having anything to do with this Stark guy. “He started saying he could commune with spirits, and that these spirits would help him with stuff, giving him advice and helping him get things.”

      “What things?”

      “I don’t know, money or whatever. Even revenge once, he said.”

      “On who?”

      She shrugged. “Some guy that crossed him, I don’t know.”

      “Weren’t you scared by all that kind of talk?”

      “A little maybe, but it was also kind of exciting. We thought it was just harmless stuff, until—”

      “Until what?”

      Harper shook her head as she looked down for a moment. “Until he asked us to find him a ‘willing victim.’”

      “What for?”

      “He said he needed someone to use as a vessel for a spirit he was going to summon.”

      “And you didn’t think that was weird? Even dangerous?”

      “I guess. I don’t know. We just thought…we didn’t think any of it was real, and Richard, he had this way of…of talking you into things, even though you knew they were wrong.”

      “Did you sleep with him?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” she said defensively.

      “I was just asking.”

      “Well, it’s none of your damn business.”

      That’s a yes then.

      “So Stark asks you and your friend to find him a vessel for this spirit he plans on summoning,” I said. “What made you pick James Adams?”

      Harper shrugged. “I don’t know. He just seemed like an easy target. He was quiet, you know? A bit of a loner at school. When we pointed him out to Richard, he said James was perfect. So then I pretended to be into him, asking him to hang out with us.”

      “Whose idea was it to send the Polaroids?”

      “That was Richard’s idea.”

      “I’m guessing he took the photos?”

      Nodding, Harper looked away as if she was ashamed by what she had done. “None of it felt wrong or anything,” she mumbled. “Richard made it all seem like it was just a bit of fun, and that no one was going to get hurt.” She shook her head. “The worst thing was, James turned out to be an okay guy, really. He was smart, and funny in a dry sort of way. I grew to like him, and then I felt bad for leading him on. When I mentioned it to Richard, telling him we should maybe find someone else or drop the whole idea, he went ballistic and said if I didn’t go through with it, he would make me the vessel for the spirit instead.”

      “And you believed him?”

      “What do you think? It was the first time I had seen that side of Richard, and it scared the shit out of me. He basically said if I didn’t do as he said, I would just disappear one day, never to be seen again.”

      I stared at her as I slowly lowered my cigarette. “He actually said that? That you would disappear? That’s the word he used?”

      Harper nodded. “Yeah, and I believed him.”

      “Does Stark have any tattoos?”

      “Yeah, a lot of them. Why?”

      “Does he have one on the back of his hand?”

      “I’m not sure. He wears these fingerless leather gloves a lot. He has a thing for eighties fashion. I always thought it was lame, but whatever.”

      “Did he ever mention that he belonged to a cult? Or an Order?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “Nothing,” I said, turning my head to stare into the distance for a moment, wondering if I was jumping the gun in connecting Stark with the Order.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah.” I turned my attention to her again. “So what happened in the basement of that building? Did James get possessed by the spirit summoned by Stark?”

      Harper stared straight ahead as she folded her arms and pulled her knees tight to herself, looking like a little girl now, clearly traumatized by what she had seen. “I never really believed in all the occult stuff Richard used to talk about. I didn’t think any of it was real. I thought it was just something he used to seem cool or edgy or whatever. But that night in the basement of that old building…” Her voice trailed away as tears came to her eyes.

      “It all became real.”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Do you know what kind of spirit Stark summoned? Did he say?”

      Harper’s chest heaved for a second, and then she wiped the tears from her eyes, taking a deep breath before speaking again. “Richard said it was the spirit of some famous serial killer from years ago,” she said. “I asked him why he would want to summon the spirit of a serial killer, still not really believing him, and he said he wanted to learn from it.”

      “Learn from it?”

      “Yeah, and that’s when I knew…that’s when I knew he was crazy. Not just crazy, but…evil.”

      Hard to believe Harper didn’t see Stark for what he was before, but people are often blind when it comes to seeing the true nature of others, fooled as they are by the other person’s superficial charm. Just ask Ted Bundy’s former wife about that.

      “So what exactly happened after Stark summoned the spirit?” I asked her. “Did it go straight into James?”

      “Yes,” she said, nodding. “It was the most scared I’ve ever been. The spirit went around us all, like it was checking us out or something, you know? I could actually feel…I could feel it in me, like icy fingers under my skin.” She stopped and shook her head. “It was just so horrible. My friend who was with me wet herself when the spirit went through her.”

      “What happened when the spirit went into James?”

      “I watched it go into him, like black smoke seeping under his skin.” She paused, staring straight ahead as if she was back inside that basement again, at least in her mind. “James just seemed to freeze for a moment, and when I looked at Richard, he had this horrible, evil grin on his face like I’d never seen before. When I looked back to James, his eyes were almost black, and he had a similar sort of grin on his face, and you could tell it wasn’t him anymore, it wasn’t James. Whatever was in him just seemed to…take him over.”

      “Then what happened?” I asked gently, seeing how upset she was getting.

      “We just ran out of there,” she said, her hand shaking as she brought the cigarette to her lips. “My friend and me, we just ran. James tried to grab us as we ran past him, but he seemed awkward and uncoordinated as if the evil spirit inside him wasn’t used to controlling his body yet.”

      “Did Stark come after you?”

      “No. I thought he would, but he just stood laughing like a maniac. He didn’t seem to care about us anymore. He had what he wanted by that point.”

      “And you haven’t seen him or James since?”

      “I haven’t even left the house since,” she said, standing up. “I keep telling my parents I’m sick. Luckily, they’re so busy that they don’t really care what I do, so…” She shook her head as she stared into the distance. “To tell the truth, I’m afraid. Afraid that Richard or that thing that’s inside James is going to come after me.”

      “You’re right to stay home,” I said. “It’s probably the safest place for you.”

      “So what are you going to do now?” she asked as she tossed her cigarette butt away. “You gonna write about all this?”

      “Eventually. First, I’m going to help James.”

      She seemed surprised. “You are? How?”

      “By finding him, and then getting that spirit out of him.”

      “You know how to do that?”

      “I’ll figure it out. Do you happen to know the name of the serial killer possessing him?”

      “Richard mentioned it. The Stalker or something? I can’t remember exactly.”

      “The Day Stalker?”

      “Yes, that’s it. The Day Stalker.”

      I shook my head. “Stark certainly picked the right one to learn from, didn’t he?”

      “Who is he?”

      “A serial killer from the seventies,” I said. “Unlike most serial killers, he did all his kills in the daytime, hence the name. When he was caught, he said he did that to give himself more of a challenge, and to test his skills. He ended up killing twenty-six women before he was eventually caught and executed. He was also notorious for torturing his victims before he killed them. I’m willing to bet that basement you were in was one of the places he took his victims.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Harper said. “I feel sick.”

      “Thanks for your time, Harper,” I said as I walked down the front steps. “Stay indoors until this situation is resolved.”

      “I really hope you can help James,” she said. “If you do, will you tell him I’m sorry, and that I didn’t know what was going to happen to him?”

      “You can tell him yourself when you see him again,” I said, edging away. “And Harper?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Maybe be more careful about who you fall in with next time, huh?”

      Harper stared at me for a second and then nodded. “Yeah,” she said, before turning and going back inside the house.
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      As soon as I got home, I made myself some food, but found I wasn’t hungry, as usual. So I abandoned the food and had a small fix instead, realizing with some anxiety that I was getting low on the brown powder. 

      Making a mental note to go see my dealer in Bricktown later, I poured myself a Scotch and went to my office to do a background check on Richard Stark, but soon found that wasn’t his real name, for nothing came up in the databases I searched, at least no one that looked like the man I saw in the psychic snapshots. 

      So either Stark was a Donald E. Westlake fan, or he had picked the name at random to give to Harper and her friend. 

      Whatever the case, I was going to have to find the guy some other way.

      On a hunch, I took out my phone and called Detective Murtagh, who answered after a moment. 

      “Hey,” I said. “How’s things? You working hard?”

      “Always,” he said, sounding like he was munching on something, probably a donut or a steak sandwich, which I knew he was also fond of. “What’s up Deadson? Why you calling?”

      “I wanted to ask if you’ve had any murders in the last week or so.”

      “Murders?” Murtagh snorted. “Is that a joke, Deadson? This city is the fucking murder capital, for Christ’s sake. Can you be a little more specific?”

      “I’m thinking of women who were abducted and then badly tortured before being strangled to death.”

      “Jesus, when I said specific…” He paused, sounding like he was slurping through a straw. “Actually, yeah. Two bodies have turned up the last few days. Both young women in their twenties. Badly tortured as you said. Both strangled to death, and found in two different abandoned buildings near Bricktown. What do you know about it, Deadson? You change careers or something? Do I need to arrest you?”

      “No,” I said as I lit a cigarette. “I just might know who killed the women.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, share then, because so far, we’ve got nothing.”

      “I think it might be a serial killer who was active in the seventies. The Day Stalker.”

      “The Day Stalker? Jackson Wayne Gilbert?” Murtagh laughed slightly. “That crazy fuck was executed in the mid-eighties. How the hell could it be him?”

      “I know he was executed,” I said. “But I have it on good authority that Gilbert’s spirit has been channeled into someone else recently.”

      “Oh Jesus, here we go. His spirit?”

      “Yes, his spirit. Christ, Murtagh, with everything you’ve seen, how could you be skeptical about this?”

      “I’m not,” he said. “It’s just when you bring me something, Deadson, shit always gets crazy, that’s all.”

      “Well, there’s nothing I can do about that,” I said. “Gilbert’s spirit now possesses a kid called James Adams.”

      “A fucking kid?”

      “Yeah. He’s sixteen.”

      “Jesus, that’s fucked up.”

      “I know. It was made possible by a guy who calls himself Richard Stark, but that isn’t his real name. He’s the one who did the ritual to summon Gilbert’s spirit.”

      “How the hell do you know all this?”

      “You always ask me that, Murtagh. I just have my sources. The boy’s mother called me and I looked into things, that’s all.”

      “James Adams, you say?”

      “Yeah. Apparently you guys already looked into his disappearance a week ago.”

      “Not us.”

      “Obviously not, but some other detectives. They didn’t get far.”

      “Yeah, missing person cases are tricky. There’s usually not much to go on.”

      “I know. I figure if we can locate this Stark guy, then we can also find James Adams.”

      “You have a description of Stark?”

      I gave Murtagh as much detail about Stark as I could remember, as well as the few details given to me by Harper Wilson, including the description of the van he drove. I also gave him a description of James Adams. “Needless to say, they’ll both be highly dangerous, so proceed with caution.”

      “You don’t need to tell me how to do my job, Deadson.”

      “I’m not, I’m just saying. I’ll look more into Stark and see if I can get a real identity for the guy.”

      “Let me know if you do. I’ll run his alias through the database. And I’m sure there aren’t too many vans from the eighties driving around out there. It shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Murtagh.”

      “What do we do if we find this kid? If he’s possessed, he’s not gonna come quietly, is he?”

      “Just don’t kill him,” I said. “I told his mother I would get him back.”

      “Well, that was stupid, making promises you can’t keep.”

      “If you find him, let me know. I can probably get the spirit out of him.”

      “How? An exorcism?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Jesus, of course. You ever done one before?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then how do you know it will work?”

      “I don’t, but what other choice is there? It’s either that or lock the kid up for the rest of his life.”

      “All right, Deadson,” Murtagh said. “We’ll start looking into this. I’ll call you if we find anything out.”

      “I’ll do the same. Thanks, Murtagh.”

      A few minutes after hanging up the phone, there was a knock on the door, the sound making my heart skip a beat as anxiety immediately rose in me, my first thought being that the cultist had come back to kill me again, somehow knowing I wasn’t dead. 

      Grabbing my gun from the holster hanging over the office door, I crept down the hall and paused to stare at the door, swallowing tensely as another knock sounded. 

      “Who is it?” I asked as I raised my gun slightly.

      “It’s Creed. Open up.”

      Relaxing, sighing with relief, I unlocked the door and opened it to allow Creed to come inside.

      “What’s with the gun?” he asked as he walked in, just as Blaze appeared by his side as the wolf shifted out of its invisibility mode.

      “I thought you might be the cultist,” I said.

      “What cultist?”

      “Come in. I’ll tell you what happened. Drink?”

      “Of course.”

      We sat in the living room after I had poured us each a drink, Blaze lying on the floor next to Creed as I explained to Creed what had happened after the last time I saw him, telling him about getting stabbed, and then about Lucifer saving me.

      “So basically,” I said. “I’m lucky to be alive.”

      Creed stared at me. “And Lucifer actually saved you?”

      “Yeah. I called, he came.”

      “Wow. That’s really something.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Maybe old Lucifer isn’t so bad after all.”

      “Maybe not. He certainly has my gratitude.”

      “I’m sure. Does he do parties as well?”

      I shook my head at him. “I doubt it, Creed.”

      “Pity. It’s my birthday soon. Having Lucifer do a standup routine would be great.”

      “A standup routine? Seriously?”

      “Yeah. He’d be like, ‘Someone sacrifice a pizza or something, I’m getting bored of goats.’”

      “Really, Creed? That’s the best you’ve got?”

      “‘The recommended age to have a Ouija Board is 8 years old. So, you need to be 21 years old to drink alcohol and 8 to summon me? What’s that about?’”

      “Jesus, all I can say is, if Lucifer ever did standup, I sure hope his jokes are better than that.”

      We both laughed for a moment, and Blaze groaned at us both. “Seriously though,” Creed said. “I can’t believe you almost croaked it.”

      “I still can’t believe it.”

      “And it was the same guy we saw in that girl’s memories?”

      “Same one. He also said some stuff.”

      “What stuff?”

      “That my sister is still alive for one.”

      Creed’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s…good news. Right?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, yes, it is, obviously. But the cultist said she was serving the Master somehow, so that’s…not so fucking good.”

      “The Master? The Fae creature, you mean?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So your sister is in Faerie?”

      “You think that’s where she is?”

      “Where else would she be? It explains why you’ve never been able to find her.”

      “I guess that makes sense. But…what does that mean for Ava? What kind of place is it?”

      “Faerie is just about the most fucked up place I’ve ever been to,” Creed said. “A couple cases took me there many years ago, and the second time, I was lucky to even make it out.”

      “Why?”

      “Long story. I was chasing a Faerie from the Unseelie court and got myself captured. I ended up being imprisoned for a year before I finally escaped.”

      “For a year?”

      “Time is fucked up in Faerie. In this world, I was only gone a few days.”

      “Jesus. So you’re saying that even though Ava has been gone for twelve years, for her it might seem like—”

      “A hell of a lot longer, yeah. But on the other hand, it might not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The physics of time and space in Faerie are not consistent the way they are here,” he said. “It might seem to Ava that only a few weeks or even days have passed for her. Many Fae change things up to suit themselves as well.”

      “So there’s no way of knowing then, not without rescuing her first.”

      “That’s right. I suppose you’re planning to go there? To Faerie?”

      “If it’s the only way to get Ava back, then yes, of course.”

      “Don’t jump into anything just yet,” he said. “You don’t just decide to go to Faerie. That place will eat up you up and shit you out again if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “If I go, will you come with me?”

      Creed stared at me for a moment. “That’s a big ask. I have enemies there, many of whom would love a chance to do bad things to me.”

      “It’s my sister, Creed…”

      “I know,” he said, scratching Blaze’s head as the wolf sat up. “I’ll think about it. It might even turn out that you don’t have to go there at all. Find the cultist first. Interrogate the shit out of him and see what he says. Then go from there.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I still can’t believe Ava is alive. A part of me always thought she was gone for good.”

      “I’ll say this to you—don’t get your hopes up too much. If Ava has been in Faerie all this time—”

      “I know. She might not be the same.”

      “She probably won’t be. You have to be ready to deal with that.”

      “I know.”

      I lapsed into a moody silence for a long moment before sighing and lighting a cigarette. “You haven’t even said why you’re here, Creed.”

      “I thought that was obvious,” he said. “It’s time to kill the witch hunter. Do whatever you need to so you’re ready, and then we’ll go.”

      “Go where?”

      “To the motel Underhill is staying at.”

      “And then what?”

      “I just said—we’re going to kill him.”

      “Yes, but how?”

      Creed’s hand slid inside his dark green coat as he pulled out an old-fashioned pistol and held it up. “With this,” he said, and then smiled. “We’re gonna do it the old-fashioned way, know what I mean? As witch hunters are immune to magical attacks, he’ll get a bullet instead.”

      “Just like that? Forgive me for saying, but you don’t seem too bothered that you’re going to kill a man.”

      “Don’t make me out to be a sociopath. I explained my reasons to you before.”

      “I know, it just seems…brutal, that’s all.”

      “Brutal? You don’t know brutal until you’ve witnessed a witch hunter at work.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean they take sadism to a whole other level. They don’t just kill the witches they capture, they torture them as well, sometimes for days. Most of the witches they catch aren’t even bad. Most are just kind souls who dabble in a bit of magic. They don’t deserve the fate forced on them by the witch hunters.”

      “Okay, witch hunters are bad dudes, I get it.”

      “I don’t think you do, but it doesn’t matter. As long as you get Zelda back, right?”

      “Right. So what’s the plan exactly?”

      “Simple,” he said. “You knock on Underhill’s door, and when he answers, I appear and shoot him.”

      “You think that’ll work?”

      “Yeah, as long as I don’t miss,” he said, laughing. “I brought Blaze along as well, for backup.”

      “Just in case you miss,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Relax, Damion. What could possibly go wrong?”
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      As I knocked tentatively on the door of Nathan Underhill’s motel room, Creed’s question, though meant as rhetorical, kept going through my mind.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      What indeed? Fact was, I was shitting myself. I’d heard so many bad things about witch hunters from Morganna and Creed that I had now convinced myself I was about to meet the biggest, most ruthless motherfucker in the world, a man who would wither me into nothing just by looking at me.

      After knocking on the door, I glanced across at Creed, who was standing a few feet away, his back against the wall as he held his pistol down by his side.

      Blaze was there too, but all I could see of him was a faint outline now and again.

      I should’ve felt safe with those two there, but I didn’t. I just had this horrible feeling that something was going to go badly wrong and I was going to end up dead. Even the fix I took before I left my apartment wasn’t doing much to keep my fear and anxiety at bay.

      Swallowing, I knocked on the door a second time, kinda hoping that Underhill wasn’t in his room.

      But that didn’t turn out to be the case.

      A few seconds after I knocked a second time, the door opened quickly to reveal the scariest looking dude I’ve ever seen. He was massive, like one of those wrestlers from TV, easily over six and a half feet tall, with shoulders that barely fit through the doorway. 

      Underhill wore black tactical gear with a huge pistol holstered to his right leg. Staring up at him, I noticed he had a deep scar over one eye, and the eye itself was white, unlike his other eye, which was dark and full of menace as it bored into me.

      As my mouth opened to say something, Underhill shocked me by shooting out his arm and grabbing my shirt collar, yanking me toward him. When I slammed into him, it felt like I had hit a brick wall, and the next thing I knew, the barrel of Underhill’s gun was pressing painfully against my temple as his other arm held me like a vice against him. 

      “You just knocked on the wrong fucking door, boy,” the witch hunter growled, and then he shouted, “Show yourself out there!”

      A second later, Creed jumped in front of the doorway and aimed his pistol up at Underhill. “Let him go!” Creed said.

      “Fuck you, wizard!” Underhill said back as he kicked the door closed in Creed’s face before dragging me into the room and throwing me down on the bed, his massive gun still aimed at me.

      “Now, hold on a minute—” I started to say.

      “Shut your mouth!” he said as he backed off toward the door, standing just to the side of it. “You think I don’t know who you are, Deadson? I recognized you the second I opened the door. Who’s your friend?”

      “No one, he’s just—”

      Underhill fired his gun, the sound deafening as the bullet took out half the wall behind me, making me yell in fright.

      “Who is he?” Underhill demanded again.

      “Jesus Christ…his name is August Creed, he’s—”

      “A stinking wizard. I know the name. In fact, he killed a good friend of mine some time ago.”

      Great…

      “Look, let’s just forget this ever happened and—”

      “Shut it!” Underhill said. “Or I’ll blow your fucking head off right now!”

      I nodded, saying nothing more, feeling like a lamb lined up for the slaughter. 

      It was just a matter of time.

      FML.

      “You hear me out there, Creed?” Underhill shouted. “You’d best be getting off now, you hear? You try to come in here and I’ll blow Deadson’s brains out, and then I’ll kill you as well!”

      There was no reply from Creed outside. Only silence.

      Christ, Creed. You’ve just left me? Great.

      When Underhill realized Creed wasn’t going to answer, or perhaps thought Creed had legged it, he turned his attention back to me. “Morganna sent you to try and kill me, didn’t she? I saw you coming out of the bitch’s house a few days ago. What’s she have over you to make you come here? It must be pretty bad to make you think you could kill me.”

      “She…has my girlfriend,” I said, seeing no point in lying.

      Underhill nodded. “That’s what you get when you consort with hags. They always try to screw you over and then use you as their lapdogs. And you fucking idiots fall for it every time.”

      “Are you going to kill me?”

      “That depends,” he said. “Apart from you coming here tonight thinking you and your friend were going to kill me, I got no beef with you. You’re nothing to me. Ordinarily I’d squash you like a bug, little man. I’d clamp your face between my hands and squeeze until your eyeballs pop out, and then your whole head just cracks like an egg and your brains leak out through my fingers.”

      Jesus Christ…

      “But maybe you can be useful,” he said, still standing by the door, probably still expecting Creed to make a move, though it didn’t seem as if Creed had any intention of making a move. I doubted he was even still outside.

      “Useful?” I said from my trapped corner. “How?”

      “I can’t get near that bitch Morganna when she’s in her witchhouse,” he said. “She has defenses she can kill me with there. But out of her witchhouse, she’s vulnerable. I got plenty of stuff I can use to kill her. All I need is for you to lure her out, and you’re gonna do it, else I’m going to blow your brains out right now.”

      Well, when you put it like that…

      “Okay,” I said, thinking I could buy myself some time if nothing else. “I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

      Underhill smiled at me then, which made him seem even scarier to me. “It might turn out to be a good thing, you coming here tonight. I suppose we’ll soon see. Take out your phone. Call Morganna.”

      “You know the cops might come here if someone reported that gunshot,” I said as I slid across the bed and sat on the edge of it.

      “I doubt it. If they do, they’ll be in for a nasty surprise.” He waved his gun at me. “I said take out your phone.”

      Reaching into my pocket, I took out my phone and held it. “What am I supposed to say to her?”

      “Tell her you shot me dead in this motel room,” he said. “She’ll want to see the body, just to be sure.”

      I stared at him. “You really think she’ll believe I got the jump on you? I mean, look what just happened when I tried.”

      “Then you’ll just have to sell it, won’t you? Tell her I shot you and you’re bleeding out. Tell her you need help or else you’ll die.”

      Sighing, I shook my head. “I just can’t see her going for this.”

      “She’d better, little man,” Underhill said as he came walking toward me. “If it helps you to get into the role, I can always shoot you first.” 

      As he raised his gun and pointed it at me, I held my hands up. “No, don’t! I can do it!”

      Underhill smiled. “Get on with it then.”

      Sighing once more, wondering how I ever thought I would get away with trying to kill a witch hunter—a professional fucking killer!—I reluctantly dialed a number I had for Morganna, fretting that she wouldn’t even answer since I had never called her on the phone before. She surprised me a while ago by texting me the number, along with a message saying the number was only to be used when strictly necessary as she wasn’t a fan of modern technology, but had to concede that others were. 

      The phone rang for what seemed like an eternity, Underhill’s gun on me the whole time, until Morganna finally answered.

      “Damion,” Morganna said, sounding like she wasn’t happy to get my call. “What is it? I’m in the middle of something. This is why I hate phones. They are so intrusive.”

      Closing my eyes for a second, I did my best to enter the role of someone who had just been shot and was bleeding out everywhere.

      “Jesus Christ! Morganna!” I panted. “You…you have to help me!” Then I added lamely, “Please!” as I glanced at Underhill, who shook his head at my pathetic acting skills.

      “What?” Morganna said, still sounding annoyed. “What is it, Damion?”

      “It’s…it’s Underhill. I…I shot him.”

      Morganna went silent for a moment. “Is he dead?”

      “Yes, but he shot me first and now I’m…now I’m bleeding out everywhere and…I need help, Morganna or…or I’m going to die here!”

      “Underhill is really dead?”

      “Yes! I shot him…in the face!”

      “You shot him in the face?”

      “Yes!”

      “I must say, I didn’t think you had it in you, Damion.” She paused. “In fact, I don’t think you have it in you, Damion. What’s really going on? Are you lying to me? Is Underhill there with you? Is he making you do this?”

      “I…I—”

      Before I could even stammer my way to an answer, something happened that put an end to my bad acting. 

      As I stammered into the phone, what seemed like a huge ball of fire came crashing through the motel room window, shocking even Underhill as he reeled back toward the wall. 

      As the flaming object landed in the room, setting fire to the curtains and the carpet on the floor, I soon realized with some relief and amazement that it was Blaze who had come crashing in. The massive wolf stood there snarling at Underhill as flames erupted from the glowing orange lines of energy all over its body.

      What happened next was just a blur, and looking back, it was probably stupid of me to even do it, but I did it anyway without thinking. 

      From my position on the bed, I saw Underhill raise his massive handgun. Realizing he was about to shoot Blaze, I dived off the bed and launched myself at the witch hunter, slamming into him just as the gun went off, the bullet hopefully missing Blaze, though I couldn’t tell if it did or not. 

      Underhill was so solid that I barely moved him off balance when I hit him. With a cry of anger and annoyance, Underhill swung his gun arm at me, his thick forearm hitting me across the chest and sending me flying back into the wall.

      Then the motel room door got kicked open, and Creed came running in aiming his pistol at Underhill, shooting the witch hunter twice in the chest, causing Underhill to reel back, but not to go down as he pointed his hand cannon at Creed and fired back. 

      Still pressed against the wall, I saw Creed raise his arm to shield himself, the bullets fired at him hitting his demon skin coat, which lucky for him, deflected the bullets, though the force of them still caused Creed to reel back out the doorway.

      With Underhill’s attention on Creed, Blaze saw an opening and attacked the witch hunter, the wolf jumping in the air as it growled and launched itself at him, over a hundred pounds of flaming muscle and massive open jaws coming at him. 

      Even for someone of Underhill’s size, there was nothing he could do to stop the attack except to try and catch Blaze as the wolf fell upon him. 

      As the intense heat and flames seared the flesh of Underhill’s arms and face, he wrestled with the wolf as I ran past him to see if Creed was all right.

      Creed was back on his feet, aiming his pistol in Underhill’s direction again. “Get behind me!” he shouted, and then whistled loudly.

      Upon hearing Creed’s signal, Blaze quickly detached himself from Underhill and ran toward the door, running outside past Creed.

      In the now burning motel room, Underhill stood for a moment, his face and hands badly burned by Blaze’s elemental fire. Then he roared like a wild animal, letting us know he wasn’t ready to go down just yet.

      “You motherfuckers!” he roared. “I’ll kill you all!”

      But as the witch hunter went to charge toward the door to get us, Creed chose that moment to fire his pistol again, this time hitting Underhill right between the eyes. 

      As big and as powerful as he was, there was no way Underhill could take a bullet to the head and keep going. He stopped dead when the bullet hit and stared right at us with his one good eye, his face grotesquely blistered and burned.

      Then he took another step forward again. 

      And then another. 

      And another.

      No. There’s no way he can keep going…

      “Run!” Creed shouted.

      Almost in a daze as I continued to stare at Underhill, I said, “What?”

      “Run, I said!” Creed shouted again. 

      “Why?” I asked. It seemed like a valid question. It wasn’t like Underhill could do much at this stage.

      “Because that’s a chaos bullet I just shot him with,” Creed said, grabbing me by the arm as he dragged me away. “Shit is about to happen, and we can’t be around when it does.”

      “What shit? I thought magic didn’t work on witch hunters.”

      “It doesn’t,” Creed said as he continued to drag me out to the parking lot. “It doesn’t work on them, but it can still work in them.”

      “Right, okay. So what’s going to happen when it does work?”

      My question was half answered when I turned around to see Underhill standing outside his motel room, the fact that he was even still breathing and standing up causing my jaw to drop. “How is he..?”

      “Keep moving,” Creed said, and we ran to the far edge of the parking lot before we turned around again just in time to see Underhill get hit by a lightning bolt that appeared to shoot straight out of the clear night sky. The bolt of lightning hit Underhill on the top of his head, making the rest of his body look like his face, his clothes seeming to fuse with his skin.

      But still the bastard didn’t go down, and I wondered if the dude was like Frankenstein’s monster or something, made in a lab to be practically invulnerable.

      “How the fuck is he still standing?” I said in amazement.

      “He won’t be for much longer,” Creed said, Blaze standing beside him as they both looked across the lot at the smoking witch hunter.

      Wondering what Creed meant, I was soon shocked again when the ground around Underhill seemed to explode, and suddenly a mess of electrical wires were winding around his body, hitting him with more jolts of electricity that soon turned his body completely black, the stench of burning flesh carrying across the lot to my nostrils, causing me to screw my face up as I stared with rapt attention at the scene of chaotic death unfolding before me, and the now burning motel room behind Underhill. 

      A few people came out of their rooms to see what all the noise and commotion was about, but once they saw Underhill, their faces went white and they quickly went back into their rooms again, even though the fire from Underhill’s room was spreading now.

      As the tangle of wires held Underhill in place, energy soon erupted all around him. Multicolored streaks of magical light materialized from nowhere and pierced Underhill’s body like fluorescent arrows, going through him and back out again, turning in the air to pierce him once more, and every time they did, they left holes, and soon Underhill looked like Swiss cheese standing there.

      And then, amazingly, Underhill roared. The sound of his roar filled the night like the last defiant cry of a dying man.

      Which is exactly what it turned out to be, for soon, Underhill’s body finally went limp and his blackened head dropped forward as he died. 

      Thinking that was it, that the show was all over, I went to walk toward Underhill’s body just to see up close the damage that had been done to him. But as I went to move, Creed grabbed me.

      “Wait,” he said.

      And a second after he said it, a car from the parking lot flipped up into the air and then came crashing down on top of Underhill’s dead body, crushing what was left of him into mush.

      “What the shit?” I said, shaking my head like I couldn’t believe what I’d just saw.

      “Chaos bullets,” Creed said. “I never leave home without them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Still in shock after everything that happened to me, and after witnessing the most dramatic death I’d ever seen, I hung back in the parking lot with Blaze as Creed worked his magic to put out the fire in the motel room before it had time to spread to the rest of the building. Whatever sorcery Creed worked, he materialized a huge gush of water from nowhere that came pouring down over the flames in the motel room, instantly extinguishing them.

      “My phone was still in there,” I said as Creed came walking back over.

      “Well, if it was, it’s fucked now,” Creed said. “I hope you had insurance.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Oh well then,” he said like he couldn’t care less, walking toward his car now, along with Blaze. “Let’s get out of here before the authorities show up and we get pegged as suspects.”

      I shook my head as I took one last look at the scene of devastation we were leaving behind, and at the pool of blood spreading out from under the car that was on top of Nathan Underhill’s body.

      “I’ve never seen anyone die as hard as he did,” I said.

      “Now you know why the bastards are so feared,” Creed said as he opened the back door of his Lincoln so Blaze could get in. “Good riddance, I say.”

      “Yeah.” I walked to the car and got in just as Creed slid behind the wheel. “Thanks Creed. You saved my life in there.”

      Creed started the engine. “Blaze tells me you probably saved his as well. He says he’s grateful.”

      Turning, I looked at Blaze in the back seat. “You saved me first, Blaze. We’re even.”

      Leaning forward, Blaze licked my hand for a second, and then raised his head up and down in acknowledgment.

      “You have his respect now,” Creed said, tires screeching on the Lincoln as he sped off. “Not many do.”

      Sitting back in my seat, I lit a cigarette, my hands still shaking with adrenaline. “That was fucking intense, man.”

      “Yeah, it was,” Creed said. “But also the most fun I’ve had in ages. How about you?”

      I stared at him, and then we both burst out laughing.
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      Creed drove us straight to Morganna’s house, figuring I would want to get Zee back as soon as possible. And he was right, of course. I couldn’t wait another minute.

      But as we drove in silence to Morganna’s, I began to worry a bit. What if Zee’s imprisonment had changed her somehow? What if it had made her bitter? What if she hated me for helping to imprison her in the first place?

      Creed, as if sensing my anxiety, told me not to worry as we pulled up outside Morganna’s house.

      “Hard not to,” I said.

      “Hey,” he said. “You’re about to get the love of your life back. You should be happy, and grateful. Maybe now you can get off the damn smack too.”

      “I am, and I will.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Creed undid his seat belt and opened his door. “Come on then. I haven’t spoken to Morganna in years. I’m looking forward to winding her up a little.”

      “Winding her up?” I said as I got out of the car. “I’m not sure that’s such a good idea, Creed. Morganna doesn’t seem the type to take stick from people.”

      “Morganna and I go way back. She’ll be fine.”

      Blaze tagged along behind us as we walked the path to Morganna’s house and I knocked on the door, which Morganna opened even before I’d finished knocking.

      “You’re still in one piece I see,” Morganna said. “I wasn’t sure you would be after your phone call. I heard some of what happened before the line went dead. Am I to assume that Underhill is dead also?”

      “As a doornail,” Creed said, and then smiled. “Hello, Morganna. It’s been a long time.”

      “August Creed,” Morganna said, finally turning her attention to him. “I thought I smelled something bad coming up my path.”

      “Are you sure that wasn’t the whiff of your own bitterness, Morganna?” Creed said, making me cringe. “Or the stench from your aged pussy?”

      Oh Jesus.

      Morganna stared hard at Creed for a moment, making me think she was going to go crazy on him, but then she surprised me when she started laughing. “Your Irish humor is refreshing, Creed. It’s been a while since I’ve spoken to anyone from the motherland.”

      “What? You thought I was joking when I said that?”

      “Don’t push it, Creed. You know I’m more powerful than you.”

      “Well, are you going to invite us in? I don’t know about Damion, but I need a drink.”

      We followed Morganna into the house, walking to the living room where Creed helped himself to the whisky, pouring me one also while Morganna cooed over Blaze like he was some cute Labrador she hadn’t seen in ages. Blaze was happy enough to sit there and accept all the attention he was getting, raising his big head so Morganna could stroke under his chin.

      “I think I’ve missed him more than you, Creed,” Morganna said. “Such a magnificent beast.”

      “You flatter me,” Creed said.

      “I was talking about Blaze, not you.”

      “I know. Ray said to say hello, by the way.”

      “Ray? How is he these days? I hear he was fucking the Crow before she met her end.”

      “You know, Ray,” Creed said. “He likes to fuck the old goats. Didn’t you and him have a thing for a while too?”

      Morganna stared at Creed as she stood up, allowing Blaze to go and lie by the fire. “Yes,” she said. “At one time. Unfortunate, what happened to the Crow. I admired her ruthlessness, and she kept the bloodsuckers in line, did she not?”

      “Yeah, she did.” Creed perched on the arm of a chair by the fire next to Blaze. “That’s Jennifer’s job now.”

      “Her daughter? I don’t think we’ve ever met.”

      “She still lives in Blackham.”

      “And what brought you here, Creed? Blackham too small for your ego these days?”

      “Stop it, Morganna,” Creed said. “Compared to an old hag like you, my ego is minuscule.”

      Morganna shook her head at him. “Always the insolent pup, eh, Creed? I would’ve thought Sanaka had beaten that out of you long ago.”

      “You can’t keep a good joker down, Morganna. Us Irish can’t be beat, even though many have tried over the years, isn’t that right?”

      “I agree with you there,” she said. “I suppose I should thank you for helping Damion here kill the witch hunter.” She paused, her eyes narrowing. “He is dead, isn’t he?”

      “His blood and guts are leaking out from under a car right now,” I said as I sat in a chair with a Scotch in my hand. “And that’s after getting hit by lightning and shot three times, the last shot being to his head. Believe me, he’s dead.”

      “Well,” Morganna said, smiling now as she crossed to the drinks cabinet. “I believe this calls for a celebration then. Perhaps a nip of Irish whisky, aged eighty years?”

      “Jesus Christ,” Creed said, standing up and walking over to her. “Now you’re talking.”

      Morganna took an old-fashioned bottle out from the bottom of the drinks cabinet. “This was made by the finest distiller of whisky I’ve ever know, sadly gone now. This was one of his last creations. I guarantee, you’ll have tasted nothing like it.”

      “I’m salivating here,” Creed said as he held out his glass. “Pour me.”

      Unable to help myself, I walked over to them and accepted a glass from Morganna, watching Creed as he sampled the whisky, smiling as his face broke out into a huge grin.

      “What’s it like?” I asked.

      “Like nectar mixed with the finest pussy juice you’ve ever tasted,” he said.

      Morganna tutted. “Honestly, Creed. Is there really any need for such vulgarity?”

      “What?” he said. “It’s a good description.”

      “It’s not how I would describe it,” Morganna said. “Damion, why don’t you give us your opinion on it?”

      I tasted the whisky, rolling it around my mouth before letting it settle over my tongue, astounded at the complexity of flavors. When I swallowed, I couldn’t believe how smooth it was.

      “Wow,” I said. “That’s some whisky.”

      Morganna stared at me as Creed snickered to himself.

      “My god,” she said. “You two have a lot to learn about whisky tasting. Your descriptions are abysmal.”

      “Let’s hear your in-depth analysis then,” Creed said.

      Morganna tasted the whisky and closed her eyes for a long moment before swallowing. When she opened her eyes again, I was almost shocked to see tears in them.

      “There’s nothing to say,” she said quietly. “Only to feel.”

      Creed nodded as he held up his glass, as did I.

      “Here, here,” he said quietly. “Though it makes me miss home.”

      “Quite,” Morganna said.

      As they both stood in silence, I hovered awkwardly with my glass in my hand, only wanting to get on with releasing Zee from her prison now.

      Clearing my throat, I said, “I’d really like to see Zee now.”

      Morganna turned her head to me and stared, and for a terrible moment, I thought she was going to say no.

      But then she nodded. “Very well. You have done as I asked. I will release the succubus.”

      Watching Morganna walk over to the fireplace and grab her staff leaning against the brick, it occurred to me I wouldn’t actually get to see Zee, least not until she had found herself a new body to inhabit, which might take a while. Neither would she look like she did before, not unless she chose to shapeshift into the likeness of the previous body she inhabited. I hoped she did, for that was the likeness I had grown used to seeing all those years, though it was obviously up to Zee what form she took.

      “Before I release the succubus,” Morganna said. “I want to remind you of our previous deal. You still owe me the head of the snake, Damion.”

      “Jesus, Morganna,” Creed said from across the room. “Give the guy a break, will you? What you’re asking of him is nigh on impossible.”

      “I spared his life,” Morganna said. “He owes me.”

      “Yes, but can’t you let it go? He just did you a major favor in taking out that witch hunter.”

      “Which you helped him to do, Creed.”

      “So what? The guy’s dead. What does it matter?”

      “It matters. Besides, I’m not asking of him anything that he hasn’t already asked of himself. He suggested this compromise.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “The deal still stands, Morganna. Just release Zee, please.”

      “As long as we understand each other.”

      “We do.”

      “Glad to see your bitterness hasn’t overtaken your good will toward all men, Morganna,” Creed said. “I’m sure Ériu is very proud of you.”

      “Ériu abandoned me and the rest of my brothers and sisters a long time ago,” Morganna spat. “When she realized we could no longer do what she created us to do.”

      “The fickleness of the gods, eh?” Creed said.

      “I think you have outstayed your welcome here, Creed. Please leave now.”

      “Fine,” Creed said before downing the rest of his drink and slamming his glass down. “I’ll go then. It was great seeing you again, Morganna. May we not see each other again for another few decades.”

      “I can only hope.”

      Creed left with Blaze after I said I would call him. I felt slightly bad seeing him get kicked out after everything he had done to help me, but I was also a little relieved, for it meant I wouldn’t have to suffer him staring at me once Zee was released, or have him aggravate the situation with his Irish tongue as he had just done.

      “Thank God,” Morganna said after Creed had gone. “That man can be insufferable at times.”

      “He’s a good guy,” I said. “He was just looking out for me.”

      “You should learn to rely on yourself more, Damion. People are weaknesses. I mean, just look at the hold I have over you because of your succubus lover.”

      She had a point, but I wasn’t about to concede that fact. And anyway, I still enjoyed being a human who had genuine connections with others. Unlike Morganna, who had been alive for so long now, she had either forgotten what it is to be human—even though she strictly wasn’t human, but close enough—or had lost her soul in a quagmire of bitterness and resentment.

      “Let’s just get on with it,” I said. “I’ve waited long enough. And so has Zee.”

      Morganna held her staff out and up in front of her, muttering some kind of incantation that made the crystal on top of her staff glow dark green. A few seconds later, a dark orange, smoky energy emerged from the crystal, and I smiled as I realized it was Zee’s spirit.

      Finally. Welcome back, Zee.

      Once all of Zee’s spirit had left the crystal and entered the room, it floated formlessly for a moment as if gathering itself, and then it twirled toward me en masse, floating in front of my face. Raising my hand, I let it sink into Zee’s spirit.

      “Hey, baby,” I whispered. “Sorry it took so long.”

      Zee’s spirit twirled for a second as if in excitement, and then darted away, flying around the room for a moment before zooming up the chimney and disappearing.

      “And of she goes,” Morganna said. “Like an animal released back into the wild.”

      “Thanks,” I said, even though I didn’t really mean it. I still resented her for having trapped Zee in the first place.

      “Thank me by bringing me the head of the snake,” she said, resting her staff against the fireplace again.

      “You mean when I find out who or what it is. You don’t really want the head, do you?”

      “It was just an expression. The identity of the snake will do.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Morganna stared at me for a moment as if she was waiting on me saying something else.

      “Toddle on then,” she said. “You’ve got what you wanted. I’m sure you can’t wait to get home so you can indulge in whatever disgusting carnal pleasures the succubus provides for you.”

      As I watched Morganna turn away from me, I realized for the first time that she was lonely. More than that, she was probably the loneliest person I had ever met, and I had met a few.

      “You know,” I said tentatively. “It wouldn’t hurt you to seek some company now and again, Morganna. None of us are meant to be alone and—”

      Morganna spun around with an angry look on her beautiful face. “And what would you know about it? What would you know about anything? You are just a boy. You know nothing. Get out! Leave me!”

      Sensing it would be dangerous to say anything more, I merely nodded and left Morganna to her solitude, thankful that my own solitude was about to come to an end.
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      I got a cab from the European Borough and had it drop me off in Bricktown so I could score from my usual dealer. Once I had, I started walking toward North Elmview, wondering if I should just get another cab before deciding to continue walking.

      It was a pleasant night, cold but still nice, and I didn’t see any point in rushing home just yet anyway. It would take Zee a while to find another body, and then another short while to adjust to her new vessel. So I would just be rushing home to an empty apartment, and I’d had enough of empty apartments lately. 

      As I walked, my fingers played with the bag of brown powder in my pocket. Normally I would’ve been champing at the bit to get home and get the needle into my arm. But now, with Zee being back, my usual insatiable desire for the opiate had waned. Physically, my body still craved the drug, but mentally, my addiction was meeting some resistance; my addiction to Zee now battling for supremacy with my addiction to the heroin.

      “Maybe it’s time to kick this shit,” I said as I crossed the street, the bag of brown powder out of my pocket now as I stood over a drain, willing myself to toss the bag into it. 

      But after some deliberation, the plastic bag went back into my pocket again as I carried on walking.

      Maybe later, I thought. Let’s see how things play out first.
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      When I got to my apartment, I found a small glass vial containing a black liquid inside, and a note, which turned out to be from Creed. The note said:

      Drink it. Clear the shit out of your system. And say hi to Zelda for me.

      Smiling, I opened the door and walked inside the apartment, half expecting Zee to be there. But she wasn’t. And then I realized she wouldn’t know I had moved out of the old apartment and into the new one. How could she when she had been trapped inside Morganna’s staff?

      She would still find me, though. We had a deep connection to each other, Zee and I, and she could probably find me anywhere in the world if she wanted to. I would just have to wait on her.

      Pouring myself a Scotch, I sat in the living room with the TV on, the sound turned down low, the vial of liquid in my hand as I stared at it. 

      Just from its appearance, the black liquid looked vile. Uncorking the small bottle, I dared to have a sniff, my gorge rising immediately as the stench of the stuff wafted up my nostrils. 

      “Holy fuck, Creed,” I said as I held the bottle away, jamming the cork back in. “You can’t expect me to drink this shit.” 

      It smelled like fermented innards, or aged bin juice. It was disgusting, and I couldn’t see myself swallowing the stuff. I also dreaded what effect it would have on me, though I trusted Creed enough to think that he wouldn’t give me anything that was going to harm me. At least I hoped so.

      Taking out the bag of heroin, I held it in one hand while holding the vial of liquid in the other hand as if I was weighing up my options. 

      Which is it to be? Temporary bliss or temporary god knows what followed by a clean system? 

      I wanted the heroin, there was no doubt about that. Staring at the bag, I could almost feel the needle in my arm already. 

      But I didn’t want Zee coming back to a junky. If nothing else, I owed it to her to at least be clean when she got back. Zee liked to know that I only had desire for her. She didn’t like having to compete with the drug, and usually, the drug always won out, much to Zee’s annoyance, and even anger.

      “I’ve had enough of you,” I said to the bag of brown powder. “It’s over.”

      In my head, I could almost hear the heroin screaming at me as I walked to the bathroom with it—"YOU’LL NEVER GET RID OF ME! YOU NEED ME TOO MUCH! NO ONE UNDERSTANDS YOU LIKE I DO!"

      In the bathroom, I stood over the toilet and opened the small plastic bag, staring at it for another minute before I finally mustered up the courage to pour the golden brown powder into the bowl where it lay on top of the water for a second before dissolving and sinking. 

      It was hard watching my fix get taken away after I flushed, but I also felt good about it, and for the first time since Zee got taken away from me, I felt like I had some semblance of control again. 

      That my life was my own again.

      But my life wouldn’t be mine again until I had cleaned the drug completely out of my system, which is where Creed’s mysterious concoction came in. 

      I wasn’t sure what effect the substance would have on me, but I figured if it was designed to expel the drugs from my system that such a process would inevitably end up messy. 

      Thinking ahead, I stripped off all my clothes and got into the shower after running the water for a moment.

      Once I was in the shower, I uncorked the small bottle and drank down the contents before I had a chance to think about it or pull out altogether. 

      The initial taste was of licorice, which soon gave way to a more acrid taste that reminded me of sour milk or something. The liquid burned like ethanol as it went down, finally settling in my stomach, where its warmth continued to spread.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said as my face twisted up with the taste of the stuff. “This better fucking work, Creed or else—”

      I didn’t even get to finish the sentence before the first wave of nausea hit, my gorge rising half way, letting me know there was about to be a great eruption.

      And there was.

      A few seconds later, another wave of sickening nausea came over me, and this time, my stomach didn’t hold back. The substance I had drunk had now curdled my stomach completely, and I felt as if I’d just downed a pint of gone-off milk.

      Once the vomiting started, there was no stopping it. 

      It gushed from my mouth so hard and fast that I couldn’t get a breath for over a minute, and I actually thought I was going to die because I wasn’t able to breathe. 

      But the vomiting slowed for long enough so I could at least take a few gulping breaths before it started all over again. 

      Initially doubled over, I was forced down onto my knees as blackish-green vomit splattered all over the glass screen of the shower, most of it being washed away by the water as it circled down the drain.

      And then, as if things weren’t bad enough, it came from the other end as well. 

      Not only was I continually vomiting—to the point where I couldn’t help but wonder where it was all coming from, and whether I was expelling parts of my insides—but I was also shitting myself now. Diarrhea exploded from my ass like I hadn’t shit in a week, which come to think of it, I don’t think I had.

      Between the vomit and the shit, the smell was atrocious inside the confines of the shower, the steam from the water seeming to hold the stench all around me. 

      “Oh god…” I kept saying. “Oh fuck…”

      Kneeling there in the shower with the water spraying my back, I really felt like I was going to die, and for a moment, I almost prayed to Lucifer again so I could beg him to make this madness stop.

      But eventually, after I don’t know how long, it all stopped by itself. 

      One minute I was vomiting and shitting everywhere, the next I wasn’t. I lay down in the shower, curled up into the fetal position, terrified that this was just a temporary reprieve, and that it was all going to start up again soon.

      It didn’t, though. 

      “Oh, thank fuck,” I said as I lay there in the shower tray, my body completely spent, hardly able to move a muscle, feeling like I’d just climbed a mountain free hand. “Thank fuck it’s over.”

      Barely able to stand, I gave myself a quick wash with soap before turning off the water and stumbling out of the shower. 

      Dripping wet, I staggered out of the bathroom and into the bedroom, where I collapsed on top of the bed and closed my eyes, only wanting to sleep now.

      Which I must’ve done, because I don’t remember a thing after that.

      Least not until I was woken up.
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      I thought it was a dream at first as I awoke and sensed that someone was in the room with me—a dark figure standing by the foot of the bed. 

      Sitting up with a start, I blinked a few times to see if the figure would disappear, but it didn’t. 

      And then for a terrifying few seconds, I felt sure it was the cultist, having come back to finish the job and kill me for good this time.

      But then the figure spoke, though in a voice I didn’t recognize. 

      “Hey, baby,” the voice said. “Did you miss me?”

      “Zee?” I said, hardly able to believe it was her, even though I had expected her to show up at some stage.

      “It’s me, baby.”

      “Oh my god…Zee.”

      In the darkness of the room, Zee got onto the Queen-sized bed and crawled forward on all fours, her face finally coming into view as it got near me. 

      But even in the gloom, I realized I didn’t recognize the face at all. The face was scrawny, topped by curly dark hair. Her breath smelled of alcohol and halitosis, her body of pungent sweat and other unpleasant odors I hardly recognized. 

      “Excuse this body,” Zee said as she loomed somewhat menacingly over me. “It was the best I could find. A hooker. Almost dead in an alley.”

      “That’s okay,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “You can change, right?”

      “Once I adjust to it, yes.”

      I stared up at her, at her face that I could hardly see. “I’m so sorry, Zee. I’m sorry you had to go through what you did.”

      Zee said nothing for a long time as she just stared down at me. 

      Eventually she spoke again in a voice that seemed to come from a throat ravaged by years of cigarette smoking and god knows what else. “I’d rather not talk about that right now.”

      “What…what was it like…in there?”

      “I said I’d rather not talk about it,” she said, her eyes glowing orange this time as they glared down at me.

      “Okay.”

      The glow from her eyes faded. “I’m here now. That’s all that matters.”

      “I know,” I said as I reached up and touched her face, which felt unfamiliar, the skin dry and almost papery to the touch. “I’m glad you’re back.”

      “Are you?”

      “Of course. Not having you here with me, it almost killed me, Zee.”

      She lowered her head and inhaled deeply. “I can smell heroin. You let it into you again?”

      I turned my head slightly, almost in shame. “Without you here, I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Are you still on it?”

      “Creed gave me something to clean my system. I drank it earlier. I should be okay now. The cravings should leave me in a few days.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “Through what?”

      “Being a junky again.”

      “It’s not your fault, Zee. None of this is your fault.”

      She went silent again in the darkness, and I could tell she was uncomfortable. Maybe because of the new body she was in, or maybe because she was here with me again after all this time. “You know what the worst thing was about being in that prison of nothingness?”

      Prison of nothingness? 

      “No,” I said. “What?”

      “Knowing I couldn’t protect you,” she said. “Knowing you were out here all alone. That was the worst part for me.”

      Reaching up, I put my hand on her unfamiliar face. “I love you, Zee,” I said.

      “I know, baby. I love you too.”

      “Even after what I did?”

      “You did what you had to do, baby. Let’s just leave it at that, okay?”

      I nodded. “Okay.”

      “I want to kiss you,” she said, her hand resting on my bare chest now. “I want to fuck you, but I can’t.”

      “Why not?” I said, my cock already stiff.

      “It’s this body, it’s disease-ridden. Who knows what you might catch?”

      “So what do we do then?”

      “I’m still adjusting to this vessel,” she said as she lay down beside me. “Once I settle in, I can begin to change it. It needs a lot of healing and nourishment. Do you want me as I looked before?”

      “Yes, I’d like that,” I said. “But that’s up to you. I’ll love you no matter how you look, Zee.”

      “Okay, baby.” Her bony-fingered hand found mine and squeezed. “Let’s just lie here then. We can just lie here and be together. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect,” I said, smiling with contentedness at long last. “It sounds perfect, Zee.”
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      The night Zee returned to me, I slept as soundly as I’d slept in weeks, knowing she was beside me again.

      But when I woke the next morning, Zee was gone, though she had left a note on her pillow saying she had gone out to feed, which meant she had left to go on the hunt for some poor sap to drain half his life force away. She needed the energy to heal the body she was now in, and also to regain her shapeshifting powers. If her hunt was as successful as I expected it to be, she would probably return to me as she looked before Morganna had imprisoned her. A familiar face I was looking forward to seeing.

      When I got up, I was taken aback by how good I felt. The previous times I had given up the smack, my body had been left weak and aching for several days after. 

      But this morning, there was none of that, and I felt better than I had in ages. 

      Smiling as I went into the bathroom, I silently thanked Creed for giving me that little vial of black liquid. Consuming it at the time had been brutal, but now I thought it was worth the pain I had gone through. 

      Now I was clean once more, the heroin completely out of my system. 

      Mentally, I still felt a slight pull toward my addiction, but nowhere near what it was before. It was just like a nagging voice in the back of my mind, though one I could tune out for the most part, especially when I put some music on as I had coffee and a few cigarettes. I would have made a hearty breakfast as well, but my fridge and cupboards were empty. While on the smack, I’d had little need for food. 

      There was a cafe down the street from my apartment, so I got dressed and decided to go grab some breakfast, after which I planned to do some grocery shopping to restock my kitchen cupboards.

      Outside, it was like the weather matched my mood. It was bright and sunny, and nowhere near as cold as it had been lately. 

      Smiling contently as I walked down the street, I nodded hello to the people I passed and enjoyed the feeling of being clean again, and of feeling like I belonged in the world once more instead of like a junky who only wanted to hide from the world around him.

      The cafe was owned by an Irish family, and they did this thing called an Ulster Fry, which I had tried before while still on the smack, nearly being sick after the first mouthful. But upon sitting down by the window inside, I took the plunge and ordered the “Full Irish” as it was labeled on the menu. 

      When my breakfast arrived, I stared down at the plate for a minute, wondering how I was going to eat such a sizeable amount of food. On my plate were two bacon strips, two sausages, a fried egg, two slices of “potato bread,” two slices of “soda bread,” a portion of mushrooms cooked in butter, and a side of baked beans.

      “Enjoy,” the waitress said with a smile. “More coffee?”

      “Please,” I said, still staring at the massive plate of food. “Has all of this food been fried?”

      “Yes,” the waitress said. “In lard. It’s how my father would’ve had it back in Ireland.”

      “How do all Irish people not have heart attacks eating this stuff all the time?”

      The waitress shrugged. “They’re a different breed, I guess.”

      I tucked into my breakfast a little tentatively at first until I got used to the greasy taste, and then soon began shoveling the whole plateful into me like I hadn’t eaten properly in weeks, which I hadn’t. By the time I was finished, my belly was fit to burst, but I was satisfied.

      “How was it?” the waitress asked when she returned to fill my coffee cup.

      “I think I can feel my arteries clogging already,” I said, and then smiled. “But goddamn, that was tasty.”

      The waitress smiled back. “I’ll tell my father you enjoyed it.”

      After finishing my coffee and saying bye to the waitress, I made my way down the street a ways to the mini-mart. Inside, I grabbed a shopping cart and did the rounds in the aisles, enthusiastically tossing things into the cart, looking forward to having my kitchen fully stocked again. I also bought a burner phone to tide me over until I got a chance to get another contract phone.

      Back in the apartment, Zee still hadn’t returned, so I went about stocking the cupboards and fridge with all the food I’d bought, which included a bottle of Glenfiddich 15, a stable of any diet. Well, mine anyway.

      In my office, I sat down with another cup of coffee and logged onto Deadson Confidential, spending the next two hours going through all the messages and forum posts I’d missed while on the smack.

      The interview I did with Haedemus was still pulling in a lot of traffic, and I discovered dozens of messages from people asking for more. Smiling, I wondered if it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to give Haedemus his own weekly or monthly post, providing I took a firm editorial hand with him, of course.

      Once I had done all my admin tasks, I sat for another hour and typed up an article on Lucifer, as I had promised him I would. I kept the slant of the article positive, not only because Lucifer had saved my life, but also because I genuinely couldn’t find much fault with the guy. He hadn’t fucked up the world since taking it over, nor had he smitted anyone for not worshiping him, as far as I knew, anyway. I finished the article by saying that perhaps Lucifer was the godly presence we had needed all along, and that perhaps if he had reigned over us sooner, there would be less death and destruction in the world. And yes, perhaps I was being a tad sycophantic, but the archangel had saved my life, so I remained unapologetic.

      With still no sign of Zee returning, I opened the burner phone I’d bought and loaded all my contacts into it. Then I gave Murtagh a call to see if he’d made any progress in finding Richard Stark, which, as it turned out, he had.

      “The van was easy enough to track down,” Murtagh said on the phone. “It belongs to an Arron Franklin in Red Hill. I’ve been trying to call you but your phone is off.”

      “My phone isn’t off. It was destroyed in a fire.”

      “In a fire?” Murtagh went silent for a moment, and I cursed myself for mentioning the fire. “Wait a minute. Did you have anything to do with the mess left at that motel in Bricktown? We found a body under a car there. It seemed like a lot of weird shit went down according to witnesses.”

      “No,” I said, all innocence as I took a cigarette out of the pack on my desk. “First I’ve heard of it.”

      “Are you sure about that, Deadson? Because one witness reported seeing two men and a burning wolf of all things, and one of the descriptions wouldn’t be far off yours.”

      “A burning wolf, Detective? Clearly your witness must’ve been tripping.”

      “It was a Quaker staying the night at the motel.”

      “A Quaker, huh? Are they even allowed to stay in motels?”

      “What? How would I know? Point is, they said the car on top of the murder victim flipped up by itself. Sounds an awful lot like magic to me.”

      “And? I do card tricks, Detective. I don’t flip cars on top of people.”

      “Well, maybe the guy you were with does then. The witness said he was kinda weird looking, wore a long green coat. That ring any bells?”

      “Nope. None.”

      Murtagh went silent again. “I never know if you’re lying or not, Deadson.”

      “Who was the guy, anyway? The victim?”

      “Some out-of-towner. Underhill was his name, wanted on multiple counts of kidnapping and murder in different states.”

      “Well, there you go then. Sounds like he deserved it.”

      “Yeah,” Murtagh said as I sat smiling and smoking my cigarette. “Anyway. On to Arron Franklin, or Richard Stark as he calls himself. Me and Vinci paid him a visit to ask him some questions about this missing kid of yours.”

      “And?”

      “Well, the guy was as guilty as sin as far as we were concerned.”

      “Did you arrest him?”

      “No, as much as I would’ve liked to. He’s a real asshole, and clearly a goddamn sociopath. He’s smart, though. He didn’t say anything to incriminate himself. He just taunted us. You know how these fucks are, right?”

      “Yeah. So you got nothing? Did you search his place?”

      “We need a warrant for that.”

      “Can’t you get one?”

      “Not without something more substantial to go on.”

      “So that’s it? You’re just going to leave him?”

      “Did I say that? I had Vinci stake his house out last night. Once Franklin left in his van, Vinci tailed him to this old farmhouse a few miles from where Franklin lives in the hills.”

      “Did Vinci say what Franklin was doing there?”

      “Vinci watched the place for the few hours Franklin was in there,” Murtagh said. “When Franklin left, Vinci took a look around, but he didn’t go inside.”

      “Why not?”

      “He was about to when he got called away to a murder scene in Chinatown.”

      “So no one has checked out the farmhouse yet?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, leave that to me then,” I said. “Text me the address on this number. I’ll take Zee with me.”

      “Zee? She’s back then?”

      “Yeah, she’s back. Thank God.”

      “Right. Tell her I said hello. And whatever you two find at that farmhouse, you don’t do anything until you call me first, you hear?”

      “What if that’s where James Adams is? What if Franklin is holding him there? Or rather, what if Jackson Wayne Gilbert is hiding out in there? You can’t exactly arrest him, can you?”

      “No, I guess not. I mean, he’s possessing the kid’s body, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah, he is. If Gilbert is in there, Zee and I should be able to restrain him, and then do the exorcism to banish his spirit from the kid.”

      “And what about the murders?” Murtagh asked. “Someone has to be held responsible.”

      “Yeah, Franklin,” I said. 

      “But how do we prove he’s responsible?”

      “We frame him, of course,” I said unhesitatingly.

      “Frame him?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure you’ve done it before, Detective.”

      “No,” Murtagh said indignantly. “I haven’t, Deadson, and I resent you saying that I have.”

      “Sorry. I just thought—”

      “What? That I’m as crooked as all the rest?”

      “Yeah, I guess. It’s just how things are done now, right?”

      “Maybe, but it’s still not how I do things. The law still means something in my book.”

      “Okay, fair enough. But framing Franklin is the only way you’re gonna get him. Shit, he probably had a hand in those murders anyway. Did you find much forensic evidence at the scene or on the bodies?”

      “A few hair samples, that’s all. The murders were pretty clean in that way.”

      “Well, I bet you could match those hair samples to Franklin,” I said. “Or you could make sure that his DNA turns up on one of the bodies.” I paused. “It’s the only way you’ll get your man, Detective.”

      “Goddammit,” Murtagh said. “Why is it that every time I get involved with you, Deadson, that I end up having to color outside the lines until the whole picture is a fucking mess?”

      “Because the whole picture is a mess, Detective, that’s why. Text me that address.”

      “All right, fine. But if Franklin happens to be there at that farmhouse, don’t touch him.”

      “Should we just wait for him to leave or something?”

      “Yeah, let us take care of him. Don’t have me find out that your girlfriend fucking killed him or something. I need to arrest him.”

      “Got it. Don’t kill him.”

      “I mean it, Deadson.”

      “I know, I know. You have my word, Detective. I’ll keep you apprised of everything.”

      “Make sure you do,” he said before hanging up.

      A moment later, a text came through from Murtagh, the address of the farmhouse, which I was looking forward to checking out. Though there was still one thing I had to do before going there, and that was to find a working ritual that would allow me exorcise Gilbert’s spirit from James Adams, hopefully without doing the kid any harm.

      Going to the bookshelves in my office, I selected an old book I had on demonology, which I knew was full of exorcism rituals. But when I checked out the rituals, I realized they were all aimed at specific demons, and I wasn’t knowledgeable enough to reconfigure them into what I needed. The incantations were all in ancient languages as well, which I could barely read. 

      “Shit,” I said. “Maybe this isn’t going to be as easy as I thought.”

      Grabbing my phone, I gave Creed a call and asked him for advice. 

      “Exorcisms are tricky,” Creed said. “You need to know what you’re doing or you’ll kill the person you’re trying to save. I wouldn’t advise you to do this.”

      “But I have to save the kid,” I said. “I promised his mother.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t have done that, should you?”

      “Come on, Creed. There must be something I can do.”

      Creed went silent for a moment, then said, “Actually, there is. You could use a spirit bottle. It’s simple and effective, and most importantly, it won’t harm the kid you’re trying to save.”

      “Awesome. Where do I get one of those?”

      “I don’t have one myself,” he said. “I tend to go old school when it comes to getting rid of spirits and demons.”

      “Well, do you know where I can get one at least?”

      “No. Spirit bottles are hard to come by these days. Most have been destroyed by demons and hellots over the years.”

      “Shit.”

      “Sorry, bro. I can’t even help you out because I have to go to Ireland to do something for my Uncle Ray. I won’t be back for a while.”

      “Ireland? You’re going home then?”

      “Yeah, for a little while.”

      “You looking forward to seeing the old country again?”

      “Meh. I have mixed feelings. I left a lot of baggage there. We’ll see. How you feeling today? You sound better. Did you take the stuff I left for you?”

      “Yeah, I did. Things got…messy, to say the least.”

      Creed laughed. “I’m sure they did. But you’re clean now, right?”

      “Yeah, far as I can tell. Thanks, Creed.”

      “Don’t mention it. Just try to stay away from that shit from now on, all right?”

      “I intend to, don’t worry.”

      “Yeah. I’m sure you said that before you went on it again last time.”

      “I mean it this time.”

      “I hope so. How’s Zee? Did she come back to you?”

      “Yeah, she’s out rejuvenating herself.”

      “I see. Who’s the lucky guy or girl?”

      “Who knows? Someone unfortunate.”

      “Tell her I said hi. I’ll talk to you later, Damion. Take care.”

      “Yeah, you too, Creed.”

      Upon hanging up the phone, I lit a cigarette and thought for a moment about where I could get a spirit bottle from, and then I had the idea of calling Haedemus. I knew Ethan Drake had been a lifelong occultist, so if anybody had a weapon like a spirit bottle, it was him.

      “Damion,” Haedemus said when he answered the phone. “My friend. How are you? I thought since I hadn’t heard from you that you had overdosed and died or something.”

      “Really?” I said, shaking my head. “And you didn’t think to come and check on me?”

      “I’ve been very busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      “Taking on cases, of course. Filling in for Ethan while he’s gone.”

      “What cases?”

      “Let’s see. Yesterday I killed a demon who was masquerading as a priest so he could steal souls. I killed him in the confessional booth. It was very messy. But satisfying.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “I also hunted a devil that somehow escaped from Hell and was targeting homeless kids and eating them,” he said. “That one was fun. I actually shared a meal with this devil before I killed him. It was sort of a last supper for him. He was repentant. It was all very moving.”

      “What do you mean you shared a meal with him?”

      “I mean we ate one of the homeless kids together.”

      “Jesus, Haedemus.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me. The kid was already dead.”

      “So?”

      “So why let a good meal go to waste?”

      “You really do blur the lines, don’t you?”

      “Stop being a judgey pants. What do you want, anyway? I’m busy helping the Valkyries with something. They all love me now after I fucked most of them.”

      “You’re too much, Haedemus,” I said.

      “That’s what they said too.”

      Hearing him laugh, I shook my head. “Anyways, I was hoping you could help me with something.”

      “What is it? You need more smack or something?”

      “No, Jesus. And I’m clean now, if you must know.”

      “You are? Wait, did you get your girlfriend back?”

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “Hallelujah. Why aren’t you fucking her brains out right now instead of phoning me then? That’s what I would be doing if I were you.”

      “Because she’s not here, and because there are more important things, that’s why.”

      “More important things than fucking? Like what?”

      “Like saving a kid.”

      Haedemus snorted. “Not even close. Though they do taste nice. Even the dirty homeless ones.”

      “I’m starting to regret even calling you now. And here was me about to offer you a regular slot on my website.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Yeah, I thought that might get your attention.”

      “A regular slot, you say? This is fantastic news! I have so many ideas already. Should I tell you them now? One involves sex tips.”

      “Sex tips? It’s not fucking Cosmopolitan you’ll be writing for, Haedemus. No sex tips.”

      “Then what’s the point?”

      “We’ll have an editorial meeting soon. Right now, I need something from you.”

      “Sex tips?”

      “No, not fucking sex tips. A spirit bottle.”

      “A what now?”

      I sighed. “A spirit bottle, Haedemus.”

      “Like a vodka bottle?”

      “No, like a bottle for trapping spirits in. I was hoping Drake might have one stashed away somewhere.”

      “Possibly. He has a lot of stuff stashed away. What do you need this spirit bottle for?”

      “To save a kid, as I’ve already said.”

      “Right, okay. I’ll have to ask Daisy to have a look. I wouldn’t know a spirit bottle from a piss bottle.”

      “Whatever a piss bottle is. I need it urgently.”

      “A piss bottle?”

      “No, the fucking spirit bottle! Can I call at the yard now?”

      “Now? I suppose you could. I mean, Daisy is here. I’ll ask her to look for you.”

      Finally. Progress.

      “Okay then. Let me know if she finds one, will you?”

      “Yes, will do,” he said. “What about our meeting?”

      “What meeting?”

      “Our editorial meeting? When is that?”

      “When I get a chance. I’ll let you know.”

      “All right. Don’t leave it too long. I have lots I want to discuss.”

      “Yes, I’m sure you do, Haedemus. Just go find me that bottle.”

      I hung up on him before he had a chance to say anything else.

      “Damn, that Hellicorn is hard work,” I said as I lit a cigarette, feeling like I needed one after that conversation.

      I hoped Haedemus would come through for me. If he didn’t, I would have to try and muddle through with one of the rituals from my book, and I wasn’t exactly confident that it would work, or at least work without harming or killing James Adams in the process. Having to tell the boy’s mother that he was dead was not something I particularly wanted to do, and would probably be enough to put me back on the smack again.

      With that cheery thought looming over me like a malevolent specter, I was glad when I heard Zee come into the apartment at long last.

      “Honey, I’m home,” she sang as I heard the front door closing.

      Smiling, I went out to greet her, glad that she was clearly back to her normal self again. And indeed, my smile broke into a grin when I saw her standing there in the living room, looking exactly as she did before all that shit went down with Morganna. Her short hair was dark and lustrous once more, and her dark eyes shone once again with that mischievous glimmer.

      “Look at you,” I said. “You look…gorgeous.”

      “Thanks, baby,” Zee said. “I’m all topped up again and back in my normal form. You like?”

      I nodded. “Oh yeah.”

      “That’s good, baby,” she said as she came toward me and started pushing me toward the bedroom. “Because I’m gonna fuck your brains out now. What do you think of that, huh?”

      “I think I want nothing else in the world,” I said as I allowed her to throw me down onto the bed, watching as she smoothly slipped out of her clothes to show me her now flawless body.

      Zee climbed on top of me and took off whatever clothes I had on, which wasn’t many. “Who’s your addiction, baby?” she whispered in between kissing me.

      “You are,” I answered breathlessly.

      “And who knows what you want? What you need?”

      “You do, baby.”

      “That’s right. Me.”

      As Zee kissed her way across my chest and down my stomach, her teeth biting my flesh, all thoughts of James Adams and everything else disappeared as Zee’s sexual energy enveloped me until there was just me and her.

      My real addiction. 

      My pleasure machine. 

      My demonic savior.
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      A few hours later, I was driving my Corvette into Ethan Drake’s scrapyard, feeling like I was driving on hallowed ground, given everything I had learned about the man of late. 

      So this is where the man himself calls home, I thought as I drove slowly along muddy tracks, surrounded by huge mounds of scrap metal.

      It seemed fitting that a man like Drake should live in a scrapyard along with Haedemus and whoever else was in their little gang. To many, Drake and his team were outsiders, relegated by society to the proverbial scrapheap like useless trash. 

      Except they weren’t useless. Far from it.

      Haedemus had texted me about an hour ago to tell me that Daisy had found a spirit bottle in among Drake’s things, telling me to collect it whenever, and that Daisy would be there to give it to me.

      I was looking forward to meeting Daisy, the now leader of the Valkyries, even though she was still only a teenager. 

      Though Haedemus had told me that Daisy was also a Mytholite, a term used to describe someone who had taken on the powers and characteristics of a character from myth, made possible by the high concentration of God energy that emanated from all the Fallen in the city. 

      There were many such people in the city at one time, but the Federal government had swept most of them up, locking them away in a detainment facility somewhere. I had written many articles on these people, and had done some investigation into the Fed’s handling of them as I tried to find out what had happened all the ones who were arrested, but my investigation was blocked at every turn, by red tape and by threatening visits from men in black suits. 

      Supernormals, as some referred to them as, were hardly ever heard about now, the government having done a good job of covering up their existence. I could only assume the ones who were left had learned to keep a low profile, so as not to risk being black-bagged by the Feds. 

      I had also heard a rumor that Lucifer had rectified the Fallen energy leak somehow, ensuring no more of these Supernormals would ever come about. 

      In any case, I had never met one, so I was looking forward to meeting Daisy, who according to Haedemus, channeled the spirit of Joan of Arc.

      Zee sat in the passenger seat beside me as I drove further into the scrapyard and tried to navigate my way through the maze of dirt roads in an effort to find the trailer homes Haedemus had mentioned in his text. 

      “This place is a shithole,” Zee said. “What are we doing here again?”

      “I told you,” I said. “We’re here to pick something up so we can save that kid I told you about.”

      “Oh yeah. Sorry, baby. My mind is still mush after that three-hour marathon back at the apartment.” She smiled. “You sure did release a lot of that pent up energy, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah, I did. I can barely drive here. My legs are still like jelly and my cock feels like a length of rubber hose…but in a satisfying way, obviously.”

      “No need to explain yourself to me, baby. I know what effect I have on you. My pussy feels great. I could go again.”

      “I know you could. We don’t all have your energy, though, Zee.”

      Zee opened the window and inhaled deeply. “Man, it feels good to be free again. Being trapped inside that…nothingness. It was horrible.”

      “What do you mean nothingness?” I asked as I reversed the car, having driven down a dead end. “Damn, this place is a friggin’ maze.”

      “I mean nothingness,” Zee said. “It was like my spirit was floating in empty space, and all I had were my thoughts for company.”

      “Jesus. I’m sorry, Zee.”

      “Quit saying sorry. We’re past that now.”

      “Yeah. Sorry.”

      She shook her head at me. “Anyway, you know what kept me going in there?”

      “What?”

      “Come on. You know.”

      “Me?”

      “That’s right, baby. The thoughts of seeing you again after I got out.”

      “Did you ever think that you wouldn’t like, you know…get out?”

      “Yeah. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think that. It was worse than anything I’ve ever experienced, even in Hell. I never want to go through that again.”

      “And you won’t, baby.”

      “Promise?”

      I looked across at her, into her dark eyes. “No one will ever split us up again.”

      Zee smiled. “Goddamn right, baby.”

      After driving down a few more dead ends and doubling back a couple times, we finally emerged into a large open space where a few trailers were situated. 

      “Finally,” I said, stopping the car outside the first trailer. “I think we’re here.”

      “These people actually live here?” Zee asked.

      “Yep.”

      “Damn. More fool them. Do they even have running water here?”

      “I’m sure they do,” I said. “Now stop being a snob and come on. I want to get to that farmhouse before Gilbert claims another victim.”

      And also because I want to question Stark—or Franklin, rather—to see if he has any connection to the Order.

      Once out of the car, I went to the first trailer and knocked on the door, but I quickly realized no one was in when there was no answer.

      “It doesn’t seem like there’s anyone here,” Zee said. “I guess even the workers have left for the day.”

      “Haedemus said Daisy was here somewhere.”

      “You seem pretty tight with this Haedemus guy now.”

      “Tight? I wouldn’t say that. We help each other out, I guess. He can be hard work.”

      “And he’s a Hellicorn?”

      “Yeah, but he can become human when he wants to. I’ll introduce you sometime. He likes to talk a lot, mostly about sex.”

      Zee smiled. “Sounds like we have a lot in common then.”

      Shaking my head at her, I went to the next trailer and knocked on the door, but there was no answer there either. “Shit.”

      “This place is huge,” Zee said. “Maybe this Daisy girl is just somewhere else. What about that place over there?”

      Zee was pointing to a large outbuilding constructed out of corrugated iron. Thin, black smoke billowed from a chimney in the roof. “Looks like a workshop or something,” I said. “Let’s try there.”

      On the way to the workshop, something hard hit me on the back of the head, causing me to stop and look around at Zee. “Did you just throw something at me?”

      “No,” Zee said, shaking her head. “Why the hell would I do that?”

      A second later, something else hit me on the chest, and it hurt. Looking down, I saw it was a steel ball. “What the fuck?”

      “I’m sensing we’re not alone,” Zee said.

      “Daisy?” I called out, waiting for a reply that never came.

      The only thing that came was another steel ball that hit me on the kneecap. “Ow! Fuck! Who’s doing that? Come out wherever you are!”

      I waited a moment as I looked around, and then I saw something emerge from behind a pile of engine blocks about twenty yards away. It was something small and dark-skinned, with large pointed ears and a wide, grinning mouth. It looked a bit like a Gremlin, or perhaps a Wyldefae, though I didn’t think it was either of those things. 

      “Waka waka!” the little guy said almost gently, just as four more similar creatures appeared beside it, all a good bit larger than the little one. And for some reason, they all had catapults.

      “Wait,” I said as it dawned on me what the creatures were. “You’re Drake’s Hell—”

      I never even got to finish the sentence, for the five of them took it upon themselves to shoot me all at once, and the next thing I was getting pelted painfully by a shower of steel balls.

      Fucking little shits!

      The five vertically challenged creatures all laughed uproariously before disappearing into the scrap again.

      When I looked at Zee, she was trying not to laugh. “You know what they are, right?” she said.

      “Yeah,” I said, rubbing myself where the steel balls had hit. “Hellbastards.”

      “Yeah,” Zee said. “They’re like Hell’s children, and mischievous, annoying little shits as you can see. What are they even doing here?”

      “Drake keeps them around. They’re his pets.”

      “We ain’t nobody’s pets, motherfucker,” a gruff voice said from behind me, and I spun around to see one of the Hellbastards standing there. I couldn’t help but notice its huge cock hanging between its short, stubby legs. Indeed, I noticed all their cocks as the rest emerged from the scrap heaps and surrounded me.

      All except the littlest one, who was over by Zee, gazing up at her like she was some kind of angel down from Heaven.

      “Haedemus said you were a smackhead,” one of the Hellbastards said. “You got any on you?”

      “What?” I said, hardly knowing how to react to these creatures. “No, I don’t.”

      “Shit,” the one with dreadlocks said. “That means we’ll have to go out and hit one of the local dealers.”

      “Bummer,” another said, this one with blackened skin as if it had been burned to a crisp. 

      “Wait,” I said. “You guys do drugs?”

      “We do everything,” the largest of them said, possibly the leader of them all. 

      “I can believe that.”

      Over by Zee, the little one said, “You are so bootiful.”

      “Well, thank you, little one,” Zee said.

      “Can I touch your pussy?”

      Zee sighed and looked over at me. “You see what I mean?”

      I couldn’t help but smile, and the other Hellbastards all laughed. 

      “Cracka’s in love…again,” the largest one said.

      “That’s his name?” I said. “Cracka?”

      “Yeah,” said the largest one. “I’m Scroteface.”

      “And I’m Toast,” the one with blackened skin said.

      “Reggie,” said the one with dreadlocks. “And that ugly one there is Snotskull.”

      “Shut it,” Snotskull said. “Before I pull out one of your stinking dreads and stick it up your ass.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Reggie said as he produced a half-smoked blunt from behind his long ear and stuck it between his thin lips. “Light, Toast?”

      Toast turned and blew a tiny fireball out of his mouth that hit the end of the joint in Reggie’s mouth. A second later, the air stank of marijuana. “Thanks, dude.”

      “So who named you all?” I asked.

      “The boss did,” Scroteface said.

      “Ethan?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay,” I said. “Kind of a literal guy, isn’t he?”

      “What?” Scroteface shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Never mind,” I said, shaking my head.

      “So you’re like Kolchak, huh?” Reggie said as a huge plume of smoke escaped from his mouth. “I’m a big Kolchak fan. I always watch the reruns on TV.”

      “Kolchak?” I said. “Eh, yeah, sure. I guess so. I mean, we’re both reporters who investigate occult stuff, so yeah.”

      “You wanna write about us?” Snotskull said. “We got lots to say about the adventures we been on.”

      “I’m sure you do,” I said, just as Zee came walking over.

      “I’m sure you’d all look great in a photoshoot,” Zee said. “Why won’t this little one stop staring at me? He keeps looking up my skirt.”

      “He’s just obsessed with pussy,” Snotskull said.

      “Yeah, we all are,” said Toast, and then they all started laughing uproariously.

      “What’s going on here?”

      The Hellbastards stopped laughing and turned around as someone came walking out of the workshop wearing a welding mask. “Visitors,” Scroteface called out to the newcomer, who I assumed was Daisy.

      “Hey,” I said as I walked toward her. “I’m Damion Deadson. I take it Haedemus told you to expect me?”

      Daisy stood still for a moment before taking off the welding mask, revealing her young age and short, dark hair. “He did,” she said. “You want the spirit bottle, right?”

      “Yeah, please.”

      “I have it in the workshop. Come on in.” She looked at the Hellbastards. “Have you guys cleaned up that mess yet, like I told you to?”

      “Eh, we were about to,” Scroteface said.

      “About to?”

      “We’re doing it now.”

      “What mess?” Zee asked.

      “We kinda sorta found one of those fairy things in the park and took it back here,” Scroteface said.

      “A fairy?” I said. “You took a Wyldefae?”

      “Yeah, they did,” Daisy said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “So we could play with it,” Cracka said.

      “Play it with it? Play with it how?”

      “You really don’t want to know,” Daisy said, seeming slightly mortified now.

      “It was fun,” Cracka said.

      “It sure did squeal a lot, though,” Snotskull said.

      “Like a piggy!” Cracka said. “Oink! Oink!”

      They all burst out laughing at this.

      “All right, you depraved little shits,” Daisy said. “Get going now. Get that mess cleaned. Go!”

      “Bye, Kolchak,” Reggie said. 

      “Yeah, bye,” I said as they all hurried off, except for Cracka, who remained staring up at Zee. “Can I please see your pussy, Miss? Pleeaase?”

      “Cracka!” Daisy shouted. “Shoo! Go on!”

      “Waka waka,” Cracka said despondently, moping off with his head down.

      “Wow,” Zee said. “That little guy sure likes his pussy, huh?”

      “You have no idea,” Daisy said as she stared at Zee. “Who are you? I wasn’t told to expect you. We don’t usually let demons on the property.”

      “She’s cool,” I said. “She’s with me.”

      “We’re together,” Zee said, linking arms with me as she stared at Daisy with a little provocation in her eyes.

      “Right,” Daisy said, seeming uncomfortable now. “Follow me then.”

      Zee and I followed Daisy into the workshop, both of us stopping and staring around in awe as soon as we walked in. 

      “Holy shit,” I said as I stared at the collection of bladed weapons displayed on one side of the workshop, which I now realized was a smithy. “Did you make all those?”

      “Yeah,” Daisy said as she closed the door of the large kiln and then drank from a plastic water bottle.

      “Wow,” Zee whispered as she detached herself from me to go look at all the weapons.

      “Zee likes her blades, too,” I said to Daisy when I stood beside her. 

      “I can see that,” Daisy said as she watched Zee swing a long, curved blade around like the expert she was.

      “Unusual designs. Are they all your own?”

      “Some,” Daisy said. “Most were designed by someone else.”

      “Who?”

      Daisy stared unwaveringly at me with her greenish eyes. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “Sorry. It’s kinda my job. Haedemus didn’t mention I was a journalist?”

      “I’m sure he did. I tend not to listen when Haedemus talks.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as Daisy smiled for the first time. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”

      “So you’re really a journalist?”

      “Yeah. I have my own website. Deadson Confidential?”

      Daisy nodded. “I’ve heard of it. Never visited it, though.”

      “You should. You might find it interesting.” I paused. “So you’re really leader of the Valkyries now, huh?”

      “Does that surprise you?”

      “Well, yeah. I mean, you’re so young and all.”

      “What does age have to do with it?”

      “Nothing, I guess.”

      “They needed a leader, and I fitted the bill. End of story.”

      Okay…

      A somewhat tense silence occurred, during which I turned my attention to Zee, who was now slicing the air with a couple karambit knives.

      “These are great,” Zee said. “They are so light.”

      Daisy smiled over at Zee, slightly awkwardly it seemed like, and then I realized it was because she was attracted to Zee, which wasn’t unusual, though I suspected Daisy’s attraction went slightly deeper. “I use a special metal. That’s why they are so light.”

      “I love them,” Zee said, still slicing the air with the blades.

      “They’re my favorite too.”

      “How much?”

      “How much what?”

      “How much do you want for them?”

      Daisy stared at Zee for a second, and then smiled awkwardly again. “You can have them,” she said.

      Zee stopped slicing the air. “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      Walking over, Zee stopped in front of Daisy. “That’s very generous of you,” she said, her voice husky now.

      “It’s my pleasure,” Daisy said as they stared at each other.

      “I’ll be sure to think of you when I use them.”

      Daisy smiled. “Be sure you do.”

      “Okay,” I said, after coughing slightly. “We’re in kind of a hurry here, Daisy, so if you could get that spirit bottle for us, I sure would appreciate it.”

      “Sure,” Daisy said, seeming like she had to practically tear her gaze from Zee, who looked at me and smiled mischievously as Daisy walked to a workbench and picked up a rectangular wooden box, bringing it over and handing it to me. “The bottle is inside. You know how to use it?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “It’s fairly straightforward. You just uncork the bottle to release the energy inside. Then you say the words, Et spiritum tuum captionem intra utrem three times before placing the bottle on the floor. Can you remember all that?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Et spiritum tuum captionem intra utrem. Got it. Thanks for this, Daisy. I really appreciate it.”

      “The bottle belongs to Ethan, not me,” she said. “Please return it when you’re done. You’ll need to bring it here to destroy the spirit with Hell Fire, unless you have Hell Fire somewhere.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I’m sure I could return the bottle,” Zee said, looking at Daisy. “I’d love another chance to come back and look at all your lovely blades.”

      Smiling back, Daisy said, “I’ll look forward to it.”

      “Right,” I said. “We should get going now. Thanks again, Daisy. Any idea when Ethan is coming back, by the way?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “He’s working some stuff out. You know how it is.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I was just wondering.”

      “Enjoy the knives,” Daisy said to Zee as we walked away.

      “Oh, I will,” Zee said, looking over her shoulder.

      On the way back to the car, Cracka appeared from behind an old fridge freezer as if he had been waiting there for us. “Hey, Miss,” he said, looking at Zee. “Can I—”

      “No,” Zee said immediately.

      “Ahhh,” Cracka said as he slinked behind the fridge freezer again.

      “Imagine not showing the little guy your pussy,” I said, tutting as I got to the car.

      “My pussy is only for you, baby, unless I need to feed,” she said. “No one gets all of me but you.”

      “Maybe you should tell Daisy that then.”

      “Jealous are we?”

      “Hell no.”

      “She’s a cool kid.”

      “Yeah, she is.” I put the box containing the spirit bottle on the back seat. “Right. Time to go save the kid. You ready?”

      “Always, baby,” she said, flashing her new karambit knives. “Always.”
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      Night had fallen by the time we started heading toward Red Hill, a rural area just past the city limits notorious for its lawlessness and the plethora of meth labs hidden away in the woods. Most folks who lived in Red Hill barely left the place their whole lives, though Arron Franklin was obviously an exception. He clearly liked to use the city as a hunting ground. 

      Driving in silence, I wondered what I would do if I found out Franklin was part of the Order that took my sister. I had my gun with me, and I figured I might be tempted to put a bullet in Franklin’s head. Hell, he deserved it even if he wasn’t a cultist, considering the shit he had pulled with those kids, not to mention the bodies he had helped Gilbert to rack up.

      But I had promised Murtagh that I would leave Franklin for him, which I would do, but only after I had questioned him. Assuming he was at the farmhouse, of course.

      “I never thought to ask,” Zee said as she sat playing with one of her new karambit knives. “How come you were able to get Morganna to release me? Weren’t you supposed to crack some big conspiracy for her first?”

      “I still have to do that,” I said after lighting a cigarette. “But I couldn’t live with myself knowing you were imprisoned, so I went to see Morganna and worked out a deal with her.”

      “What deal?”

      “I had to kill a witch hunter for her.”

      “And did you?”

      “Yeah. Creed helped me do it. He says hi, by the way.”

      “Baby,” Zee said as she put her hand on my leg. “I can’t believe you went to such lengths just for me.”

      “Why’s it so hard to believe? You would’ve done the same.”

      “Damn right, baby. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to get you back.” She grabbed my hand and our fingers interlocked. “What was it like, killing a witch hunter?”

      “I didn’t actually kill him,” I said. “Creed did. He shot him with chaos bullets and his magic did the rest. Before that, the guy had me trapped in his motel room. It was scary. He was close to killing me.”

      Zee shook her head. “That was stupid, risking yourself like that.”

      “You just said it was awesome.”

      “I know, but you could’ve been killed. Then I would’ve never seen you again.”

      “Well, things worked out, luckily.”

      She pressed the point of her knife against my crotch. “I should cut your balls off for being so reckless.”

      “Don’t do that. I need my balls.”

      Zee pressed the knife slightly harder against me. “Does this turn you on? Are you getting hard?”

      “Yes, strangely.”

      “What if I unzipped you so you could feel this cold steel pressing against your cock? Would that feel nice?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Probably. But I’m driving here.”

      “So?”

      “And we’re about to head into a dangerous situation. Maybe leave the foreplay till later, eh?”

      “But, baby,” she said as she went ahead and unzipped me. “That’s what makes it all the more pleasurable.”

      “Oh shit…”
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      Despite nearly crashing the car a few times as Zee went to town on me, we finally made it to the location of the farmhouse, which was set back from the road a ways. 

      “I’ll park the car out of sight,” I said as I drove further up and parked the car on the side of the road next to a copse of trees. “Did you happen to see a van parked outside that farmhouse?”

      “Yes,” Zee said. “I did.”

      “Good. That means Franklin is there.”

      “And we’re going to kill him, right?”

      “No, we’re not. I’m going to question him and then let him go so Murtagh can pick him up later.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to just kill the guy? Or I could drain him?”

      “Probably, but Murtagh needs someone to arrest for the murders.”

      “Damn it,” Zee said. “I was hoping I would get to use my new knives.”

      “Not tonight,” I said. “And remember, the kid is not to be harmed, no matter what Gilbert’s spirit makes him do. Got it?”

      Zee nodded. “Got it. Boring restraint methods only.”

      I shook my head at her. “Let’s go.”

      Outside, the night was cold but calm, and a half moon shone in the mostly clear sky. With little wind, the night was deathly quiet, apart from the distant hoot of an owl and the sound of a dog barking somewhere over the hill. 

      Zee and I made our way back down the road and came to a stop at the start of the narrow dirt track leading up to the old farmhouse. Thanks to the light of the half moon, I could just make out the outline of Franklin’s van in the distance.

      “How you wanna play this, baby?” Zee asked. “I say we use shock and awe and kick the front door down.”

      “I was thinking you could enter the Etherea and go check the place out first,” I said. “Seems like the safest option to me. If we kick the door down, Franklin will probably go on the offensive and start shooting or something, which means someone will probably end up dead, and we need him alive. I need myself alive as well.”

      “Okay, baby. Hang tight and I’ll go check the place out.”

      Zee’s body shimmered for a second before she disappeared into a different plane of existence, a place that would enable her to move around the inside of the farmhouse without being seen. 

      When she had gone, I took out my Glock 19 and checked the magazine, sliding the mag back in once I saw it was full. It wasn’t my intention to shoot anybody tonight, but you couldn’t be too careful when it came to psychos like Franklin, who was no doubt as unpredictable and savage as I thought him to be.

      A few minutes later, Zee appeared beside me again. “There’s two guys in there,” she said. “One older, the other the kid. Although the kid isn’t really the kid.”

      “I know,” I said. “It’s Gilbert, the serial killer. What are they doing?”

      “They have a young woman in the basement. She’s barely alive. They’ve done some bad shit to her.”

      “Christ. Do you think she’ll live?”

      “Hard to say,” Zee said. “Those guys have done some really crazy shit to her. I mean, they’ve cut her into ribbons, and now they’re busy throwing acid at her.”

      I shook my head in disgust. “And they’re in the basement? Both of them?”

      “Yeah.”

      “All right.” I took out my phone and called Murtagh.

      “What’s going on, Deadson?” Murtagh asked when he answered.

      “We’re at the farmhouse,” I told him. “Franklin is in there with Gilbert. They have a young woman with them they’re busy torturing.”

      “Jesus, seriously? All right, Vinci and I are on our way. Don’t do anything until we get there, you hear me?”

      “The girl will be dead by the time you get here, Detective.”

      “There’s not much I can do about that.”

      “I can, though. We can save her, Zee and I.”

      “And what if Franklin escapes? What if you have to kill him? I need him to stand trial.”

      “That’s a chance we’ll have to take, Detective. I’ll see you when you get here.”

      “Deadson—”

      I hung up the phone and put it back in my pocket. “Murtagh is on his way. He wants us to wait.”

      “What for?”

      “So he can make an arrest.”

      “He can still do that even if we go in first.”

      “I know, that’s why we’re going in now. Just try not to kill Franklin, or the kid for that matter.”

      “There’s a window in the basement,” Zee said as we hurried up the dirt track. “I can fly through it and restrain them both before they get a chance to do anything.”

      I thought for a second, then nodded. “All right. It’s as good a plan as any. I’ll go in the front in case they run.”

      “I won’t give them a chance to run.”

      When we reached the farmhouse, I stopped by the front door while Zee transformed into her full demon form, scarlet wings emerging from her back. “Ready?” she said.

      “Go,” I replied.

      As Zee shot up into the air, I opened the front door of the old farmhouse and quickly made my way inside, searching for a moment until I found the door to the basement. 

      With adrenaline flowing through me now, I put my hand on the doorknob and pulled the door open just as I heard an agonized scream coming from downstairs.

      Christ…

      A second later, there was an almighty crash along with the sound of broken glass, and I knew Zee had made her entrance.

      Taking a deep breath, I pointed my gun out in front of me and quickly made my way down the creaky steps, Arron Franklin coming into view as I got halfway down. 

      “Stop!” I shouted, pointing my gun at him.

      Franklin glared at me for a second before holding up a bloody knife. His dark eyes stared deep into mine as if he was trying to see if I had it in me to shoot him. 

      He must’ve decided I didn’t, for an evil smile spread across his face as he started running up the steps toward me, the knife he clearly intended to stab me with held out in front of him.

      With no choice, not knowing what else to do, I fired at Franklin as he came bounding up the stairs at me, pointing the gun low so I didn’t hit him center mass. I was hoping to hit him in the leg, but my shot missed, the bullet impacting the stairs instead. The sound of the gun firing was deafening, but it did nothing to stop Franklin from coming at me.

      I had a split second to decide what to do. I could either shoot at him again and risk killing him this time, or I could do something else.

      I chose to do something else, which was to lower my gun and then kick Franklin as hard as I could in the chest. 

      But as my foot hit him, Franklin swiped the knife he was holding across himself and the blade sliced across my shin, the pain of the cut making me cry out.

      But despite getting cut, I still managed to kick Franklin back down the stairs. He went tumbling back and landed at the bottom, and then I saw Zee grab him and drag him back into the basement. 

      “You all right, baby?” Zee shouted.

      “Yeah,” I shouted back, despite the pain in my leg and the warm wetness soaking into my sock, filling up my boot.

      When I reached the basement, I was forced to stop dead and stare in shock at what I saw. 

      Hanging from the rafters by her wrists, her feet dangling off the ground, was the young woman Zee had mentioned, though she was barely recognizable, as she was covered in so much blood. Her naked body had pieces missing all over it, as if Franklin and Gilbert had been slicing away at her for hours, whittling her down to the bone, which they had done in many places. 

      The smell in the old basement was terrible, not only from all the blood and the girl’s urine and excrement, but also from the burning of her flesh with the acid the two had been using on her, acid that was still eating away at her as I stood taking in the horrors done to her.

      “Her face…” I whispered. “Where’s her face?”

      “We cut that pretty face off of her,” Franklin said as he lay in the corner, Zee standing guard beside him. “You’ll never save her. No one can fix her now,” he added, then started laughing.

      Anger rose in me like a tide as I raised my gun and stomped toward Franklin, pointing it at him. 

      “You sick fuck!” I roared.

      “Go on!” he shouted. “Kill me! I don’t care! Even if you do, I’ll come back. I got it all figured out.”

      “What’s he talking about?” Zee asked.

      “I made a deal with one of you,” Franklin said as he looked up at Zee. “A demon. It will bring me back to life if I die.”

      Zee sniggered. “I hate to break it to you, shithead, but you’ve been had. Did you give this demon your soul?”

      Franklin frowned, looking unsure now. “Yeah. So what?”

      I lowered my gun, my anger subsiding. “You’re not coming back,” I said. “When you die, you’re going straight to Hell where you belong, but only after you’ve spent the rest of your life in prison.”

      “Fuck you!” Franklin spat. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! I made a deal!”

      “You were conned,” Zee said. “You know why? Because you’re a fucking idiot, that’s why. Anyone who thinks they can make deals with demons is an idiot.”

      “No!” Franklin said. “The deal is solid! I’m coming back immortal! Kill me now! You’ll see!”

      “Don’t tempt me,” Zee said as she put her foot on his chest and held him down.

      “Hold him there,” I said as I took a sigil card from out of my pocket and then bent down and touched his wrists and ankles with it. As soon as I did, a band of bluish energy wrapped itself around his wrists and ankles, restraining him as well as any handcuffs or leg irons. “That should hold you for a while.”

      “Fuck you, man!” Franklin shouted as he struggled to break free from his restraints. “Who the fuck are you, anyway? How did you even find us?”

      Ignoring Franklin, I asked Zee to untie the woman from the rafters, which she did, laying her gently down on the floor, the woman whimpering, barely alive at this point. 

      In my pocket I had a sigil card charged with healing energy, which I used on the girl. Her injuries were so severe, the sigil card didn’t seem to have much effect on her, but I hoped it was enough to keep her alive until Murtagh got here.

      Taking out my phone, I called the Detective again.

      “Deadson, what the fuck?” Murtagh said. “I’ve been trying to call you. What’s happening?”

      “We’re in the farmhouse,” I said grimly. “Franklin is secured, but there’s a girl here who needs urgent medical attention.”

      “Christ. EMTs are already on their way.”

      “Good. How far out are you?”

      “About twenty minutes, I think.”

      “All right. See you when you get here.”

      After putting my phone away, I looked over in the corner to see James Adams lying on the floor, and for a second I panicked Zee had killed him.

      “Don’t worry,” Zee said. “I just knocked him out.”

      “Take him upstairs,” I said. “Restrain him and gag him before the EMTs get here. Once they’re gone, we can use the spirit bottle to trap Gilbert.”

      “I don’t get it, man,” Franklin said as he sat in the corner. “How do you know it’s Gilbert?”

      “It wasn’t hard to figure out once I found out what you were up to in that building in Bricktown,” I said. 

      “But how did you even know about the ritual, unless—” He stopped and shook his head as anger swept over him. “It was that little bitch, Harper, wasn’t it? I fucking knew I shoulda killed her, man.”

      “You’ll have plenty of time to think about what you should’ve done when you go to prison,” I said as Zee carried James Adams’ unconscious body past me and up the stairs. 

      “Fuck prison,” Franklin spat. “Prison don’t scare me. After what I’ve done, I’ll be fucking famous anyhow. They’ll write articles about me, show news reports. Women will send me letters asking me to marry them. I can’t fucking wait.”

      I stared at him like you would an ignorant child. “You’re fucking deluded, you know that? When they lock you up, they’ll throw away the key. Sure, the media might talk about you for a while, but after that, you’ll be forgotten. You’ll be just another sick fuck wasting away in a cell twenty-three hours a day with nothing but your own thoughts for company. I can’t think of anything more depressing than that, can you?”

      Franklin glared up at me, knowing I had a point, his stupid bravado now gone as he contemplated his bleak future. “You might have got me, but you’ll never save the kid. Gilbert will tear the kid apart from the inside before he leaves.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I said, my attention now on Franklin’s hands, and the leather gloves he was wearing. “Nice gloves. You have any tattoos under there?”

      “What if I have? What’s it to you?”

      “Are you in the Order, Franklin?” I asked him as I crouched down in front of him, staring into his soulless dark eyes.

      “Order? What fucking Order, man?”

      Still unsure if he was lying, I reached out and took off his gloves, despite his protests. When the gloves were off, I saw the tattoo on the top of his right hand, but it wasn’t the tattoo I had been hoping to see. It was just a skull and crossbones, crudely drawn in Indian ink. I shook my head. “You’re just another sicko, nothing more.”

      “Screw you, man,” he said, clearly offended. “You don’t understand what it means to serve the darkness.”

      “Maybe not,” I said as I stood up. “But when you die, you sure as hell will.”

      Franklin stared up at me for a second, then looked away, knowing I was right. I could already see the regret on his face.

      A short time later, Murtagh and Vinci arrived along with the EMTs, who put the young girl on a stretcher and carried her out to the waiting ambulance.

      “Such senseless carnage,” Vinci said quietly, almost casually, as he looked at Franklin. “I have a daughter who will be that age soon.” He took out his revolver and pointed it at Franklin. “I should put a bullet in you right now.”

      “Vinci—” Murtagh said.

      “Hey, man,” Franklin said, panicking now, perhaps because he now knew the second he died he would end up on a one-way trip to Hell. “Stop it now. You have to arrest me.”

      “Do I?” Vinci said, his voice chillingly calm. “No one would blame me for shooting you. No one.”

      “Vinci, quit it now,” Murtagh said. “You’re a cop, for Christ’s sake, not an executioner.”

      “Maybe I chose the wrong job.”

      I stood by in silence, hardly caring if Vinci put a bullet in Franklin’s head. Far as I was concerned, the world would be better off without a sicko like Franklin in it.

      Murtagh reached out slowly and pressed down on his partner’s gun arm, forcing him to lower the gun. “Go outside and wait for me, Vinci. Get some air, get your head on straight.”

      Vinci stared almost dead-eyed at Franklin for another few seconds, then turned and wordlessly left the dank basement.

      “Christ,” Murtagh said, shaking his head and sighing. “I really thought he was gonna do it there for a minute.”

      “I hoped he would,” I said.

      “Screw you, man,” Franklin muttered. “Fucking cops…”

      “Shut up, asshole,” Murtagh snapped at him. “You’re going away for a long time after tonight.” He looked at me. “Where’s the kid at?”

      “Zee has him upstairs,” I said. “Once you guys clear out, we’ll get Gilbert’s spirit out of him.”

      Franklin snorted. “Good luck with that.”

      “Shut up!” Murtagh and I said at the same time.

      A moment later, Murtagh put handcuffs on Franklin, just as the magical bonds I had put on him wore off. Resigned to his fate now, Franklin allowed Murtagh to take him upstairs without putting up any fuss.

      Halfway up, though, he stopped and looked around at me and smiled. “I’ll see you in Hell,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said as Murtagh pushed Franklin up the rest of the stairs. “I don’t think so, asshole. The only thing you'll be seeing in Hell is the demon you gave your soul to as it tortures you for, well, eternity. Have fun in jail as you think about that."
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      Getting Jackson Wayne Gilbert’s spirit out of James Adams turned out to be easier than I thought it would be. Sure, Gilbert put up a fuss as he sat tied to a rickety chair in the attic room of the farmhouse—saying all sorts of nasty, filthy shit as he threatened to rip James Adams apart from the inside—but in the end, once I had opened the spirit bottle and said the incantation three times, Gilbert’s spirit came right out of James Adams as easily as cigarette smoke being sucked from the window of a moving car. Once Gilbert’s spirit was safely inside the bottle, I corked it and put the bottle back in the wooden box.

      Now free of the evil spirit that was in him, James Adams came to as if from a dream as Zee untied him. The kid blinked around for a moment as if getting his bearings, and then his face went white and he started screaming, especially when he noticed the blood on his hands. 

      I wasn’t sure if James would be aware of everything Gilbert had done while occupying his body, but going by the boy’s reaction, it was clear he remembered it all. 

      The kid was a mess, and I couldn’t blame him for being that way. His hands had murdered innocent victims in the most gruesome way possible. He probably also had Gilbert’s own memories in his head now, including memories of the dozens of women Gilbert had tortured and killed in the seventies.

      “This isn’t good,” Zee said as she stood back next to me, while James sat doubled over on the chair, gripping his head as if it was going to explode, moaning like someone who’d just realized they’d landed in Hell. Which, in a way, he had.

      “No, it isn’t,” I said. “I can’t take him back to his mother while he’s in this state.”

      “Given everything he’s experienced,” Zee said, “I don’t think he’ll ever recover. He won’t be able to live with it all. How could he? He’s just a kid.”

      I knew she was right. “There’s only one solution to this.”

      “Kill him?”

      I tutted and shook my head at her. “No. We need to wipe out all the memories that are causing him pain.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Let’s get him out of here and into the car,” I said. “We’re going to see my father.”
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      My father had come to specialize in what I would call “head magic” over the years. His interest in this area had started when he realized he needed to find a way into the head of Rita Jenkins so he could see what she saw before Ava disappeared. 

      Now, under the right circumstances, my father could enter almost anyone’s head and reconfigure it however he liked. 

      Which is exactly what I needed him to do to James Adams—reconfigure the boy’s memories, either by wiping them completely, or by burying said memories so deep that James would never think of them again. As far as I was concerned, it was the only way to ensure that James wouldn’t kill himself at some point when the pressure of having such evil thoughts and memories in his head became too much to bear.

      James was very confused when we took him out of the car at my father’s house. When he started screaming and getting violent, Mac stepped in and restrained him, picking the boy up and carrying him into the house. I had already phoned ahead to explain to my father what was happening, so my father was waiting in the house when Mac carried James inside. 

      Once Mac brought James into the study, my father gave the boy a mild sedative to calm him down before Mac lay him out on the chaise lounge. 

      After James had calmed down, Mac left the study, closing the door behind him, leaving my father alone with the boy.

      “I think I need a drink,” I said. “I think I need multiple drinks.”

      “Let’s go to the billiards room,” Mac said. “We can wait there.”

      The billiards room had a pool table in it, as well as a fully stocked bar and a large wall-mounted TV screen so my father could sit and watch the golf, which he often did, being as obsessed with the game as he was.

      While I went straight to the bar, Zee picked up a pool cue and started hitting balls around the table.

      “You’ve got some skills there,” Mac said, smiling over at her.

      “Thanks,” Zee said after slamming a ball into the corner pocket. “I’ve played a little over the years.”

      “Hustling?” Mac said.

      Zee smiled as she sunk another ball. “You could say that.”

      After I made drinks for everyone, Mac and I sat at the bar as we watched Zee perform a few trick shots on the pool table before she came and joined us at the bar to get her drink.

      “You look good, Damion,” Mac said as he smiled at me. “Better than last time I saw you.”

      “I’m off the smack,” I said. “I’m clean again.”

      “Glad to hear it, mate.” He raised his glass. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, Mac.”

      “And Zee,” he said. “You’re back with us as well.”

      “Yup,” Zee said. “Thanks to my man here.”

      “You’ve certainly been busy, haven’t you?” Mac said to me.

      “Yeah, I have,” I said. “Any news on the cultist yet? My sources have yet to turn anything up.”

      “It’s good that you’re here actually, mate.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Oh? Why?”

      “We’ve managed to identify the guy.”

      “Holy shit. Really?”

      “We only got the news this afternoon,” Mac said. “Your father was going to call you once we had the guy. But since you’re here, I might as well tell you about him.”

      “Who is he?” I asked, my mind going to the recent stabbing incident, and the cultist’s shadowy face.

      “His name is Christopher Goss,” Mac said. “He’s a former soldier who disappeared about fifteen years ago. Presumed dead at this stage.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “Yeah. He had a family and everything. A wife and son. According to reports at the time, his wife said he just didn’t come home from his construction job one day, and has been gone ever since.”

      “Well, I guess we know why he disappeared,” I said. “He clearly decided the Order was more important than his family. Didn’t his wife know what kind of sicko he was?”

      “I don’t know,” Mac said. “She said nothing to that effect in the missing person report. Anyway, you know what these guys are like. They’re good at hiding their true natures.”

      “Christopher Goss,” I said, trying to match the name to the person who stabbed me, though it didn’t make him seem any less monstrous. If anything, it made him seem more so. “How’d you find out about him?”

      “Your father used his contacts, that’s all.”

      “But if he’s been off the grid for fifteen years,” Zee said, “how do you know where he is now?”

      “Good question,” I said. “I’m sure he’s living under a false identity these days.”

      “He is,” Mac said. “He lives in Bedford, under the name Paul Hendrix.”

      “A stolen identity, no doubt.”

      “Probably, but get this,” Mac said. “We did some digging into Christopher Goss’ wife, and we find she’s been getting monthly payments into her bank account for the last fifteen years.”

      “He’s been sending her money?”

      “Seems that way. That’s how we were able to trace the transactions to Paul Hendrix, and the address in Bedford.”

      I shook my head, slightly confused. “I don’t know how a guy like that could still care about his family.”

      “You know how fucked up these guys are,” Mac said. “Even though most of them are psychopaths, they still have soft spots for certain things.”

      “Lucky for us.”

      “Yeah. I’ve already put together a team to go out and get the guy. I’ve got a surveillance team on his place right now. As soon as he shows up again, my team will move in and scoop him up.”

      “You think it will be that easy?” I said, once again remembering how Goss almost killed me with practiced ease.

      “My guys are professionals.”

      “So is he.”

      “Maybe I should back your team up?” Zee suggested. 

      I looked at Mac. “Not a bad idea.”

      Mac seemed unsure, but nodded anyway. “We need to keep this quiet so the Order doesn’t find out. If they do, they’ll reign hell down on us, and we’ll have lost the element of surprise. Once we get Goss, we can get him to tell us where the Order’s headquarters are, and then we can hit them with all we’ve got.” He looked at Zee. “Can I count on you being discrete and not causing a scene?”

      Zee seemed offended, but nodded. “Yes, of course. I’m not some kind of wild animal, you know.”

      “I know,” Mac said. “We just can’t be too careful, that’s all.”

      “She’ll be fine,” I assured Mac. “Zee knows what’s at stake.”

      “Good,” Mac said. “Because there’s no way this guy is getting away.”

      “Not as long as I’m there,” Zee said, before downing her drink in one.

      As I sat sipping my drink, I considered whether to tell Mac about my encounter with Christopher Goss, and what Goss told me about Ava. I was still considering it when my father walked into the room.

      “Done already?” Mac asked him.

      “Yes,” my father said. “I need a drink, though.”

      As Mac poured him a drink, my father came to stand next to me and Zee. “It’s good to see you again, Zelda,” he said, smiling at her. “I’m glad Damion was able to get you back.”

      “So am I, Patrick,” Zee said. “I didn’t have the most pleasant of times in that witch’s prison.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” my father said, then looked at me. “Damion has yet to mention exactly how he secured your release.”

      “The less said about that, the better,” I said, then changed the subject. “How is the boy doing? Did you fix him?”

      “Fix him? He’s not a car, Damion.”

      “You know what I mean. Did you wipe the memories?”

      “Yes, as best I could, anyway. There were a lot of them, and all were ghastly.”

      “Is he awake yet?”

      “He’s still under sedation. His mind will need time to settle again.”

      “Can I take him home to his mother tonight?”

      My father thought for a second. “I don’t see why not. You’ll have to warn his mother, though.”

      “Warn her? What about?”

      “Although I was able to wipe the more recent memories completely, the memories belonging to Gilbert were harder to remove, meaning I had to bury them in the boy’s subconscious.”

      “Meaning they might still affect him.”

      “Yes, exactly. He will probably have nightmares for the rest of his life, and will struggle with unexplained dread and anxiety. Hopefully, his mind will find a way to cope, but it might take a while.”

      I nodded. “I guess that’s preferable to having all that horror at the forefront of his mind.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      My father smiled. “Whatever I can do to help. Did Mac tell you the news?”

      “He did,” I said. “It’s good news, as long as we can get Goss to talk.”

      “We will,” Mac said. “Whatever Order he belongs to, he’s still only human. He clearly still cares about his wife and son, so maybe we can use that to our advantage.”

      I stared into my glass for a second and then sighed. “There’s something else you should all know.”

      “What is it, Damion?” my father asked.

      “Something happened that I should tell you about, before Goss does.”

      “Before Goss does?” Mac said, confused.

      “Yes?” my father said. “Don’t keep us all in suspense, son.”

      “It’s Goss,” I said. “He tried to kill me.”

      “What?” my father said. “When?”

      “The night we had Rita here, after Creed dropped me off. Goss was waiting there for me.”

      “You failed to mention this to me as well,” Zee said, her eyes glowing slightly.

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to upset you, since you’d just been released.”

      “Upset me? I’m upset now!”

      “What happened?” Mac asked.

      “As I said, Goss was there waiting for me,” I said. “He stabbed me.”

      “Motherfucker,” Zee growled. “Wait till I get my claws into him—”

      “Calm down, Zee,” I said. “This isn’t about me, it’s about Ava. Remember that.”

      “Fine,” she said. “But once we get what we need from Goss, I’m having my way with him. I don’t care what you say.”

      “He stabbed you?” my father said. “How are you still alive?”

      I told them about Lucifer, and they all seemed surprised, even shocked. “And there’s more,” I said. “Goss told me that Ava is still alive.”

      “What?” my father said as tears immediately wetted his eyes. “She’s…she’s alive?”

      “So Goss said, anyway,” I said, feeling bad now for having kept this information from my father. “But it’s not that simple. He also said she was serving the Master, meaning Ava is probably in Faerie, in the domain of the Fae creature the Order all worship.”

      “My god…” My father sat down heavily on one of the chairs at the bar. “Ava…”

      “If Ava really is in Faerie,” I said. “It would explain why there has been no trace of her for all these years. I spoke to Creed about it—”

      “Creed?” my father said, his anger stoked now. “You told Creed before you told me? I’m Ava’s father, for god’s sake! You should’ve told me straight away!”

      “I know,” I said, dropping my head. “I’m sorry, Father. I just—”

      “You just thought I didn’t need to know that my daughter was still alive?” My father smoldered with resentment as he got off his chair and pointed his finger at me. “That was not your decision to make! Not only that, you almost died, despite me telling you to be careful. I could’ve lost you too, you stupid boy!”

      Shaking with rage now, my father stormed out of the room, slamming the door shut behind him. 

      After he had gone, I sat in silence, as did Mac and Zee, both of whom seemed to be pissed at me as well, though not as much as my father. 

      Finishing my drink, I placed the empty glass on the bar. “I’m gonna take the boy back to his mother now,” I said quietly. “I’ll be back when I’m done.”

      After leaving the billiards room, I stopped by my father’s study, knowing he was probably in there, which he was. He was sitting by the fire with a drink in his hand as he smoked a cigarette. 

      From the doorway, I said, “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you what happened before now.”

      My father sighed as he looked at me, his face betraying his conflicting emotions over Ava, probably the same emotions I had when I found out about her. “I don’t know how to feel about this new information,” he said. “On the one hand, I’m glad she’s alive, but on the other—”

      “You’re wondering what’s become of her.”

      “Yes. Twelve years is such a long time. She simply won’t be the same person anymore.”

      “Creed mentioned that time moves differently in the Fae realm. It might not have been twelve years for her.”

      “Either way, we have to get her back, Damion.”

      “I know. I’m prepared to go to Faerie if I have to.”

      “We’ll have to use this Goss man as best we can,” he said. “If need be, we can strike a deal with him.”

      “A deal?” I said, disgusted by the idea of making a deal with the man who stole my sister and then tried to kill me.

      “Yes, Damion. Sometimes a deal with the Devil is the only way to get what you want or need. I’m not happy about it either.”

      I looked over at James Adams, who still seemed to be sedated on the chaise lounge. “He’s still out of it, I see.”

      “Yes. He should wake up soon.”

      “I’ll put him in the back of the car. Hopefully, he’ll come around by the time I drive him to his mother’s.”

      “I’ll help you carry him into the car,” my father said.

      After James Adams was safety in the back of the Corvette, my father stood with me outside for a moment. “You’re clean again,” he said. “I can tell.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I am.”

      My father put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m glad, son.”

      “Thanks, Father.”

      “I’m also proud of you for saving that boy. You prevented further lives from being taken.”

      “Not bad for a gutter journalist, hmm?”

      “I never said you were a gutter journalist, son.”

      “I know.”

      “And I haven’t forgotten about our last conversation. I’m happy to talk. I’m sick of all the cloak and dagger stuff, anyway. I’ve had a lifetime of it.” He paused. “Perhaps you are right, Damion. Perhaps people deserve to know the truth.”

      I frowned. “Why the change of heart?”

      “Because secrets do more harm than good. And perhaps, at my age, I want to see a change in the world.”

      “The world is always changing.”

      “Yes, and it always still stays the same, doesn’t it, despite those changes?”

      “I don’t know if I’m right or not in wanting to open people’s eyes to the truth,” I admitted. “It may turn out to be a terrible decision.”

      “Or it may turn out to be a good one. You won’t know until you make it.”

      “I’ve already made it,” I said, getting into the Corvette. “Now I just have to see what becomes of it.”
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      James Adams awoke just as I was driving into the city. In the backseat, he groaned and sat up, confused as to where he was, and then scared.

      “Just relax,” I told him. “My name is Damion. I’m the one who saved you. Do you remember?”

      “I…I think so. You were with the woman?”

      “That’s right. We rescued you at the farmhouse.”

      “The pain,” he said. “The pain in my head. It’s…all gone now.”

      “You just needed some time to adjust,” I told him. “All those terrible memories you had, they should all be gone now.”

      “How?”

      “You don’t need to know how. You just need to know they’re gone, and that you’re safe now.”

      “What about Stark?”

      “Stark is gone. He’s on his way to prison right now.”

      James still seemed confused as he stared at me in the rearview mirror. “I remember being in that old building with Harper and Jenna, and then—” He paused. “And then…nothing.”

      “It’s probably best you try to forget about all of it,” I told him. “You had a terrible experience, and you’re lucky to be alive. Put it all behind you and try to move on with your life. I’m taking you home to your mother now.”

      “My mother,” he said. “She must be worried sick. Does she think I’m dead?”

      “She never thought that, but she is worried about you obviously. We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “I thought they were my friends,” he said as he sat back in his seat, sounding like he was talking more to himself than to me.

      “They weren’t your friends,” I said. “Though if it makes any difference, Harper says she’s sorry about what she did. She didn’t know what Stark was going to do.”

      Anger passed across James’ face as he shook his head. “They used me.”

      “I know. Don’t let it eat you up. Put it behind you. You have your whole life ahead of you still. You’ll make more friends. Better friends.”

      Staring into the mirror, he gave me a wan smile. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.”

      “Are you like a detective or something?”

      “I’m a journalist. Your mother asked me to help find you, that’s all.”

      “I think I wanna be a detective,” he said. “So I can stop people like Richard Stark.”

      “That’s up to you. In the meantime, why don’t you take it easy for a while and thank your lucky stars you’re still alive.”

      “There was something in me,” he said after a moment of silence. “Something dark. Why can’t I remember?”

      “You don’t want to remember, kid, trust me. Look forward now, not back.”

      Soon, we arrived in Bricktown, and I pulled the car up outside James’ house. When we were both out of the car, I knocked on the door. 

      A moment later, Tricia Adams opened the door, stared in shock at her son, and then broke down in tears as she ran out and hugged him.

      “Oh Lord,” she said. “My baby, you’re alive, you’re alive…”

      “Hi, Mum,” James said as his mother practically suffocated him, acting like he had only been gone a few hours.

      I stood smiling as I watched them both hug each other, enjoying a rare feeling of happiness and self-worth for a moment before walking back to the car.

      “Mr. Deadson?” Tricia said, finally letting go of her son, only to run up and hug me as well. I hugged her back, a little awkwardly. “I owe you everything for bringing my son back to me.”

      “You don’t owe me anything,” I said to her. “James is back now. That’s all that matters.”

      “But what happened? Where was he?”

      “I’ll let him tell you that,” I said. “He’s been through a lot, so maybe don’t pressure him too much.”

      “Of course, of course. I’m just so relieved he’s back, I can’t even tell you.”

      In the car, I watched James and his mother walk into the house together, and then they both turned to smile and wave goodbye to me. It was a satisfying feeling, seeing Tricia Adams reunited with her son again, but also plaintive, for it only highlighted what was missing in my own life.

      Ava. My beloved sister.

      Soon, I thought as I drove away. Hopefully soon.
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      After delivering James to his mother, I drove straight back to my father’s house, only to find that Mac and Zee were gone. My father was in the study, nervously pacing around the room with a drink in his hand.

      “Son,” he said as he went and immediately made me a drink. “You’re back. How’s the boy? Did you deliver him to his mother okay?”

      “I did,” I said as I accepted the drink he had made me. “He’s fine. His mother is happy, needless to say.”

      My father smiled. “That’s good. It was a good thing you did, son. If your mother was here, she’d be proud.”

      I smiled tightly. “Where’s Mac and Zee?”

      “Goss is back in his apartment. Mac and Zee have gone to pick him up.”

      “Hopefully there won’t be any problems.”

      “If there are, Mac will handle them. He’s not my top man for nothing.”

      “I know. Zee will help as well. No one gets by her.”

      My father smiled. “I should think not.”

      Yawning, on the brink of exhaustion, I sat down in one of the wing-backed chairs by the fire, and my father joined me, sitting opposite me as we both stared into the crackling fire for a moment.

      “I’m so tired,” I said.

      “You look it. Perhaps you should get some sleep.”

      I shook my head. “With everything going on right now, I couldn’t sleep even if I wanted to.”

      “In that case,” my father said, “then perhaps we should have that conversation now.”

      Surprised, I sat up straight in my seat. “Okay.”

      “I’ll tell you what I can. Despite what you think, I am not top of the pyramid. There are still those who are well above me.”

      “Of course. Just tell me what you know. I can put the pieces together after that.”

      My father crossed his legs after I offered him a cigarette, taking a few puffs on it before speaking.

      “You are right about the Illuminati,” he said. “They do exist, and certain families are born into it, ours being one of them. From an early age, my father groomed me to be one of the elite, explaining that it was my birthright to rule over others, and that I didn’t have a choice in the matter. If I refused to go along with his teachings, he said he would have me brainwashed and turned out of the family where I could live in ignorance among the Great Unwashed for the rest of my days.”

      “Jesus, seriously?” I said. 

      “Your grandfather was a brutal man. His adherence to the traditions was fervent and unwavering. It was probably for the best that he died while you and Ava were both young.”

      “So why didn’t you enforce the same traditions on us?”

      My father sighed before taking a quick draw on his cigarette. “I was going to, but your mother persuaded me not to. She convinced me it would better if you and Ava lived your lives free from slavery, which is what all this is, make no mistake.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “When I was young, I had to pledge myself to various things, including unwavering allegiance to the god Mammon.”

      “The god of money?”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that, but yes. Mammon is the god of money, of material things, and to keep the money flowing, Mammon demands nothing less than blood.”

      “Blood? Innocent blood, you mean?”

      “It really doesn’t matter,” my father said. “Blood is blood. Neither does it matter how this blood is obtained. The elite control all the money in the world, and to keep that money flowing, blood must flow as well. A lot of blood.”

      “And how is this blood obtained exactly?”

      “Through mass killing mostly,” my father said, a little too casually for my liking. “So called natural disasters is one of the main ways, which of course aren’t natural at all. Earthquakes, fires, floods, famine, war, disease, sickness…you name it. We—the elite—have the technology to make all those things happen at the touch of a button, and often do.”

      “Jesus, Father.”

      “You wanted to know, and I’m telling you. This is why I’ve never revealed any of this to you before. I never thought you had the stomach for it.”

      “You mean, because I have a conscience?”

      “Yes,” he said. “My conscience was never given a chance to develop, unfortunately. As a child, and when I was older, your grandfather forced me to take part in certain rituals that ensured I was fit to lead and carry on the traditions.”

      “What rituals?”

      “I don’t wish to discuss them. Most were vile, and little more than child abuse at worst.” He paused. “There’s a reason the elite come across as sociopathic. It’s because we are. It’s how we were made.”

      “So everything you do, it’s all in service to this god, Mammon?”

      “For the most part, yes.”

      “And you help keep the blood flowing?”

      “I have done, yes.”

      Shaking my head, I stared down at the floor for a long time as I tried to process everything he had told me. I wasn’t particularly surprised by any of it. Much of it I had suspected for a long time. But having your suspicions, and hearing those suspicions confirmed are two different things, especially when it’s your own father confirming them. 

      “What else?” I asked eventually. “I’m sure there’s more.”

      “Of course there is,” he said. “Money is only a part of the Great Plan.”

      “The Great Plan?”

      “Surely you’ve heard of it. Sometimes it is referred to as the Great Reset. In any case, it’s the same thing.”

      “Far as I can work out, the Great Reset involves reshaping the whole world in accordance with the vision set out by the corporate elite.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “So what’s the vision entail then?”

      “In effect, complete control of the masses.”

      “System slavery?”

      “People are already slaves to the system,” he said. “They always have been. We aim to change the shape of the system, however.”

      “How?”

      “The vision has existed for some time. If you want a good idea of it, read Huxley’s book.”

      “Brave New World?“

      “Yes. Most of it is laid out in those pages. The plan has always been to form a World State, a One World Government.”

      “The New World Order?”

      “The New World Order arrived years ago. You’re living in it. This goes beyond that.”

      “How?”

      “In a word, technology. Technology has finally caught up with our vision, and we now have the means to make that vision a reality.”

      “By enslaving the world?”

      “It’s not as black and white as that.”

      “It sure seems like it is. Slaves are slaves, Father.”

      “People are already slaves, they just don’t know it. Once we are done, however, they will be slaves working for the greater good instead of for their own self-interest.”

      “And let me guess, it’s the elite who decide what constitutes the greater good.”

      “Of course.”

      “So you aim to create a dystopian society—”

      “Utopian society.”

      “A dystopian society where everyone is tightly controlled, and let me guess, genetically engineered and created to fulfill specific roles in society?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what about freedom?”

      “Freedom?” My father snorted as if the concept was a joke. “People will be free to do as we tell them to do, and they will like it.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said, shaking my head in disgust. “This is despicable. And wrong.”

      “How is it wrong, son?” my father said. “The world is overpopulated. We are killing the planet. Half the world lives in poverty. At the rate we are going, especially if the population continues to increase, our entire civilization will simply collapse in on itself and we will go the way of Rome, only worse. The world will destroy itself, and there won’t be a thing anyone can do about it. If we act now, however, we can stop all that from happening. We can use the technology we have to forge a new civilization, one that won’t be susceptible to corruption or greed or any of the other human foibles that have dragged society down for centuries.”

      Such bullshit…

      “Or any humanity at all!” I said, leaning forward in my seat. “You want to create a fucking insect hive, not a human society!”

      “And you think we deserve better, do you?”

      “Yes! Of course! People deserve to live how they want to live, not how some fucking AI says they should!”

      “You think too highly of human beings,” he said. “In the context of the universe, we are insignificant, nothing more than insects, and so we should live like insects, living and working for the greater good, for that is the only way we can survive.”

      “You want to turn the world into a giant ant colony?”

      “A very advanced one, yes,” he said. “It’s really not as bad as it sounds. Everyone’s basic needs will be met. People will want for nothing, and everyone will know their place. Envy, greed, pathological striving to improve one’s social station, all the things that drive us crazy and make us demean ourselves, all of that will be eradicated.”

      “Yes, along with our humanity, and our souls, Father.”

      “People make too much of those things,” he said dismissively. “We’re better off without them.”

      “And what about the supernatural elements of society?” I said. “Where do they fit in? Where do the vampires and the lycans and the myriad other creatures fit into this blissful society of yours?”

      “They will be given a chance to fit in along with everyone else.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then they will all be eradicated. The technology already exists to make that happen.”

      “Jesus…”

      “It’s a lot to take in,” he said. “But that’s how things are and will be, and there’s no stopping it.”

      “So, who’s in charge of this whole thing?” I asked. “Who pulls your strings, Father?”

      My father went to answer, but as he did, his phone rang, and he took it out of his pocket and looked at it.

      “It’s Mac,” he said before answering the call. “Mac. What’s happening? Have you secured Goss yet?” He paused to listen for a second, then said, “Okay. See you soon.”

      “Did they get Goss?” I asked, temporarily forgetting about the mad vision for the world he had just laid out for me.

      “Yes, they have him. They’re on their way back now.” He stood up. “We should prepare for their arrival. A special room has been set up for Goss.”

      “What room?” I asked as I stood up.

      “Follow me,” he said. “I’ll show you.”

      On the way out, I couldn’t help myself. “There will be resistance,” I said, making him stop and turn around. “You know that, right? People will fight against what you’re doing, and what you’re planning on doing to them.”

      My father smiled slightly, as if amused by what I just said. “Are you sure we live in the same society, son? You are talking about a revolution. People no longer know the meaning of the word, except when it’s printed on some T-shirt. Technology has already turned people into drones, into unthinking sheep that do whatever we tell them to do. All we have to do is make it seem that it’s a good idea and in their best interests—hammering the point home constantly via the media—and people will go along with anything. Recent events in the world already prove that to be true.”

      I stared at him, unable to come up with a comeback that would contradict his argument. “So we are who you say we are, is that it?”

      “Precisely,” he said, adding, “We always know best, son. We always have.”

      “And what if you’re being played? Have you thought of that?”

      “Played?” he said, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “Who’s to say there aren’t others above you, controlling you—the elite—just as you are controlling the masses?”

      My father stared back for a moment. “That’s very possible.”

      “Do you think it’s true, though?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I certainly have my suspicions, though.”

      “Then maybe you’d like to share those suspicions.”

      “Yes,” he said, turning around and heading for the door. “But not now. We have work to do first, and things are about to get very messy indeed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After the conversation I had with my father, my head was spinning, and I was glad to be off the smack so I could take in everything he had told me. 

      To be perfectly honest, I wasn’t surprised by any of the revelations he had imparted. Most of it I had suspected anyway, or had stumbled upon over the years during the course of my research. 

      To have it all verified, though, and to hear it all laid out by one of the key players in the conspiracy, was still pretty mind-blowing, however. 

      My father came across as callous and unsurprisingly elitist, but I still got the feeling he was in the dark about some things. He said himself there were likely people or groups above him who perhaps saw the whole picture—the entire conspiracy—and from their perspective, things might be different. The dystopia my father was proposing was perhaps just a small part of a much bigger plan, or else the reasoning behind it all was something other than what he thought it was. 

      Maybe this utopian prison was being designed purely to offer protection to those at the very center of the conspiracy. 

      But if so, why? Why would they need protection? And who were ‘they’ anyway? 

      This is what I still had to find out.

      But in the meantime, there were more important things to be dealing with, like the fact that Mac and Zee were on their way back to the house with Christopher Goss as their prisoner. I could hardly believe they had captured the cultist—the man I had thought to be an untouchable ghost. 

      But experience had taught me that no one was untouchable, which gave me hope we would also find a way to get to the Master as the cultists called him—the dark Fae at the center of the entire Order. And by default, Ava as well, whatever may have become of her after all this time.

      The room my father led me to was down in the massive wine cellar. The newly built room was a steel box with a two-way mirror on the side so anyone outside could see into the box, but to anyone inside, all they saw was a black mirror. Inside the steel box was a single chair that reminded me of an electric chair with its arm and leg restraints.

      What surprised me more, however, was the fact that a man was sitting in the chair. A man I didn’t recognize, and whose cool, almost icy countenance sent a shiver up my spine. 

      The man was smallish, with greasy dark hair and dark eyes, his thin-lipped mouth nothing more than a slit in his gaunt face. He was sitting there in the chair, his arms resting on the sides as he stared straight ahead, his mouth occasionally turning slightly into a smile as he appeared to be amused by whatever thoughts he was having.

      “Who the hell is that?” I asked my father as we stood looking in through the glass, keeping my voice low in case the man in the box heard me, even though he probably couldn’t. “And when did you build this…box, or whatever it is?”

      “I had the box built recently for the express purpose of holding the cultist,” my father said. “The man you see inside the box is called Edwin Garret. He’s a former British intelligence officer who now contracts out his services to whoever is wiling to pay for them.”

      “His services? What services?”

      My father smiled slightly as he stared at Garret. “He’s an interrogator. Whatever Goss knows about Ava and the Order, Garret will get it out of him.”

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked. “Goss is probably immune to torture. All Order initiates are tortured for days before they are allowed to become full members.”

      As if Garret had heard my question, he turned his head slowly and looked right at me through the two-way mirror. Then he smiled, a gesture that chilled my blood.

      “Garret has a reputation for breaking even the most reluctant of detainees,” my father said. “His methods are somewhat unusual.”

      “Unusual? In what way?”

      As my father’s phone rang, he said before answering it, “I believe we are about to find out.”

      When he left the cellar as he spoke to Mac on the phone, I stared in at Garret for another minute, wondering what his particular methods were, but knowing whatever they were, they were most likely brutal, just as I suspected Garret himself was. 

      Staring at him, I’d never seen such a cold character, and I almost didn’t want to see what he had in store for Goss. 

      There were no torture tools inside the containment box with Garret. There was just him, sitting on that chair with that creepy smile on his face. Whatever he was going to do to Goss, I could only assume it would be magic-based, or perhaps purely psychological. Though I still wasn’t convinced we could break a man like Goss. I hoped he would break, however, for he was our only link to Ava and our only hope of getting her back.

      A few minutes later, as I stood smoking a cigarette and getting creeped out by Garret, my father came down into the cellar again, only this time he was followed by Zee and Mac, who were escorting a man with a black hood over his head, and who I realized straight away was Goss. His head turned toward me slightly as he passed me by, and then I heard him say, “You are still alive,” as if he couldn’t work out how he hadn’t killed me.

      “Put him in the box,” my father said. “Mr. Garret is waiting.”

      “Who the hell is Garret?” Zee asked as she held Goss, while Mac opened the door to the steel box.

      “The man who is going to extract the information we need,” my father said.

      Under his hood, Goss laughed quietly, as if the idea of him talking was ridiculous.

      While Mac brought Goss inside the box, I stood by the two-way mirror and watched Garret stand up out of the chair he was sitting in, moving aside so Mac could set Goss into it. 

      Goss didn’t struggle as he was pressed down into the chair by Mac, and sat still while Mac fastened the restraints to his wrists and ankles, securing Goss to the chair.

      “Leave now,” Garret said in an English accent. “And don’t come back in till I’m done. Lock the door behind you.”

      Mac nodded as he left the steel box, locking the door behind him as Garret had requested.

      “Any trouble picking him up?” I asked Zee as she stood beside me.

      “A little,” Zee said. “He killed three of Mac’s guys before we could secure him.” Zee looked at Mac. “Not that that would have happened if I had gone in first.”

      Mac shook his head, saying nothing. No doubt he felt bad over losing three men.

      My father wasn’t too concerned about the loss of life it took to get Goss here, however. His only concern seemed to be getting the information he needed to get Ava back. Something told me it wouldn’t matter to my father how many people lost their lives in service to that goal, as long as he got what he wanted.

      “You okay, baby?” Zee asked, squeezing my hand.

      “I’m okay,” I said, squeezing her hand back. “This whole thing just has me anxious.”

      “I know, baby. But we’re one step closer to it all being over now.”

      I nodded. “I hope you’re right.”

      Zee stared into the two-way mirror at Garret as the man walked slowly around Goss. “Any idea what this guy is going to do? He doesn’t even have any tools in there.”

      “No idea,” I said.

      “His methods are psychological,” Mac said. “Apparently he hasn’t come across anyone he wasn’t able to break.”

      As far-fetched as that sounded, I believed it somehow. There was something about Garret, a steely confidence perhaps, that led me to believe he would overcome Goss’ supposed immunity to torture.

      When Garret took off Goss’ hood, I was surprised to see the man’s face free from the moving shadows that had previously concealed his identity. It was like he knew he had been found out now, and didn’t see the point of trying to conceal his face anymore. 

      What struck me about him as I stared in at him under the harsh lighting in the box was how ordinary he seemed. He was Joe Schmoe, a former soldier who had served in Iraq, becoming a construction worker after he left the military. He had a wife and son. His face was bland, forgettable if you passed him in the street. His age was somewhere around forty, his hair sandy and just beginning to recede. 

      His eyes, however, told a different story. Looking into them, I saw an unwavering commitment to the darkness—to evil, and to evil acts. 

      His calm stare was free from fear, and unapologetic for the harm he had caused over the years. 

      He clearly had no wish to speak, either, for he remained silent, not even asking why he had been taken and put inside the box with a stranger. Most likely, he already knew what was going on, and who we all were, with the exception of Garret, of course.

      “Hello, Mr. Goss,” Garret said politely as he stood in front of Goss. “My name is Garret. Edwin Garret. I’m here because you have certain information that I’ve been tasked to extract from you. I can see by looking at you that you have no intention of saying anything, but that’s okay. No one starts out with that intention, but everyone always talks in the end.” Garret smiled that thin smile of his. “So will you, Mr. Goss. You can be certain of that.”

      In response, Goss merely stared back at Garret and barely smiled. To a man like Goss, who had done many unspeakable acts of evil over the years, Garret’s words were probably a joke to him. No doubt Goss was thinking Garret had no idea of who he was dealing with.

      But something also told me that Goss did not know who he was dealing with, and that Garret would soon show him.

      “I’m not sure who scares me more,” Mac said. “Goss or Garret.”

      “They are both brutal men in their own way,” my father said. “That’s why I chose Garret.”

      “What’s Garret going to do?” I asked him.

      My father looked across at me. “You’ll soon see.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked the sound of that, and despite what Goss had done, I wasn’t entirely comfortable with this whole situation either.

      “Think of Ava,” Zee said to me, as if she had read my thoughts. “This asshole took her away from you all those years ago, and he knows where she is now.”

      “I know,” I said.

      In the box, Garret was still talking.

      “I have many methods I could use to extract information from you, Mr. Goss,” he said. “For instance, I could simply reach into your mind and find the information I need, but I can already tell that you have certain defenses in place, and that you have put up walls in your mind. I could break the walls down, but I’d probably kill you in the process, and you would most likely allow me to do so if it meant protecting what you know.”

      Goss stared up at Garret, his face unresponsive. A blank mask.

      Garret continued.

      “Thanks to your association with the Order and the Fae outcast at the center of it, I can see that your mind is a prison,” Garret said. “But that’s okay. Despite the evil you have done, and despite the evil you have become, you are still human at the end of the day, are you not?”

      Goss merely smiled.

      “People often try to become something other,” Garret said. “But in my experience, no matter how much a person thinks they have changed, they are still, at the center of it all, the person they were before they implemented the changes. People don’t really change, you see, Mr. Goss. They simply layer over the top of what they already are, affixing a mask to themselves. But that’s all it is—a mask. Nothing more.” Garret stepped closer to Goss. “Going on that, I can see that underneath all the darkness you have amassed in yourself, that you are still the same man you were fifteen years ago before you decided, for whatever reason, to walk the left-hand path you are now on. You are still the same man who had a wife, and a son, aren’t you, Mr. Goss? A wife and son that you still care for even to this day, isn’t that right, Mr. Goss?”

      For the first time, Garret’s words got a response from Goss. Goss’ face darkened as his calm smile disappeared and he glared up at Garret.

      “Hubris, Mr. Goss,” Garret said. “Hubris is what makes a man like you—a man who has gone further than most in trying to reach some new level of existence—think he has become invincible somehow, to have gone beyond the reach of ordinary mortals and the potential harm they could do him.” Garret took another step closer to Goss, seeming to revel in his dominance over the other man. “I’m here to tell you, Mr. Goss, that your hubris is unfounded, and that you can in fact be got to, as I am about to show you.”

      My father, Mac, Zee, and I all stood outside the box in complete silence as we looked in at the two men inside, our attention completely taken up by Garret as we all wondered what he was going to do. Except perhaps my father, who I suspected knew what was coming. But even still, my father seemed on tender hooks as much as the rest of us were.

      “Your wife and son, whom you left fifteen years ago,” Garret said to Goss. “Do you still care for them, Mr. Goss? Do you still love them?”

      Goss’s stare dropped only for a second when Garret mentioned his family, but it was enough to show that he clearly still cared for the family Garret had mentioned.

      “Of course you do,” Garret continued. “You still send them money every month, don’t you? So despite all the darkness you have acquired, you still have that space in you to continue to love your wife and son. Isn’t that right, Mr. Goss?”

      Goss still said nothing, was still unwilling to confirm or deny anything, because he knew if he did, it would be like handing Garret the rope to hang him with.

      But it soon became sickeningly clear that Garret didn’t need any rope from Goss. Without Goss even knowing it, Garret had the rope around Goss’ neck before Goss had even entered the box.

      “I went to visit your wife and son,” Garret said. “I broke into their home last night.”

      Goss said nothing, but he pulled against his restraints as if he was trying to get to Garret.

      “I have certain psychic talents, Mr. Goss, as you are about to find out,” Garret went on. “I can record everything that I see, do, and hear. Everything that I feel, and I can then put it all into some else’s head. Like yours, Mr. Goss.”

      “What the hell did he do?” I said in a hoarse whisper as I looked over at my father.

      “What he had to do,” my father said, glancing briefly at me before looking through the two-way mirror again.

      Inside the box, Garret placed one hand on top of Goss’ head, who had started to struggle against his restraints by this point. Uselessly, I might add. “Now it’s time for you to see what I did to your wife and son last night, Mr. Goss. You may have killed many people, and your heart may be dark, but we shall see if that darkness in you can really help you now when you are forced to not only watch, but to feel everything that I felt when I did what I did to the family you abandoned fifteen years ago.”

      “No…” Goss said, finally speaking. That one single word containing as much dread as I felt watching him.

      “Oh yes, Mr. Goss,” Garret said, sounding like he was taking great pleasure in what he was doing now, closing his eyes like he was uploading everything into Goss’ mind. “You will experience every second of what I experienced, and you will do so over and over until you tell me what I want to know about the location of your Order’s headquarters, and about the whereabouts of Ava Deadson, the girl you took twelve years ago.”

      When he was done doing whatever he was doing, Garret removed his hand from Goss’ head and stood back away from him, as if he expected Goss to explode at any second.

      Restrained in his chair, Goss went completely still as his eyes widened, and then he gasped and shut his eyes, shaking his head as if trying to stop himself from seeing whatever he was seeing. “No…no…nooooo….”

      Inside the room, Garret turned his head to look at the two-way mirror, and smiled.
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      “What the fuck did Garret do to Goss’ wife and son?” I asked my father, my anger boiling just beneath the surface.

      My father turned his attention away from the two-way mirror to look at me. “I don’t know,” he said. “Whatever was necessary, I imagine.”

      “Whatever was necessary?” I shook my head in disgust. “The man is a fucking monster!”

      “Yes, well, it was a monster we needed, wasn’t it?” my father shot back. “How else would we get a man like Goss to talk? This is how we get Ava back. If you don’t have the stomach for it, then perhaps you should step out.”

      “Fuck you, Father,” I said and stormed past him, going upstairs so I could get myself a drink in the billiards room.

      As I stood at the bar drinking Scotch and smoking a cigarette, Zee came into the room and stood beside me. “Are you all right, baby?” she asked.

      Sighing, I shook my head. “I don’t know anymore, Zee. There are three monsters down in that cellar, and I’m not sure which one is worse than the others.”

      “Your father is right, though,” Zee said. “This is the only way to find Ava.”

      “I doubt Ava would agree. She’d probably be as disgusted by all this as I am.” I refilled my glass with Scotch. “I mean, who knows what Garret did to those people? Innocent people who had nothing to do with any of this!”

      “You don’t know what he did. It might all be a trick.”

      “A trick? Didn’t you see his eyes? The look on his face? He did something, Zee. There’s no doubt about that. Goss’ wife and son are probably dead.”

      “Maybe, baby, but there’s nothing we can do if they are.”

      “My father, he knew. He knew what sick shit Garret was going to pull. He’s not even fazed by any of it.”

      “Are you surprised?”

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Your father wants Ava back. At all costs. There’s nothing he won’t do.”

      “I can see that.”

      Zee put her hand on my shoulder. “This will work, baby. Then you can get Ava back, and you can finally put all this behind you.”

      I shook my head as if that would be impossible. “This will haunt me for the rest of my days.”

      “Only if you let it.”

      “This better work,” I said as I stubbed out my cigarette. “If it doesn’t, I’m done.”

      “You’re just upset, baby,” Zee said. “Why don’t you stay here and calm yourself down. I’ll go back down and see what’s happening.”

      After Zee left, I sat drinking and smoking at the bar, wondering how Ava would feel if she knew that innocent blood had been spilled in the quest to get her back. I knew Ava, and I knew the notion of innocent people dying for her sake would turn her stomach.

      But it was done now, and out of my hands. All I could do now was wait to see if something came of it.

      And something did.

      Almost an hour later, Zee came back upstairs again.

      “Goss is talking,” she said.

      “Already?” I said, doubting that Goss had broken so soon.

      “Whatever that little guy with the funny accent did to him, it seems to be working. Goss is a fucking mess down there.”

      A mess? I found it hard to believe someone as dark and soulless as Goss could be a mess, but I soon walked away from the bar to go downstairs to see for myself.

      When I saw Goss, I was shocked by the change in him. He was crying, for a start, looking like a man who had taken all he could take.

      “Why?” he kept saying to Garret over and over. “Why did you do that to them?”

      “Because I had to,” Garret said. “Because it was the only way to get you to talk. You brought us here, Mr. Goss, not me. What happened to your wife and son is on you, not me or anyone else. You, Mr. Goss.”

      “I’ll fucking kill you!”

      “Now, now, Mr. Goss. Hasn’t there been enough killing?”

      Goss’ head dropped toward his chest as he bawled his eyes out for a moment, during which time I looked at my father to see that he was smiling. Mac stood beside him, stony faced.

      Inside the box, Goss whispered something, and Garret asked him to speak up.

      “I said I never wanted to leave them!” Goss shouted, snot and spittle flying from his mouth.

      “Leave who, Mr. Goss. Your family?”

      “They gave me no choice,” Goss said, talking now like he was talking only to himself. 

      “Who, Mr. Goss? The Order?”

      “Yes, yes, the Order—”

      “What happened, Mr. Goss? How did you get involved with them?”

      “I needed money,” Goss said. “Work had dried up, and I needed money to support my family. An old Army buddy said he would hook me up. I…I didn’t know what they wanted me to do until it was too late.”

      “And what did they want you do, Mr. Goss?”

      “I had to take people. Innocent people. I refused at first, but they threatened to kill my family if I didn’t.”

      “So you did it to save them?”

      “Yes.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then they made me an initiate, and after that, there was no going back…”

      “Clearly not.”

      “Please,” Goss said. “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what, Mr. Goss?”

      “Are they…really dead? Or was that just magic? An illusion?”

      Garret smiled, the real monster in the room now. “Tell me about the Order, Mr. Goss. Where can we find them?”

      “Tell me if they’re dead!”

      “You first, Mr. Goss.”

      Goss gritted his teeth and shook his head in anger. “The Great Woods,” he said. “There’s a cabin there. It’s concealed by magic.”

      “Do you have precise co-ordinates?”

      Goss gave the co-ordinates, and as soon as he did, Mac left the cellar and went upstairs.

      “Very good, Mr. Goss,” Garret said. “Now, when will the whole Order be together?”

      “Please,” Goss said. “Are my wife and son still alive?”

      “Answer my question, Mr. Goss. When will the whole Order be gathered?”

      “Fuck you!” Goss spat, but answered nonetheless. “Tomorrow night.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      “The Festival of Blood…”

      “And what’s that?”

      “It’s when the Master comes to collect.”

      “Collect what, Mr. Goss?”

      “His offerings.”

      “Offerings?”

      “Human offerings.”

      “I see,” Garret said, glancing briefly at the two-way mirror. “And what about Ava Deadson? Where is she, Mr. Goss?”

      “She’ll be with the Master at the festival,” Goss said. “She’s one of his slaves.”

      Garret glanced at the mirror again, and my father glanced at me.

      “Bastards,” my father said.

      “Ava will definitely be there?” Garret asked.

      “Yes!” Goss shouted. “They’ll all be there! All his slaves!”

      “That’s good, Mr. Goss,” Garret said, smiling. “That’s very good.”

      At that point, Mac came down into the cellar again and whispered something to my father.

      “Start getting your team ready,” my father said. “Gather as many men as possible.”

      After nodding, Mac left the room again.

      “You think he’s telling the truth?” I said to my father.

      “Mac will send someone to check out the co-ordinates,” he said. “Then we’ll see. It shouldn’t take long.”

      Inside the room, Goss was still pleading with Garret.

      “Was it real?” he asked. “Are they dead? Tell me!”

      “You’ve done very well, Mr. Goss,” Garret said, still ignoring Goss’ question. 

      “Tell me! Are they dead?!”

      Garret stared at Goss and smiled. “Everything you saw and felt in your head was real, Mr. Goss. So to answer your question, yes, your wife and son are both very dead.”

      Goss stared at Garret for a few seconds, then screamed.

      As for Garret, he just continued to smile.
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      Back upstairs, I was in the study with Zee and my father. As my father poured drinks, I stood glaring at him. “You knew!” I shouted. “You fucking knew!”

      My father sipped his drink and stared calmly at me. “I warned you, Damion, that there would be no room for morality in this quest. That I would do whatever I had to do.”

      “Those people were innocent! They did nothing wrong!”

      “They had the misfortune of being Goss’ family.”

      “And that makes it okay?”

      “Just stop it, Damion, will you?” my father said sternly. “We now know where the Order will be, and more importantly, where Ava will be. That’s all I care about. If you want to beat yourself up over a little collateral damage, go right ahead. As for me, I will be going to get my daughter back from the real monsters.”

      I shook my head as I glanced at Zee, who seemed unaffected by all of this, just a bystander looking in. “I’m not even sure who the real monsters are anymore,” I said, more to myself than to anyone else.

      “Well, if that’s the case, son,” my father said, “your eyes have just been opened to the reality of this world, for we all monsters, each and every one of us. We were born monstrous, and we live in a monstrous universe that cares nothing for anything. That’s the cold reality, son, and the sooner you accept that, the easier your life will be.”

      “If that means becoming like you, Father, you can shove your reality.”

      My father shook his head. “Check out or check in, Damion,” he said snidely. “Those are your choices.”

      “Boys, boys,” Zee said. “Let’s all take a breath here, shall we? What’s done is done, right? Maybe we should just put all that masculine energy into finding Ava, the person you both love so dearly that you’ve gone to great lengths to find her over the years, and now finally you have, thanks to both your efforts. The nightmare is almost over. Let’s keep things positive for Ava’s sake, hmm?”

      “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell him,” my father said as he turned to pour another drink.

      “When did you get so diplomatic?” I said to Zee, having now lost my appetite for arguing with my father any longer.

      “Maybe my imprisonment mellowed me.”

      “Some chance.”

      Zee smiled as she came close to me and whispered, “Not in all ways.”

      Hearing her, my father smiled as well, with perhaps even a little envy in his face that gave me some small pleasure. This is where your commitment to cold, hard reality gets you, Father, I felt like saying to him. Alone and disconnected, that’s where it gets you.

      But I didn’t say anything. Instead, I went and made myself a drink and sat down on the chaise lounge, my mind now on the Order.

      “So, the Festival of Blood,” I said. “Sounds like a fun event.”

      “No doubt a snake pit of debauchery and sadism,” my father said.

      “Should be right up your street then, Father,” I said.

      My father shook his head as he gave me a look. “Grow up, Damion.”

      “So what’s your plan, Patrick?” Zee asked. “A massacre?”

      “Precisely,” my father said. “I plan on wiping them all out.”

      “And what about Ava?” I asked him. “And the Fae creature? That thing, whatever it is, isn’t just going to give her up. I’m sure that goes for the rest of its slaves too, however many there are.”

      “Slaves,” my father said disgustedly. “The thought of my daughter being used by anyone turns my stomach.”

      “That’s funny,” I said. “Considering you were talking earlier of turning the masses into slaves.”

      My father said nothing as he looked away, and I shook my head at him.

      “I can probably handle the faerie,” Zee said. “I’m sure it’s not that bad.”

      “You said the same about that incubus,” I reminded her. “And look what happened there.”

      Zee glared at me for a second, mild anger causing her eyes to glow. “Thanks for the reminder, baby. I’ll be sure to be careful.”

      “I was just saying. I don’t want you to get hurt again.”

      “You don’t have to worry,” my father said. “I already have a plan for the faerie.”

      “What plan?” I asked, surprised.

      “I’ve learned some things about the faerie of late,” he said. “Which you would know, Damion, if you had stayed in contact. But anyway. The faerie is wanted by his own kind to face trial for his many crimes. So far, he has evaded capture, but now that we know where he will be, I have arranged for the Fae from the Seelie Court to pick him up.”

      “I wasn’t aware you were so tight with the Fae.”

      “I’m not, but I have my contacts.”

      “Does anyone know how powerful this monster is?” Zee asked. “I mean, will he kill us all once we go there tomorrow night?”

      “I hope not,” my father said. “That’s why we’re taking the Fae with us. They should be able to handle one of their own.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” I said. “I’m more worried about Ava.”

      “What about her?” my father asked.

      “She’s been the slave of a monster for all this time. I just don’t see how she’ll be the same person.”

      “She won’t be,” my father said bluntly. “How could she be? Our only hope is that there is still enough of her left to save.”

      Let’s fucking hope so, I thought. If there isn’t, I don’t know what I’ll do.
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      Later, Mac came into the study and announced that he’d located the Order’s headquarters in the Great Woods. 

      “It seems like Goss was telling the truth,” he said. “There’s a large area in the woods that’s concealed by magic. It just looks like part of the woods, but it’s actually several acres of cleared land, comprising a lodge and a lake, all surrounded by a high security fence and guarded gates.”

      “How were you able to see through the magic?” I asked him.

      “I didn’t see anything,” Mac said. “But a guy that works for your father did. He’s a combat magician, and one of his skillsets is detecting other magic and seeing through magic veils. Anyway, the place is there. Our guy said once we get close enough to the area, we’ll be able to see it for ourselves.”

      “Okay, good,” my father said. “Is your team ready to go, Mac?”

      “Always,” Mac said.

      “Excellent. I’ll be joining you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, sir.”

      “I didn’t ask for your opinion, Mac. I’m going to rescue my daughter, and that’s final.”

      “I’ll look out for him,” Zee said to Mac. “I won’t let anything happen to him.”

      “You can’t guarantee you’ll keep him safe,” Mac said. “Who knows what will happen with so many threats in the area.”

      “I’ve waited twelve years for this,” my father said. “My daughter is counting on me to save her.”

      “I guess we’re all going then,” I said.

      Mac shook his head like he wasn’t happy. “Fine then. But I’m taking the lead, which means y’all have to do as I say. No heroics, no stupid moves. Got it?”

      Everyone nodded, including Zee and my father, though I already knew Zee would do whatever she felt like doing come the time. It just wasn’t in Zee to take orders from anyone. Nor was it in my father, for that matter.

      “What about Goss?” I said to my father. “What do you intend to do with him now?”

      My father stared ahead coldly. “We keep him where he is for the time being. Once we get Ava back, we can dispose of him.”

      “Kill him, you mean?”

      “Yes, unless you have a problem with that.”

      I did actually. Cold-blooded murder wasn’t my thing, and despite what Goss had done—to Ava and to me—I thought he should rot in prison for his crimes.

      Though, if my father wanted to kill the man, I would not lose any sleep over it.

      “Right,” my father said. “It’s settled then. We leave tomorrow night. In the meantime, I’m going to get some sleep. I suggest you all do the same. Something tells me it will be a long battle.”
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      According to Goss, there would be upwards of a hundred people at the Festival of Blood, men and women, all members of the Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin. Plus the Murderous One himself, of course; the Fae creature they all worshipped. 

      Unable to help myself, I went down to the wine cellar to speak to Goss myself, to ask him what the Murderous One was like. Goss had just looked at me, dead-eyed, his will to live now buried under his grief.

      “Like darkness incarnate,” was all he said before dropping his head and lapsing into heavy silence.

      Later, I sat in my old bedroom alone, Zee having gone out to charge herself with energy in her usual manner. Goss’ words played in my head as I sat smoking.

      Like darkness incarnate…

      As the words stuck in my mind, I thought about Ava, my anxiety and dread going through the roof as I wondered constantly what state we were going to find her in, and whether the Murderous One would even let us take her. What if the Fae beast took her back to Faerie before we could even get to her? What if the creature snapped Ava’s neck rather than allow his slave to be freed?

      With so many questions running through my head, and unable to settle myself enough to sleep, I spent the rest of the dark hours charging up sigil cards. With no blank cards lying around the house, I had to use ordinary playing cards, which would do the job. 

      For the next few hours, I did kata after kata until I was too exhausted to move anymore. At that point, I kneeled down and closed my eyes, sinking into a deep state of meditation as I finished charging the sigil cards.

      At some point, Zee returned, entering the bedroom to find me still meditating. When I opened my eyes, she smiled down at me. 

      “Hey, baby,” she said. “You look exhausted. Come on, I’ll help you sleep for a while.”

      Nodding, I took her hand as she led me over to the bed and stripped off the few clothes I had on, and then we got into the bed together, her naked as well.

      “Sleep, baby,” she said as she put her strong arms around me. “I got you…”
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      The next day was spent preparing for the assault on the compound in the Great Woods. 

      The house was like a military base, with men in black fatigues running around with automatic weapons, and a chinook helicopter sitting at the bottom of the garden, which my father had brought in to transport us all to the woods. 

      Mac had gathered up about fifty men, most of them ex-military, many of them ex-Special Forces, all of them equipped with high-grade weapons. To look at them all gathered on the grounds of the house, it was hard to imagine a bunch of cultists standing up to such a formidable force. 

      My father was confident anyway. He didn’t seem anxious at all, and actually seemed to be looking forward to the assault. But then, my father had spent his whole life facing high-pressure situations, and even if he was nervous, he wouldn’t allow himself to show it. Just like everyone else, he wore black military fatigues and body armor, equipping himself with an automatic rifle and sidearm.

      The Fae also turned up at the house. There were four of them, two men and two women, if the Fae even used such labels. All four looked like androgynous humans to me, the only thing giving any clue as to their natures being their pointed ears and odd-colored eyes. 

      They displayed little emotion as I watched them from a distance while they spoke quietly to my father in the front garden. All four were dressed in dark suits, coming across like alien beings from another world, which I guess they were.

      When they were done talking to my father, the four retreated into the house and weren’t seen again until it was time to go later that day.

      As for me, I was nervous as shit. I spent most of the day just hanging around watching all the activity, trying to resist the temptation to fill myself with Scotch. 

      Some time in the afternoon, I went to check on Goss, who was still strapped to the chair inside the box. After entering the box, I gave the man some water, noticing how much less scary he was now. Just an ordinary man at the end of his tether as he sat waiting to die.

      “Why do you come here?” he asked after I’d given him some water. “After everything I’ve done to you and your family, why do you bring me water?”

      I said nothing for a long time as I stood staring at him. “I don’t know,” I said eventually. “You took my sister from me, and you almost killed me. I should be putting a bullet in your head right now.”

      “So why don’t you? What’s stopping you?”

      “Is that what you want? You want to die?”

      “I’m dead already. I’ve been dead for the last fifteen years.”

      “You expect me to believe none of what you did was your fault? You sure seemed to enjoy it when you stuck that knife in me.”

      “Perhaps I did,” he mused. “I don’t deny my bloodlust. It’s an addiction. The Order turns us all into addicts.”

      I nodded, understanding where he was coming from to some extent. “We’re going to wipe out the whole thing,” I told him.

      “Good. I wish I could’ve done it myself.”

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your wife and son. I had no idea what Garret and my father had planned.”

      “They were innocent…”

      “So was my sister.”

      He nodded. “Then perhaps I deserve this pain.”

      “Perhaps you do,” I said, turning to walk out of the containment box.

      “Your sister,” he said, making me turn around again.

      “What about her?”

      “The Master’s darkness will have infected her. She won’t be the same person you knew.”

      “How so?”

      “Her mind will have been turned,” he said. “She is loyal only to him. She will worship him and will defend him to the death. She will kill even you if she has to.”

      Christ…

      “Can she be saved?” I asked, dreading his answer.

      “I don’t know. Maybe with the right magic.”

      “Fae magic?”

      “Perhaps, I don’t know.”

      I hovered for another minute before turning around, but again he stopped me.

      “Please,” he said. “Put me out of my misery.”

      I stared at him, remembering what Creed had said to me about killing somebody in cold blood: “Once you cross that line, there’s no turning back. A part of you will be gone forever.”

      Perhaps he was right.

      “It’s not my call,” I said to Goss eventually.

      “Give me a gun. I’ll do it myself.”

      “Like I said. It’s not my call.”

      “Fucking coward!” he shouted as I walked out the door and then shut it behind me.
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      The four Fae were gathered in the study, standing together in a tight group as they spoke in hushed tones in a language I wasn’t familiar with. When I appeared in the doorway, they all stopped talking to look at me, their faces expressionless masks, their weird-colored eyes empty of anything resembling emotion.

      “Hey,” I said a little awkwardly. “I was wondering if we could talk for a minute.”

      “Come in,” a feminine blond said. 

      “You are the son,” another said in a deeper voice.

      “Yes,” I said. “My name’s Damion.”

      “Hello, Damion,” said another more feminine one, this one with darker hair. “My name is Alette, and this is Dela, Hefeydd, and Elvin.”

      “As those your real names?” I asked.

      “No,” Alette said. “You wouldn’t understand our true names.”

      “What can we do for you, Damion?” Hefeydd asked in the same curious flat voice as the rest.

      Walking into the room, I stopped a few feet from the group of dark-suited Fae, wondering if they only wore human clothes while they were here in this world, and what kind of clothing they wore in their own world, if any. I also wondered if they had wings, but decided now was not the time to ask.

      “I want to ask you about my sister,” I said.

      “What about her?” Dela said.

      “Well, this Murderous One or whatever his name is, he’s made my sister his slave according to the man we have in the cellar,” I said. “Will my sister be brainwashed?”

      “She’ll be more than that,” Alette said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, worried now.

      “Your sister will exist within the same darkness as the Murderous One, as you call him,” Hefeydd said. “It is unexplainable, this darkness, a product of the Murderous One’s own mind and Unseelie energy. The world your sister has been existing in all this time is one filled with unimaginable horrors, a place that makes Hell seem—”

      “Like a children’s playground,” Elvin said without emotion.

      “I see,” I said. “So can she be saved, my sister? Can you pull this darkness out of her?”

      “Once we deal with the Murderous One, we will try,” Alette said. “But even if we manage to dispel the darkness from her—”

      “Which will be an arduous task,” Dela said.

      “Very arduous,” added Hefeydd.

      “If we do manage it,” Alette continued, “she will still have the memories.”

      “We can deal with those, I think,” I said.

      “Yes, but her soul will be tainted,” Hefeydd said. “She will never be the same.”

      “Never?” I said.

      “Never,” they all answered together.

      “Only time will tell how damaged she has become,” Alette said. “She may be someone else entirely.”

      “She will likely be,” Dela said. 

      Nodding, I dropped my gaze to the floor as I tried not to feel too depressed by what they’d just said.

      “We will try our best to help your sister,” Alette said.

      “And the others,” said Dela.

      “Okay,” I said. “Thank you.”

      The four Fae nodded, then went back to speaking among themselves in hushed tones again.

      Downtrodden, I left them to it.
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      When darkness fell, Mac gathered together his large team of soldiers and loaded them all onto the chinook, along with the four Fae. When everyone was inside, me, my father, and Zee crossed the lawn to board the helicopter. I was now wearing tactical gear as well, carrying an automatic rifle.

      As I got near the helicopter, I heard a familiar voice from behind me.

      “Got room for one more?”

      Turning, I saw Creed standing there on the lawn, wearing his demon-skin trench coat. “Creed?” I said in surprise. “Where did you come from?”

      “I just teleported here,” he said as he walked toward us. 

      “But I thought you had business in Ireland?”

      “I did. Turns out I got it sorted quicker than expected.”

      “How did you know what we’d be doing?” my father asked him.

      “I have my ways,” Creed said, smiling. “I figured you might need some help. Though going by the helicopter and all the men you have on that thing, I’m not sure you’ll need my help.”

      “Of course we will,” I said, glad that he was here.

      “Well, all right then,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

      “Hey there, Creed,” Zee said, smiling at him. “How you been?”

      “Probably better than you, Zee,” he said. “Considering where you were. I’m glad you’re free again.”

      “Thanks to you, I hear.”

      “I may have helped a little.”

      “More than a little,” I said.

      “I’m grateful,” Zee said. “I guess I owe you now.”

      “Of course you do,” Creed said. 

      “Asshole,” Zee said, still smiling.

      “All right,” my father said. “We need to go. Everyone inside the helicopter now.”

      All of us got inside the helicopter and strapped ourselves into our seats. Across from me were all the black-clad soldiers, their faces blacked, their expressions stony and professional, as if this whole thing was just business as usual for them.

      But as the helicopter took off to take us to our destination, I knew full well this would not be business as usual for anyone.

      Not by a long shot.
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      No one spoke on the helicopter journey. No one had to. Everyone there knew what they had to do. 

      As I sat listening to the roar of the engine—which sounded like the world’s largest sewing machine to my ears—I tried not to think too much about the situation we were heading into, and how things might turn out. 

      Sensing my anxiety, Zee squeezed my hand, which made me feel slightly better. If nothing else, I still had Zee. Not that I didn’t want my sister back; obviously I did. But if things went to shit, and we weren’t able to save Ava for any reason, Zee would be there for me, no matter what. I took some comfort from that, at least.

      But we were going to save Ava. I owed my sister that much. If she were here, she would probably say I didn’t owe her anything. But I did, if only for all the times she was there for me when I needed her.

      In what seemed like no time at all, the chinook dropped to land, and Mac was giving his men the signal to get ready. 

      Beside me, Creed had his pistol out and was loading the chambers with what I presumed to be chaos bullets. I sensed no nervousness from Creed at all, and I wished I felt as composed as he looked. 

      To give my hands something to do, I took the magazine out of my gun and checked it before putting it back in again. Then I set the fire rate to semi-auto. 

      Across from me, one of the soldiers smiled as if he knew this was my first assault. 

      “Relax,” he said with a chuckle. “It’ll be fun.” 

      A few of the other soldiers laughed, and I looked away from them, feeling like a rookie on his first mission.

      Thankfully, the helicopter landed soon after, and in a matter of minutes, everyone was standing outside in a field by the edge of the woods. 

      I wasn’t sure how far away we were from the Order’s headquarters, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they had heard the helicopter land. Not that it mattered. They probably didn’t think it was anything to do with them, and if they did, it still didn’t matter. Even if they were waiting for us, I was confident we had enough men and firepower to take on the cultists.

      “All right, listen up,” Mac said as everyone gathered around him. “You all know the mission and why we’re here. Your orders are to shoot to kill. We’re taking no prisoners tonight.”

      “Fucking A,” somebody said, and a few others agreed.

      “We’re here to rescue Ava Deadson,” Mac went on. “You all know what she looks like. She is not to be harmed under any circumstances. Same goes for whatever other slaves this fucking monster might have around it. All cultists are fair game, but not the slaves.”

      “And what if one of these ‘slaves’ tries to kill us?” somebody asked.

      “Then defend yourself,” Mac said. “Kill only if you have to.”

      “Just make sure the compound is secured,” my father added. “No one should be allowed to escape. Most of these cultists are just human, but there might be other supernaturals there.”

      “What about the monster?” a soldier asked.

      “We will take care of him,” Alette said. “Leave him to us.”

      “Once we get near the compound, maintain the element of surprise for as long as possible,” Mac said. “Set up a secure perimeter so no one can escape. Once firing starts, give no quarter.”

      “To reiterate,” my father said. “If anyone harms my daughter, I’ll shoot you myself. Are we clear?”

      “Clear,” most of them said.

      “All right,” Mac said. “Let’s move out!”

      * * *

      The woods were dark, and Mac and a few of the other soldiers led the way with flashlights. My father walked alone just behind Mac. Me, Zee and Creed walked together, picking our way through the trees and heavy undergrowth, everyone staying silent, the air filled with tension. 

      I was glad to be out walking now, glad to be out of the confines of the helicopter. It was a surreal feeling, knowing we were on our way to save Ava, to have finally found her after all these years. And as much as I was dreading finding out what had been done to her and how she would be, I was looking forward to seeing her more than I had looked forward to anything in my life.

      After walking for over an hour, Mac gave the signal to stop, and I realized we had reached the Order’s compound. All flashlights were switched off and men moved off in different directions, many of them now wearing night vision googles as they carefully made their way through the tall trees that surrounded the compound. 

      “This is it,” Zee whispered. “Time to get your sister back, baby.”

      “Stick close by me if you want,” Creed said as he took out his pistol.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, holding up my weapon. “You really going to use that thing in there? After what happened last time?”

      Creed smiled. “That’s part of the fun. You never know what’s going to happen.”

      The three of us moved closer to the compound and came to stand near my father, who was fully focused on the metal gates of the compound, visible in the clearing up ahead.

      “The guards will be taken out first,” he said. “After that, we move in.” He turned his head to look at me. “Are you ready, son?”

      I nodded, having now steeled myself for the assault ahead. “I’m ready.”

      “Good. Now let’s go get Ava back to where she belongs.”

      A few seconds after he said it, a single shot rang out, breaking the heavy silence within the woods.

      Shouting followed from inside the compound, panicked voices now screaming that they were under assault.

      Then the real shooting started.

      Once the gates of the compound were opened, the soldiers with us streamed inside, firing as they went, muzzle flashes lighting up the night along with the flaming torches dotted around the interior perimeter fence of the compound.

      “Let’s go!” my father said, and Creed, Zee, and I ran behind him and into the inside of the compound.

      Upon running in, what I saw first—besides the bodies of dead cultists and soldiers running everywhere—was a huge wooden lodge house. The front door was open and soldiers were streaming inside, their gunfire illuminating the dark interior.

      But despite all the firepower we had brought with us, the cultists didn’t seem to be afraid. 

      Everywhere I looked, figures in dark robes were running around with blades of various types in their hands as they fearlessly attacked the soldiers. Some even had guns and were shooting back.

      Beside me, my father shouldered his weapon and started firing at the cultists, putting down at least one that I saw.

      Then Zee morphed into her full demon form and hovered off the ground, her wings outstretched behind her. 

      “Time to do some damage,” she said, sounding like she couldn’t wait to get stuck in. 

      She darted off and grabbed the nearest hooded cultist, lifting the cultist off the ground as she flew up into the air before stopping only to plunge her clawed hand into the cultist’s chest and rip out their heart, dropping the body to the ground a second later.

      It was all so overwhelming that I hardly noticed the massive hooded figure charging in my direction, holding a long blade over their head, no doubt ready to bring it down on me. 

      As I was slow to shoulder my weapon, Creed took care of the charging cultist, sending a bright blue sphere of energy their way, which hit the cultist in the chest, sending them flying back off their feet before they could get near me.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “No problem,” Creed said as he turned and used his magic on another cultist who tried to attack him. Creed froze the cultist in place before using his magic to set the cultist on fire. The cultist screamed as the flames engulfed their body, their dark robes melting over them, ensuring their death would be a painful one.

      “I’m going to find Ava,” I said, noticing the four Fae were already heading around the side of the lodge, perhaps to somewhere around back. 

      Maybe they know the Murderous One is around there somewhere.

      As I went to go after the Fae, I noticed another cultist charging toward Creed from behind him. Creed was already taking care of another robed figure by holding them up in the air, getting ready to work some other magic on them, so he wasn’t aware of the threat coming at him from behind. 

      Moving quickly, I shouldered my weapon and fired at the cultist charging at Creed, the burst of bullets from my gun hitting the cultist in the side, taking them down instantly. 

      Upon hearing the shots, Creed looked over his shoulder and saw the dead cultist lying behind him. Then he looked at me and nodded. “Thanks.”

      I nodded back. “We’re even.”

      “For now,” Creed said, smiling as he turned his attention back to the cultist hanging in the air in front of him.

      Leaving Creed to it, I ran toward the lodge as gunfire and screams still resounded from within. 

      As I neared the building, there was the sound of breaking glass and I looked up to see one of the soldiers crash through an upstairs window before landing in front of me, a massive knife sticking out of his chest. 

      I felt bad for the dead soldier, but I ran on, wondering as I did where my father was, hoping he was okay and hadn’t fallen victim to one of the cultist’s blades.

      Around the back of the lodge, I stopped when I saw a large lake, and on the other side of the lake, a wooden platform.

      But it was what was on the wooden platform that caught my attention the most.

      And stoked my fear.

      Standing there was an enormous figure that must’ve been at least ten feet tall. In the light of the full moon and the surrounding torches, I saw what looked like an animal skull with two sets of long, twisting horns. The creature had on some kind of dark fur coat, with white fur curling around the back of its skull head. Its arms were long and sinewy, ending with massively long fingers and sharp nails. More bone encased its chest, and long black strands of something twirled around it, which I soon realized were something like briars, with large thorns sticking out all the way along.

      That has to be him, I thought as I gazed at the creature on the platform. That has to be the Murderous One.

      Around the lake was a seating area, similar to what you might find in an amphitheater. Cultists and soldiers occupied the whole area as they fought with each other, many of the soldiers now forced into fighting at close quarters with knives.

      “Kill them!” the Murderous One roared in a voice that nearly made me piss myself. “Kill them all!”

      The Murderous One raised his arms out before him, and suddenly, the tangle of black thorns that had been twirling around him shot out in all directions and latched onto many of the soldiers, tightening around the soldier’s necks so forcefully, that in some cases, the soldiers were decapitated.

      The Murderous One laughed with evil delight.

      “Show me, my followers!” he shouted. “Show me you are worthy of my blessing! Kill the intruders! Kill them!”

      In response, many of the cultists roared, their bloodcurdling cries echoing all around the lake as they went berserk and attacked the soldiers with renewed vigor, stabbing and slashing with their blades, their murderous intent barely even dampened by the bullets from the soldiers’ guns. As if they were possessed by some new formidable strength, the cultists attacked ferociously, spared on by their master’s cries of encouragement. 

      With so much bloodlust in the air and chaos all around, it was hard for me to focus.

      Which was why I almost missed the figures standing behind the Murderous One. Black-skinned figures, their bodies wrapped in what looked like strips of dark leather, holding odd-shaped blades in their hands, blades that were as black as their skin.

      When the Murderous One made a gesture with his hand, the seven figures behind him all stepped forward, standing on either side of him. 

      And that’s when I realized they all had human forms, despite their grotesque appearance.

      His slaves, I thought. They have to be his slaves. Which means…

      I spotted Ava to the left of the Murderous One. 

      Even though her skin was black and her eyes shone like silver, I still knew it was her. Ava had a distinctive body shape that I would have recognized anywhere. She was tall and lean, her legs unusually long. She also had a distinctive gait, favoring her right side when she stood.

      It was her.

      It was Ava.

      Ava…

      “Ava!”

      The voice that shouted her name was my fathers. As I looked, I saw him moving along the edge of the lake, firing his rifle at the Murderous One. My father was an excellent shot, and his bullets hit the Fae creature directly in the chest. But every bullet just seemed to bounce off the hard bone that encased the creature’s body.

      “Father!” I shouted, hoping he would hear me. “Don’t!”

      But he didn’t hear me, and even if he had, it was too late. 

      As if instructed by her master, I saw Ava jump off the wooden platform, leaping impossibly high into the air before landing in front of my father. 

      My father lowered his gun immediately, for he knew as well as I did it was her, that it was Ava. 

      But as soon as he lowered his weapon, Ava ripped it out of his hands and threw the rifle into the lake. Then she stood staring at my father for a second, showing no sign that she even recognized him. 

      When Ava shot her long arm out and gripped my father by the throat with her black fingers, I cried out, “Ava! No!”

      She paused for a second to look up at me, her silvery eyes shining in the darkness. If she knew who I was, she gave no indication of it. Instead, her mouth turned into a sneer as she lifted my father off his feet like he was made of straw, and then threw him far out into the lake, where he landed with a loud splash.

      “Father!” I shouted as I watched him flail about in the water, hoping he was all right, panicking as I watched him barely keep himself afloat.

      Then my gaze went back to where Ava was, but she was gone. 

      When I looked to the platform again, I saw Ava standing next to the Murderous One, who was now on the edge of the platform with his hands out over the water. 

      A few seconds later, the water itself began to boil as steam rose off it. 

      “Throw them in!” the Murderous One roared. “Boil their flesh from their bones!”

      At that point, the cultists started grabbing the soldiers and tossing them into the boiling water of the lake, again seeming to be possessed of an inhuman strength now, perhaps granted to them by their master. I didn’t know. I only knew my father was in that lake, and that he was now screaming as the water scalded his skin. 

      “Father!” I shouted again, helpless to do anything as I moved down to the edge of the lake, feeling its boiling heat even from the shore.

      As I panicked that I was going to have to watch my father die a horrible death, I was soon surprised and relieved to see him rise out of the water as if lifted out by some invisible force. 

      Wondering what was happening, I looked around to see Creed standing atop the slope that lead down to the water. He had his hand out and his focus was on my father as he appeared to use his magic to rescue my father from the boiling lake, eventually setting him down on the shore.

      Running to see if my father was all right, I soon heard that the soldiers still in the lake were not so lucky. Their high-pitched screams filled the night as the searing heat of the water boiled them alive.

      This is turning into a fucking nightmare, I thought as I ran to my father, beaten to it by Creed. When I reached them, I saw how red my father’s face and neck were, having been badly scalded by the water.

      “Father!” I said as I crouched down next to him. “Are you all right?”

      “Ava…” he said, hardly able to speak through the pain. “Get…Ava.”

      “I can heal him,” Creed said as he placed his hands on my father’s face, his magic restoring at least some of my father’s skin to near normal. “That’s the best I can do. His burns are severe.”

      “Go!” my father insisted. “Get Ava!”

      As I stood up and looked across the lake at Ava standing beside the Murderous One, all I could think was: How? How am I going to get her?

      The lake had now taken on a reddish tinge and bodies floated in it everywhere, the steam rising from the water making it difficult to even see now.

      It’s like a scene from Hell. We’re in Hell…

      As if to emphasize this point, something even more terrible happened.

      The dead bodies in the lake began to crawl out of it.

      Somehow—probably because of something the Murderous One had done—the dead soldiers and cultists in the lake came back to some sort of life, became like zombies, and walked and crawled from the burning water with murderous rage in their eyes, if indeed their eyes were even still in their sockets because in many cases, the eyes had been melted out. The faces of the undead were red raw, the flesh peeled away from the bone to show their skulls underneath, lips burned away, ensuring they all held rictus grins.

      “Oh shit,” Creed said as he helped my father to his feet. “Here we go.”

      “What’s happening?” my father asked, half-recovered from his near-death experience.

      “The dead are rising,” I said, shouldering my weapon and shooting one of the undead soldiers in the head, blowing half his skull away.

      But still he came.

      “And they aren’t going to go down easily,” Creed said. “Patrick, we should get you somewhere safe.”

      “No!” my father shouted. “I’m not leaving here without my daughter! Get me a gun!”

      Creed found a weapon lying nearby and handed it to him, which my father used to fire at the undead coming toward us, the bullets having little effect.

      Using his magic, Creed decapitated one of the undead with a disc of energy. The zombie’s body fell and didn’t get up again. “Seems like decapitation is the way to go,” he said. “Find a blade and use it.”

      Doing as he said, I easily found two swords lying nearby, which had been dropped by the cultists. Indeed, there were guns and blades lying everywhere, so many people had been killed. 

      Handing one sword to my father, we went about chopping at the heads of the undead as more and more of them piled out of the lake. 

      And not just from the lake, but from everywhere.

      “There are too damn many!” my father shouted as he struggled to even use the sword, his energy levels dangerously depleted, which Creed obviously knew because he stuck near my father, using his magic to make sure none of the undead got too close.

      And then suddenly, we found ourselves surrounded by the undead as they came from all directions, their arms outstretched as their fingers longed to rip and tear at our flesh.

      As the three of us struggled to defend ourselves, I suddenly heard a loud roar, and something jumped in front of us. A massive animal, which I soon realized was Mac, having fully shifted into his weredingo form. 

      Standing on two legs, Mac used his huge paws to swipe at the heads of the undead, decapitating them easily. Any that got too close or managed to grab him, he would turn and literally bite their heads off.

      Soon, there were piles of bodies lying everywhere, and the gravel around the lake shore was soaked with blood. 

      Exhausted by all the killing, I looked up to see Zee fly over the top of my head, watching as she headed straight for the Murderous One. 

      “Zee!” I cried. “No!”

      But Zee being Zee, she didn’t listen. In her over-confidence, she obviously thought she could take on the Fae creature.

      Goddammit! Doesn’t she ever learn?

      Despite my frustration, there wasn’t much I could do to stop Zee from flying toward the Murderous One.

      But to my surprise, she didn’t attack him as I thought she was going to. Instead, she stopped and hovered in the air above the lake as she stared down at the Fae creature.

      And then, from either side, Alette and the other three Fae joined Zee above the lake, the four Fae now showing their wings as they looked down at the Murderous One. 

      When Alette spoke, she spoke in her own language, but her tone was firm and she was obviously letting the Murderous One know they were there to take him back to Faerie, where he would stand trial and face punishment for his transgressions.

      But unsurprisingly, the Murderous One was having none of it. He immediately lashed out with his thorny tendrils, one of which slashed Alette’s cheek before she could avoid it.

      “This world is mine!” the Murderous One said, now speaking in English. “You have no right to come here and take me from it!”

      “You have no right to be here,” Alette said, her voice still eerily calm, but firm now as well. “You are causing death and destruction, as you always have, and the Seelie Court will not stand for it.”

      “You are fools if you think you can take me anywhere,” the Murderous One said, his slaves, including Ava, now gathered around him. “You will pay for your arrogance, and when I’m done, I will make you all my slaves!”

      “No,” Alette said, magical energy now gathered around her hands. “It is you who shall pay!”

      Alette flew at him then, her speed beyond belief. One second she was hovering in the air, the next she was around the back of the Murderous One, gripping his horns as she dug her feet into his back. 

      Dela and Elvin then flew down as well, each of them grabbing one of the Murderous One’s arms, their strength obviously matching his as he struggled to resist the hold they were putting on him.

      “Get off me you winged imps!” the Murderous One shouted. “Slaves! Get them!”

      The slaves reacted at once, launching themselves at the three Fae as they tried to pull them away from their master. 

      But as soon as the black-skinned slaves touched the Fae, they recoiled as if burned by the light energy that was now surrounding each of the faeries.

      When Hefeydd moved in, he flew low and grabbed the Murderous One’s legs before using his wings to fly himself back, pulling the Murderous One’s legs out from under him until the dark Fae was lying on his back on the wooden platform. 

      The Murderous One struggled and roared his frustration, but it appeared as if he wasn’t strong enough to resist the hold of the four smaller Fae and their potent light magic.

      The slaves circled the four Fae, but didn’t attack, for they knew they couldn’t resist the Fae’s magic. So instead, Ava and the other slaves stood back and hissed like wild things, growling and snarling at the four Fae.

      That’s when Zee made her own move. 

      All this time, she had remained hovering in the air as she appeared to watch the four Fae go about their business of capturing the Murderous One.

      But what Zee was doing was waiting for her moment.

      For her moment to grab Ava.

      While Ava stood hissing with all the rest, Zee darted down and grabbed my sister, wrapping her arms around her before whisking her away over the lake and then over the lodge, out of sight.

      “She got her!” my father exclaimed as he stood looking back at the lodge, his still scalded face also covered in blood from the undead, some of whom were still milling around, but appeared to be lacking direction now since the Fae took down the Murderous One.

      “Go!” Creed said to me and my father. “I’ll hang back here in case the Fae need a hand. Although they look like they have things under control.”

      I glanced once more over at the platform. A portal had opened up above the Murderous One, a swirling mass of light waiting to pull the Fae creature into it. 

      “No!” the Murderous One roared. “You are not sending me to that stinking, light-filled hell of yours!”

      But as far as I could see, the dark faerie didn’t have a choice. Soon, he would be shoved inside the portal and on his way to Faerie, hopefully to never be seen or heard from again.

      As for the rest of the slaves, they jumped into the still boiling lake, the searing liquid stripping them off their skin as they screamed in pain. I wasn’t sure if the slaves had jumped in of their own accord or if the Murderous One had ordered them to do it, but I was glad Zee had grabbed Ava when she did. Otherwise my sister would’ve boiled alive along with the rest.

      Satisfied that the Fae had things in hand, I helped my father up the slope, and then we hurried around the front of the lodge to find Zee and Ava.

      When we found them, we saw Mac with them. He was helping Zee hold Ava down on the ground. My sister was struggling and snarling like a wild animal, but thankfully Zee and Mac were both strong enough to hold her.

      By this point as well, the fighting had ended. Most of the cultists were dead, as were many of the soldiers we had brought with us. The remaining soldiers were walking around finishing any cultists that were still alive, though I had no doubt that at least some cultists had made their escape once they realized their master was done for.

      When my father and I ran over to see Ava, we both stopped and stared down at her, aghast.

      “My beautiful daughter,” my father whimpered with tears in his eyes. “What have they done to you?”

      All I could do was stare. The thing that struggled on the ground may have still vaguely resembled Ava in some monstrous way, but it wasn’t my sister. Not by any stretch of the imagination. 

      “Ava…” I whispered, my own eyes wet now. “Oh, Ava…”

      “Don’t worry, baby,” Zee said as she looked at me, her face tense as she continued to hold Ava down. “The Fae will bring her back. You’ll see.”

      As I stared into Ava’s silvery eyes, seeing nothing but hatred and darkness in them, I just didn’t see how that would be possible.

      But I prayed with everything I had that it would be.
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      The hours following the assault on the Order compound were tense, and far from jubilant. 

      Before the assault, most of us acted like the whole thing would be a walk in the park. We would go in, take out the cultists, take down the Murderous One, and save Ava. 

      While all those things were indeed accomplished, the cost of accomplishing them was great. Mac had lost most of the men he had hired for the job. Only a dozen or so soldiers remained out of the fifty that had gone into the compound. The rest had all been killed. Taking out the cultists turned out to be a harder task than expected, and no one expected what the Murderous One did either. 

      As for Ava, we have may have gotten her back, but we certainly hadn’t saved her. 

      Not by a long shot.

      Several hours after the assault, everyone was back at my father’s house. Zee, Creed, myself, and Mac were all in the study, everyone drinking to calm their nerves, relieved the whole thing was finally over. 

      Except it wasn’t over. 

      Not when Ava was upstairs, locked in a room with the four Fae as they worked on removing the darkness she was infected with. 

      The Fae had been working on Ava ever since we arrived back, and in all that time, had made little progress. Last time I checked, about an hour earlier, the outcome wasn’t looking good for Ava, at least according to Alette, who told me in her very direct way that Ava might not be saved. Alette told me that even if Ava survived the process of having the darkness extracted from her—which was a long, drawn out one that might take days—it was still touch and go if she would be the same person afterward. 

      Not if she would be the same person. Everyone already knew Ava would be changed. How the hell could she not be changed by the experience she had? We all knew she would be a different person. 

      What Alette meant was, Ava might not get her humanity back at all. She may end up a soulless being, with no love in her heart and only hatred in her head. 

      It was a terrifying prospect and begged the question of what we would do with her if she turned out to be such a monster. Would we lock her away like a dangerous animal, keeping her alive…for what? So we didn’t have to put her down?

      Jesus Christ, I thought as I sat drinking Scotch and chain-smoking cigarettes. It’s just one disaster after another with this family. When will it end? When we’re all dead?

      For my father, that end had almost come earlier at the compound. It would’ve come if Creed hadn’t saved him. 

      My father was in the medical room, having his many injuries tended to, including the burns all over him, especially his face. Creed’s magic had only healed him so much, had probably saved my father from living out the rest of his days with a disfigured face. No doubt he would opt for reconstructive surgery at some point. For now, he just wanted to be well enough so he could see and talk to Ava when the Fae were done with her.

      Unlike me, my father had little doubt that Ava would come back to him, so to speak. He appeared to have great faith in the Fae, and their ability to help Ava. 

      He also seemed to have faith—misplaced, in my view—that Ava would still be the same person as the daughter he had lost twelve years ago. Such a thing happening was beyond the realm of possibility, as far as I was concerned. To be honest, I was surprised he wasn’t being more pragmatic and managing his expectations better. I could only assume his love for Ava—and his need to have her back—was effecting his ability to think logically and reasonably. That or the experience at the compound had affected him somehow. It was probably both. 

      In any case, he would soon be dealing with whatever reality threw at him—we both would—and his expectations wouldn’t matter.

      “Hey, baby,” Zee said as she came and sat beside me on the chaise lounge, while Creed and Mac talked quietly over in the corner like two conspirators, even though they were probably talking about something purely innocuous. “How you doing?”

      “I’m okay,” I said, managing a slight smile. “A little exhausted and sore, but otherwise, okay.”

      “That’s good,” Zee said, resting her head on my shoulder, seeming a little drained herself. “Your sister will make it through. I know she will.”

      “How do you know?”

      Zee sat up to look at me. “Because she’s a Deadson, that’s why.”

      Wishing I shared her faith in the family name, I merely smiled and nodded.
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      But as it turned out, Zee’s faith wasn’t that misplaced after all. 

      Roughly twelve hours later, Alette came from upstairs and walked into the study where I was lying on the chaise lounge with Zee, both of us half asleep. Creed had already left by this point, and my father was still recovering in the medical room. Mac, meanwhile, had taken some men and had gone back to the Order compound in the woods to burn the place to the ground, along with the bodies that were left behind. The less evidence left behind, the better Mac had said before leaving. 

      Not that anyone would be investigating what happened. My father would make sure of that.

      When Alette entered the room, she seemed as drained as the rest of us, her energy most likely depleted from the effort of trying to save Ava.

      “Alette,” I said, sitting up immediately, knowing she must have news if she was appearing after all this time. “What’s happening? How’s Ava?”

      “We extracted the darkness from her,” Alette said, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “I’m sensing a but,” I said, as Zee sat up beside me.

      “But,” Alette said, “your sister still has a long way to go. Physically, she has returned to normal. She has kept all of her memories, though. I cannot speak to the state of her soul.”

      “Can I see her?” I asked. “Will she…know who I am?”

      “She’s not very responsive at present,” Alette said. “Seeing you might help bring her out of herself. Your sister has been traumatized beyond belief. You must give her time.”

      “Of course,” I said, now standing up. “I’ll be gentle with her.”

      “Go on, baby,” Zee said. “I’ll wait here.”

      I went upstairs just as the other three Fae were coming down, and I nodded my thanks to them as I passed them by. 

      Ava was in one of the guest bedrooms. When I went inside, I paused by the door for a second to see if she was awake. She didn’t appear to be, as her eyes were closed.

      Stepping into the room, I closed the door gently behind me and stood where I was, simply gazing over at Ava, still hardly able to believe that it was her, and that she was finally back with us.

      When I sat on the side of the bed, I did so as carefully as possible so as not to wake her. Physically, she seemed remarkably healthy. She had barely aged at all since I last saw her twelve years ago, as if her previous physical state had kept the aging process at bay. The only thing different about her were the few white streaks in her dark hair.

      Somewhat gingerly, I reached out and took her hand in my own, almost as if I was trying to feel if she was real or not, the warmth of her skin telling me she was.

      And then Ava opened her eyes and stared at me.

      Nervous, I swallowed as I looked down at her. 

      “Ava?” I whispered.

      She didn’t answer at first, continuing to stare at me like she didn’t know who I was. 

      But then she said, “Damion? Is that you?”

      I smiled. “It’s me, Ava. It’s your brother.”

      A sharp breath left her as she shook her head slightly. “I…can’t believe it’s you. I thought…I thought I would never see you again.”

      Tears ran down my face as I smiled at her. “We never stopped searching for you, Ava.”

      “How long?” she asked.

      When I didn’t answer, she asked the same question again.

      “Twelve years,” I said quietly.

      Ava turned her head away and stared into the distance. “Twelve years…” she whispered, like she couldn’t believe it.

      “Does it…seem like that long to you?”

      “I…I don’t know. My sense of time…”

      “I understand.”

      “And father? Is he—”

      “Yes. He’s here. He’s just resting right now. He got hurt while we were rescuing you. He’ll be fine, though, don’t worry.”

      Ava closed her eyes for a moment. “There is so much darkness in my head, Damion. So much…horror. I can’t even—”

      “I know,” I said.

      Her head snapped around. “No, you don’t! No one does!”

      “Ava—”

      “Get out,” she said in a harsh whisper.

      “What? Ava—”

      “Get out!” she screamed, causing me to jump back off the bed. “Leave me alone!”

      Struggling to contain my emotions, I looked down at her as she turned her head away, tears now dripping onto her pillow. 

      “I’ll give you some time,” I said quietly, and then left the room.

      Outside in the hallway, I stood with my back against the wall before sliding down it and sitting on the floor, covering my face with my hands as I started crying.
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      Over the next couple days, it became clear that Ava was badly traumatized by her experiences, which of course was no surprise to anyone. 

      When we went to see her, she would usually start off as being jovial, almost like her old self. But then she would quickly regress into being angry and withdrawn, eventually shutting herself down altogether. 

      Despite this, my father—who had mostly recovered by now—remained hopeful that Ava would eventually come around, and he vowed to get her whatever help she needed for that to happen. 

      In the end, the outcome was probably the best any of us could have hoped for under the circumstances. At least Ava was alive and with us again, and that was all that mattered. 

      For now.
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      When Zee and I eventually got back to the apartment in the city, we tried to resume our normal lives, which turned out to be easier for Zee than it did for me. Zee found another victim to stalk, and consequently was out often, which I didn’t mind, for it gave me time to do my own thing, which amounted to working mostly. 

      I threw myself into writing various articles, chief among them being an article about Arron Franklin and everything he did, and then obviously about the Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin. 

      Now that the Order was no more, I was free to write about them as I pleased, without fear of reprisals. Though as I wrote, it was always in the back of my mind that some cultists had escaped, and they might yet come after me seeking revenge.

      Time would tell, but I hoped not.

      I also wrote a long think piece detailing what happened to Ava, right from the time she was taken until her recent rescue. In the article, I reflected on family, and what it meant to be a human in this world living among supernatural creatures. The article was as much therapy for me as anything else, though once I published it, it got a lot of positive feedback from readers. Readers who had multiplied a good deal of late. Thanks Lucifer.

      Beyond working, I did little else but sit around and think about Ava and what the future held for her. 

      Naturally, my mind also dwelled on the conspiracy and on everything my father had told me. His knowledge only went so far. So I spent much of my time trying to fill in the gaps and extrapolate what lay beyond the elite’s plans for their soulless utopia. I knew someone or something was pulling the strings of the elite. I just had to find out who, and for what purpose.

      Though, on that front, things were about to develop in a way that I didn’t expect.
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      A week after Ava’s rescue, I was at home in the apartment one evening, drinking Scotch alone on the couch as I read a book on ancient conspiracies in an effort to advance my investigation. I had just got to an interesting section about dragons when there was a knock on the door.

      Wondering who would be calling at such a late hour, I put the book and my Scotch down and went to answer the door, wishing I had a peephole so I could see who it was. After everything, I was wary about opening the door to anyone these days. To be on the safe side, I grabbed a sigil card from my jacket hanging in the hallway.

      “Who is it?” I asked after the door knocked again.

      “A friend of Haedemus,” said a deep, gravelly voice. “He told me to come see you.”

      Frowning, I thought: A friend of Haedemus? Who the hell could that be?

      I had the sigil card in my hand, so I unlocked the door and opened it, my eyes widening when I realized who was standing there. A man in dark jeans and a tan trench coat, physically imposing because of his large size and broad shoulders, his eyes intense as he stared at me.

      “You’re—”

      “Ethan Drake,” he said. “Damion Deadson, right?”

      I nodded, somewhat dumbly.

      “Good,” Drake said, pushing past me as he entered the apartment. “We need to talk.”

      Still taken aback by Drake’s sudden appearance, I closed the door and turned to face him in the hallway. “I thought you were halfway across the world somewhere,” I said.

      “I was. Now I’m back.”

      The way he said it, like he was back to take care of business, made me think of something. “Is this about that article I wrote, because if it is, I tried to be fair and—”

      “That’s not why I’m here,” he said, taking out a cigarette and putting between his lips. “Though we should chat about that as well. I don’t recall giving you permission to write about me.”

      “Well, technically, I don’t actually need your permission, and Haedemus said it was okay anyway, so—”

      “Don’t listen to Haedemus. That’s just a bad idea all round.”

      “Okay…”

      Drake lit his cigarette and stared at me for a second. “This conspiracy you’re investigating. You getting anywhere with it?”

      “I…How do you know about that?”

      “I checked out your website, and Haedemus talks a lot.”

      “Oh, in that case, yeah, I’m making progress.” I paused. “Actually, I’m kinda stuck. It seems like when you get so far, you just seem to hit a brick wall.”

      “U-huh.” He stuck his hand in his coat pocket and pulled something out, which he handed to me. “You know what that is?”

      I looked at what he handed me. It was about the size of a small dinner plate, smooth to the touch and a deep red. Looking closer, I could see rings within it, like the rings of a tree. “I’m not sure. What is this?”

      “It’s a scale,” he said.

      “A scale?”

      “A dragon’s scale.”

      I stared at the scale in my hand again. “Really? This is from a dragon? That’s interesting. I was just about to read about dragons in my book. Where’d you get this?”

      “Hong Kong.”

      “And why are you showing it to me?”

      “Because,” he said. “I came across something in Hong Kong that points to dragons being involved in this conspiracy. You aren’t the only one who’s been investigating it. I’ve been investigating it for years.”

      “And you think dragons are involved? Like, actual dragons?”

      “I know they are. I just to have to find how they’re involved. That’s why I came to see you. I thought you might like to team up on this one.”

      “Team up? With you, you mean?”

      “Who else?”

      I stood for a moment, looking at him and then at the scale in my hand. Talk about serendipity.

      “Sure, okay,” I said. 

      “Good. Now, what do you have to drink here?”

      “Scotch?”

      “Awesome. Point me to it.”

      “It’s in the living room.”

      As Drake made his way down the hall to the living room, he said, “By the way, the dragon who owns that scale? It will want it back.”

      “What?” I said as I followed him into the living room. “What do you mean it will want it back?”

      Drake stopped and turned around. “Dragons don’t want anyone to know of their existence,” he said. “Having that scale puts a target on your back.”

      “But you gave me it. Shouldn’t the target be on your back?”

      “It is, and now it’s on yours as well.”

      “Seriously?”

      Drake smiled. “It’s lucky I’m here then, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head as I headed for the Scotch. “Yeah,” I said, thinking that I’d only just got rid of one target on my back, only to have another put on it. “Very lucky indeed.”

      When I handed Drake his Scotch, he downed it in one before saying, “I hope you have a strong stomach, Damion.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because,” he said as he held his cigarette. “The path we’re going down, you’re gonna need it.”

      I dreaded to think what path he was talking about, or what we were going to find there. Although one thing was sure, I could think of no better man to accompany me on a dangerous path than Ethan Drake.

      I also knew that if Drake was involved, things were going to get intense.

      Maybe even world-changing.

      Lucifer help me…

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Damion Deadson returns in the final book of the series, DRAGON BLOOD.

        CLICK HERE TO DOWNLOAD ONLINE NOW

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

      

      
        
        DON’T FORGET! VIP’S get advance notice of all future releases and projects. AND A FREE ETHAN DRAKE NOVELLA! Click the image or join here: www.npmartin.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAKE A DIFFERENCE

          

        

      

    

    
      For an indie author like myself, reviews are the most powerful tool I have to bring attention to my books. I don’t have the financial muscle of the big traditional publishers, but I can build a group of committed and loyal readers...readers’ just like you!

      Honest reviews of my books help bring them to the attention of other readers.

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, I would be very grateful if you could spend just five minutes leaving a review (which can be as short as you like) on the retail site where you bought this book.

      And if you’re still not motivated to leave a review, please also bear in mind that this is how I feed my family. Without reviews, without sales, I don’t get to support my wife and darling daughters.
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      Thanks in advance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TEASER: DRAGON BLOOD (DEADSON CONFIDENTIAL # 3

          

        

      

    

    
      You know how when people drink, they get drunk, and then they say one thing led to another until things got a little…crazy?

      Well, that’s what happened when Ethan Drake called at my apartment to see me. One minute we were drinking a bottle of Glenfiddich between us, and the next we were heading out the door to go take down a bunch of hellots who were apparently members of some crazy cult based Downtown somewhere.

      “Do you really need me for this?” I asked Drake as he gunned his black Pontiac Firebird dangerously through traffic, making me wonder if he was trying to scare me or something. If he was, he was doing a good job, for he was a crazier driver than even Zee, and that was saying something. “And do you have to drive like a fucking maniac? What’s the hurry?”

      Drake looked over and smiled, making me wish he would just keep his eyes on the road. “I drive how I drive, and yeah, there’s a hurry. There’s a ritual about to go down. A ritual involving a human sacrifice. I’d like to get there before they kill the kid.”

      “The kid?”

      “Yeah. They use kids as sacrifices.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Daisy told me.”

      Drake sped up to overtake a car in front, the driver sounding his horn as Drake swerved dangerously around him. Then he spun the wheel to the right, applying the brakes as we skidded around into a side street.

      “Anyway,” he said, seeming quite relaxed for someone who was driving as madly as he was, making me wonder if he was on that Mud stuff that Haedemus had mentioned to me one time. “I thought I would take care of these guys.”

      “Take care of them? You mean—”

      “Kill them, yeah.”

      “Jesus,” I said. “I’m not going with you to kill a bunch of people. That’s not how I do things.”

      “I know. You kill with words instead, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I expose these people for what they are in the hope that the light disperses them.”

      “And does that usually work?”

      “Sometimes.”

      Drake nodded. “I prefer a more blunt approach myself,” he said as he halted the car at the end of the rain slicked street. “I like to make sure these fucks don’t get the chance to do any more damage.”

      Christ. Hearing about Drake’s reputation for violence was one thing. Seeing it in action, or being about to see it in action, was something else. The man had no care for morals apparently, and seemed to see everything in black and white. No doubt he would get along swimmingly with my father with that attitude.

      “So why are you taking me along again?” I asked. “I thought you just came to see me so we could discuss the conspiracy.”

      “And we did that,” Drake said. “Now I need to see if you have what takes to see this thing through.”

      “See what through? Taking down the dragons?”

      “Yeah. Taking down a bunch of dragons is going to take more than words, you know.” He undid his seat belt and turned to face me. “We have a bloody road ahead of us, and I need to know you can handle it before I take you along with me.”

      “I’m not some naïve kid, you know,” I said. “I’ve been around a few corners. I’ve seen my fair share of violence and death.”

      “But I bet you still hesitate, don’t you?”

      “Hesitate?”

      “Before you pull the trigger, so to speak.”

      “If you mean do I consider the moral implications of killing someone or something, then yeah, I do. I’m not a fucking sociopath, you know.”

      “It would help if you were.”

      “Does that mean you’re a sociopath, then?”

      Drake took out his cigarettes and lit one. “Only when I have to be. Sometimes you have to fight fire with fire, or darkness with darkness.”

      “I know that.”

      “We’ll see. Come on.”

      Outside in the rain, Drake popped the trunk of the Firebird to reveal a number of weapons inside. Taking out a submachine gun, he handed it to me. “You know how to use that?”

      Looking slightly nervously at the weapon, I nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “It’s like any other gun,” he said as he took an assault rifle out of the trunk. “You just point and shoot.”

      “How many of these cultists are there?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “Daisy said around a dozen.”

      “A dozen? We’re gonna kill a dozen people?”

      “Not people. Hellots. There’s a difference.”

      “They’re still people.”

      Drake scowled at me as he checked the magazine on his weapon. “Traitors to humanity that kill innocent kids, among others. They deserve everything that’s coming to them, and what’s coming to them is retribution.”

      I stared at him as he stood with his cigarette hanging out of his mouth while he checked his sidearm. “You seem like you can’t wait to spill some blood, Drake. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little disturbed by your bloodlust. This is pure vigilantism.”

      “And? Retribution takes many forms, Damion. Personally, I’ve never much cared for what form it came in as long as it came.”

      “So I’ve heard.”

      “You know the kind of world we live in better than most,” he said. “In this world we chose to live in, justice doesn’t come easily, and there are only a small number of us who know how to dish out that justice. You attempt it with words, but I make sure of it with violence.” Holstering his pistol under his trench coat, he closed the lid on the trunk as if to emphasize his point somehow. “If you and I are going to work together, Damion, you need to get comfortable with killing, because something tells me there’s going to be a lot of it on the rocky road ahead. We’re going to be dealing with the elite, and the elite are nothing if not ruthless. Merciless. Which means we have to be the same. If you aren’t prepared to be ruthless, Damion, then you got no business being by my side. You might as well go home now and try to stop this conspiracy with words like you have been all this time, getting nowhere, I might add.”

      Jesus. And I thought my father was bad. This guy takes ruthlessness to a whole other level.

      But is he right? I asked myself. Do I really need to become like him in order to take down the cabal of dragons that run the entire world?

      I was still thinking about that when Drake walked away and entered the building we were standing next to, holding open the side door as he stared over at me.

      “Well?” he said, tossing his cigarette onto the wet ground. “Are you coming or not?”
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      "I love you, Daddy…"

      I awoke to the sound of my dead daughter’s voice echoing in my head, a remnant of the dream—or rather nightmare—I’d been having. Bathed in cold sweat, I sat up on the sofa and groaned at the tightness in my skull before staring into the empty living room, half expecting to see her there, my angel, smiling at me.

      Callie…

      God, her voice sounded so real…but it wasn’t. She was gone and there was no bringing her back. Not even her ghost remained. Closing my eyes, I waited in vain for the pain to pass, even though I knew it wouldn’t. Only the Mud could dull things enough for me to function, and that was locked up in the bedroom, which meant I would have to get up and get it, but only after I’d had a cigarette. The TV was on and Apocalypse Now was still showing. I barely remembered putting the movie on before falling asleep, which meant I hadn’t slept for very long. Willard was on his way to kill Kurtz in the final scene. As I stared at the screen, smoking my first cigarette of the day—the first draw like sandpaper against my throat—my phone rang on the table beside me, next to an empty bottle of whiskey and my badge and gun. Picking up the phone, I saw it was Hannah Walker calling. Or rather, the celestial being who now occupied Hannah’s body, who I still didn’t fully trust and probably never would. "Yeah?" I answered, my throat hoarse as I took another drag.

      "Ethan. Are you awake?" Walker asked.

      "What do you think?"

      "There’s been another disturbance at Cave Hill Cemetery. More serious this time."

      "More serious than the dead dog we took away yesterday?" Walker used to work Vice, until she overdosed on a speedball and died. That’s when the demon took over her body, only no one else knows that but me. We became partners a few weeks ago, after the police commissioner reassigned me to the station sub-basement to handle the "special cases". It takes one to know one, I suppose.

      "A grave was dug up."

      "Whose grave?"

      Walker paused before answering. "Barbara Keane’s."

      "Shit, seriously?"

      "The press is already all over it. The ones called Stokes and Routman are on the scene now."

      "What’d I tell you about talking like that? You wanna blend in here or not?"

      "Yes, sorry. I mean Stokes and Routman."

      "Better,” I said. “Isn’t their shift over? What’s this have to do with Homicide anyway?"

      "Nothing, but they were near the cemetery when the call came in."

      "Is the body still there or was it taken?"

      "It was taken,” she said. “You think the two incidents are linked?"

      "It would be a hell of a coincidence if they weren’t,” I said, taking a drag on my cigarette.

      "There must be some occult connection. Why steal a body, especially one as infamous as Barbara Keane’s?"

      "Because some fuckwit probably thinks it has special properties.” I stubbed out my cigarette in a glass ashtray that was overflowing with stale butts. “Or maybe they just want to have sex with her corpse."

      "Sex with a corpse?"

      "What, you think demons have all the fun?" I said. "I know plenty of humans who’d turn even your stomach, Walker, the things they do."

      There was a moments silence, before she said, "Should I pick you up or meet you there?"

      I thought for a second. "I’ll meet you there shortly."

      "Should I bring coffee?"

      "I don’t know, you tell me."

      "Yes?"

      "There you go. You’re learning. Black, two sugars."

      I put the phone back on the table and stared at the TV as Kurtz gave his final speech, moments before he would meet his end at the hands of Willard. "I’ve seen horrors…" he began.

      "Yeah?" I turned the TV off. "So have I, pal."

      Pulling myself up off the couch, I walked to the tiniest bathroom—for me anyway—in Washington County so I could splash cold water on my face, which did a harsh job of severing any tendrils of sleep that still clung to me. Still in yesterday’s shirt and trousers, I went into the bedroom that didn’t have a bed, but which functioned instead as a storeroom for all my shit. Inside I kept an extensive collection of weapons, stacks of old books and shelves filled with ingredients, some medicinal, some not. Taking a medium-sized glass jar down, I shook the purple liquid inside and stared at its murk for a second or two. Despite being used to the smell, I still recoiled when the acrid scent of the liquid inside the jar hit my nostrils. I placed the open jar on a narrow table that had used containers and spilled ingredients all over it. I took a small dropper bottle out of my pocket and used the dropper inside to suck up the purple liquid. This I did about six times, enough to fill the glass bottle. The last dropper-full I squeezed into my mouth, wincing as usual at the taste—like licorice mixed with blood, with just a hint of absinthe for good measure. Instantly, the effects of the home-brewed substance hit me, soothing my nervous system, smoothing over the turmoil already raging like a motherfucker inside me, pushing it into the background so it no longer interfered with my thinking. Now I could focus on the job without the darkness doing its best to fuck me up.

      In the living room I found my scruffy tan trench coat lying on the floor behind the couch. I gave it a quick shake before putting it on over my shirt and tie, noticing as I did that it was drizzling rain outside. Grim faced, I acknowledged the Fairview weather for being as predictable as ever before clipping my badge and holster to my belt. I stood for a moment, my muscles relaxing under the influence of the Mud.

      Another day ahead without my angel in it.

      Another day ahead chasing the darkness, sifting through the detritus it leaves behind like black scum. Someday I won’t have to do it anymore. Someday I’ll be dead, and I can leave this world to its shit once and for all.

      I can only dream…

      The sarcasm behind the thought wasn’t lost on me as I reached into my coat pocket and took out the small gold locket that I bought Callie for her sixth birthday, two days before she died. It hung around her neck as I held her in my arms, her guts spilling from her belly as her precious life drained away. Blood spilled from her mouth as she tried to mouth the word Daddy, the last word she ever spoke before her sad eyes glazed over and she was gone, leaving me holding her limp body. She wasn’t the first person to ever die in my arms, though you’d think it was to hear me screaming at the time.

      "Boss," a raspy voice said behind me. "I feel your pain…"

      I didn’t turn around to see the source of the voice. I didn’t need to. "Fuck off, Scroteface," I growled. "Shouldn’t you be out with the other malefactors terrorizing the neighborhood pets or something?"

      The Hellbastard made a familiar hissing noise, a sign of frustration. "We grow bored waiting in the shadows."

      "Nothing I can do about that." I kissed the locket before putting it back in my coat pocket. "When I need you, you’ll be the first to know. In the meantime, fuck off and try to stay outta trouble, would ya?"

      Scroteface—full name Scrotum Face—gave a dramatic sigh from behind me. "You’re the boss."

      "That’s right you little shit, I am. And, Scroteface?"

      "Yes?" he hissed.

      I looked over my shoulder slightly, but not far enough to see the diminutive demon standing behind me. "Don’t ever tell me you feel my pain again, you got that? If you do, I’ll teach you the real meaning of the word."

      "Of course."

      "I’m going out now. If I need you, I’ll summon you. Until then—"

      "Yes?"

      "Try not to kill anything or anyone, especially homeless bums. The people I work with think there’s a fucking serial killer targeting the homeless."

      Scroteface sniggered. "There is. Us!"

      "Just keep your fucking crew in check…and yourself." I turned to look at the Hellbastard for the first time, who was perched on the edge of the couch. His long ears twitched and his pointed tail swished lazily behind him as he focused on me with bulbous red eyes, which as ever, were full of mischievousness. "Remember, Hell is just a few words away."

      The demon flinched at the mention of his birthplace. "Understood. We just hanker for the old days…the blood, the violence…we wants it again."

      I knew full well the days he was talking about, despite trying to forget them. "Those days are over," I said, my thoughts drifting for a second. "I’m going to work now. Make yourself useful and clean this shit hole of an apartment up when I’m gone. And tell Snot Skull to stop leaving puddles of snot all over the fucking floor, it’s disgusting. There’s also a mutilated cat on the fire escape. Get rid of it."

      Scoteface stretched his wide mouth into something approximating a smile, revealing his yellowed, pointed teeth. "Consider it done, boss."

      I stared at him a second longer, then asked, "Why do I even keep you fuckers around?"

      "Because you love us?"

      "Yeah, sure, because I love your ugly asses so much." My face twisted up as I stared at him, at his scarred, greenish-black face. "I’m going now. Bye, you little bastard."

      "Love you too, boss," Scroteface called out as I walked out the door. "Have a good day at work."

      I headed down the hallway toward the stairs. The Hellbastards could be a real pain in the ass, but they were also useful in my line of work, which these days, was more than just regular police work. Back in the day when I worked for Blackstar, the Hellbastards used to assist on many of the missions we went on. When I left and joined the police department, I had little need for bastard demons to do my dirty work, except on very rare occasions. As a cop, the only monsters I dealt with were the human variety, and after the madness of Blackstar, that’s how I liked it. But in the last few weeks, things had changed a great deal, so I summoned the Hellbastards back into service again, figuring I would need their assistance once more. I was also trying to find out who killed my daughter and my ex-wife only two weeks before. Blood would be spilt by the time I was done and the Hellbastards liked nothing better than to spill it with me.

      I slowed my pace as I came to the end of the hallway, spotting the girl sitting on the landing. Her name was Daisy and she was twelve years old. I’d come across her a few times as she sat reading a book. This time she was reading Abarat by Clive Barker. She had mousey brown hair cut into a rough bob and her skin, what I could see of it under her tatty dressing gown, was pale, her body a little too slender like she was undernourished. There were also dark circles under her eyes, as if sleep was something she only got on occasion. Normally when I met her sitting out there, it was because she wanted to get away from her alcoholic mother or one of her mother’s boyfriends. "Hey," I said, stopping to talk to her.

      "Hi, Detective." She looked up at me with deep brown eyes that didn’t hold much in the way of joy and had probably witnessed too much in her short lifetime. "You going to work?"

      "I am. Why are you sitting out here this early in the morning? Your mother again?"

      "Her new boyfriend just crashed into our apartment drunk. They threw me out to get some privacy."

      I set my jaw at the thought of a parent throwing their kid out at this time of the morning just so they could have sex in peace. "I’m sorry," was all I could think to say.

      "Don’t be," she said. "I don’t want to hear their rutting anyway."

      "Here." I took a ten-spot out of my pocket and gave it to her. "Go to the cafe around the corner and get yourself some breakfast. At least you can stay warm in there. It’s freezing out here."

      She hesitated a second before taking the money. "Thanks. You’re a real gentleman, you know that?"

      "Am I? Don’t tell anyone."

      She smiled and winked at me. "Your secret’s safe with me."

      "You coming then? I’ll walk you down."

      "I’m going to finish this chapter first. Things are just starting to get interesting."

      "Okay, I’ll see you later then."

      "Catch some bad guys, Detective."

      Smiling to myself at the irony of her comment, I walked out of the apartment building to the street outside, pausing for a moment to look up at the gun metal gray sky, turning my collar up against the persistent rain before glancing around the street. I lived in Longford—though most just called it Old Town—south of the river, in an area that was not only a shit hole but had a well-earned reputation for violence and every other crime you could think of. The row houses across from me were dilapidated, some of them boarded up, and nearly every streetlight had been smashed by the dealers who stalked this place. After Angela kicked me out two years ago, this is where I ended up, in the asshole of the city with the rest of the shit stains who live around here: the junkies, pimps, gangbangers, dealers, and every other kind of lowlife in between. And that’s not even including the supernatural elements that regularly haunt this place, most of them in search of human meat.

      "What’s up, copper?" a raspy voice said as I walked to my car.

      I turned around to see a bearded face among a pile of dirty rags bundled inside the doorway of what used to be a pharmacy before it closed due to being robbed so many times. The man in the doorway was called Jed, an old homeless guy who I’d pumped for information on a few occasions. Very little happened here without him knowing about it. "Morning, Jed," I said as I opened the driver’s side door of a black Dodge Charger, the front half of which was covered in dark gray primer. "Anything interesting happen last night?"

      "I saw some dealer get stabbed, right over there." He pointed to the corner across the street. "Screamed like a bitch he did."

      "Did he die?"

      "Not as far as I know."

      "Pity. Catch you later, Jed."

      I started the Dodge’s engine and let it idle for a moment as I lit a cigarette, taking a few drags before pulling off with the window cracked an inch to let the smoke out. On the radio, the news had already picked up on the body snatching at Cave Hill. "In a strange turn of events," the female broadcaster said, "the body of convicted murderer, Barbara Keane, has gone missing from the cemetery where she was interred just two days ago after her state execution. Local police have yet to give any statement regarding the incident. Although the priest who conducted Keane’s burial ceremony, Father Mike Brown, was earlier asked what the reason might be for the body snatching, to which he replied it was the Devil’s work. More news on that as it comes in…"

      The Devil’s work, I thought as I drove across town toward Cave Hill. Everything is the Devil’s work in this damn city. People don’t know the half of it.

      When I pulled up at the cemetery twenty minutes later, I had to park behind all the news vans, squad cars, and forensics vans that were blocking the gates, tutting because I knew I would have to run the gauntlet just to get inside the graveyard. And as if on cue, half a dozen reporters came running at me like dogs as soon as I got out of the car, pointing their microphones and recording devices at me, all of them talking at once, firing questions at me that I had no intention of answering. Most of them knew me, calling me by name as they barked their questions at me. "Detective Drake," the loudest of them said, a man named Gordon Jenkins who worked for the city’s biggest TV news station. "Do you have any leads yet?"

      "No comment," I said.

      "Who do you think stole the body?" he asked back straight away.

      "No comment."

      "Is this connected to the Satanic ritual that took place yesterday in the cemetery?"

      I was about to say no comment again when I paused to look at the reporter, who was in his late thirties and dressed in a flashy dark suit. At six foot four, I towered over them all as they stared up at me waiting on scraps of information that I had no intention of giving them. "What Satanic ritual is that?" I growled. "We found a dead dog. I wasn’t aware of any Satanic ritual."

      "But we know about the pentagram carved into the dog’s head," a female reporter said. "That’s a Satanic symbol. Do you think Devil worshippers stole Barbara Keane’s body?"

      "I wouldn’t know anything about that," I said. "Now get the hell away from me before I dump you all into Keane’s empty grave for a closer look." I finished my statement with a smile as I took some satisfaction from seeing the disappointment on their faces. No doubt the captain would be pissed if my brief non-statement ever made it on air, but then what did I care? I didn’t answer to the captain anymore. I only answered to the commissioner, and Commissioner Lewellyn didn’t give much of a shit what I did if I got the job done. The job he had outlined for me, which didn’t include talking to the press.

      Two uniforms manned the gates of the cemetery, both of whom I nodded to as I walked inside to make my way up the hill and across to the scene of the crime. The rain had now turned from a drizzle to a steady downpour, and I saw that the crime scene technicians had already erected a tent over the open grave to maintain the integrity of the scene. Detectives Jim Routman and Russell Stokes stood outside the tent; their hands dug into their coat pockets as they hunched their shoulders against the rain. Turning to look at me, I sensed their displeasure at my presence, something I was well used too. I enjoyed being the source of their discomfort anyway. Walker broke away from them and came to meet me with two styrofoam cups in her hands, one of which she handed to me. "Black, two sugars."

      "Thanks." I took the cup, just as everything shifted out of focus, turning the falling rain into a single wall of water in which we were both momentarily suspended. A side effect of the Mud in my system. It would pass.

      "Are you alright?" She was staring at me, as she often did, though she didn’t know I was on anything. A lot of things just confounded Walker.

      "Why wouldn’t I be?"

      "Should I answer that?"

      "No, just tell me what happened here."

      Walker stared at me for another few seconds with her dark eyes. Her Visage—the shadow of her demon form—hovered barely visible above and behind her, unseen unless you knew what you were looking for. And even if you did see it, you’d probably dismiss it as a trick of the mind. People have an inbuilt knack for explaining away the strange things they see every day. "The grounds-keeper, one Jack Kemper, came across the open grave this morning," Walker said as she moved a lock of dark, wet hair away from her face. "The coffin had been forced open and the body was obviously gone."

      "He see anything?" I stabbed a cigarette into my mouth and lit it with a silver zippo, which had been a gift from my ex-wife, before she started hating me. Before she was killed. "Like who did it?"

      Walker shook her head. "He gave a statement to one of the uniforms. He didn’t see anything."

      "Forensics turn anything up yet?"

      "At least four sets of footprints, not including the grounds-keeper’s. Possibly teens due to at least one small-sized tennis shoe print. We’ll know more later, I’d say."

      "Anything else?"

      "An empty cigarette packet that might give us fingerprints."

      I nodded with approval. "You know, you might actually pull this off."

      "Pull what off?"

      "Passing as human."

      She didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry at my comment. Not that I cared either way. Demons are creatures that were forged in the asshole of the universe, thus becoming the greatest assholes in the universe by default. A simple theory, but one I’ve rarely had disproved. I hoped Walker would prove me wrong, but I doubted it. So what if she turned out to be a total demon asshole like all the rest anyway? As long as she did her job with this asshole right here. So far, I had to say the demon in Walker’s body wasn’t the worst I’d met. It seemed to have maintained most of Walker’s personality traits and general disposition, picking up where Walker had left off before she overdosed herself into oblivion. It was early days, however, and it would take a while longer for the demon to settle in and regain its memories and former self. If it overstepped in any way after that, I would just put it down, as I had done to plenty of others of its kind. The demon inhabiting Walker’s body seemed to sense this, so it trod carefully around me.

      Walker fell into another one of her confounded silences. Routman and Stokes trudged over, looking like they couldn’t wait to get home, or at least off the job for a while.

      "Ethan," said Routman by way of greeting.

      "Drake," said Stokes, barely looking at me.

      "Shouldn’t you two be at home?" I asked them.

      "We’re heading there now," Routman said, his lined face as implacable as ever. For a veteran cop in his sixties he still looked fit, with broad shoulders and a full head of steel-gray hair. "I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d be on compassionate leave." He called me by my first name because I used to be partners with him, back when I first joined Homicide. Our partnership had been strained—mostly because of how he did things—but we got on okay.

      "You know me better than that, Jim," I said. "I can’t sit around while there’s people stealing corpses from graves, now can I?"

      "Jesus, Drake," Stokes said. "You lost your fucking family. Take some time, will ya?" I stared hard at him for a moment until he looked away and shrugged. "I’m just saying."

      Stokes was a rakish weasel of a man in his early forties—a few years older than me—though he looked more worse for wear than Routman thanks to his alcoholism, which everybody pretended not to notice. He had a gambling problem, and I was pretty sure he was dirty as well, taking kickbacks from dealers in exchange for information. Something else the department pretended not to know about, except IAB, which had already been on to him once, though they never brought him up on any charges. Stokes was on borrowed time. Sooner or later, he would eat his own gun, or someone would make him eat theirs. "Worry about your own problems," I told him with a glare.

      "So, Ethan," Routman said, changing the subject, as diplomatic as ever. "Word is you’re working directly for the commissioner now, and that you and Walker here are handling the more…weirder cases. What the fuck’s that all about?"

      "Like fucking Mulder and Scully." Stokes laughed to himself until I stared at him once again.

      "Hey, we’re not judging," Routman said. "We know how much weird shit goes down in this city. Lord knows, I’ve seen enough myself over the years."

      Yeah, and turned a blind eye to it like all the rest, I thought.

      "Well," Stokes said, pushing his luck. "I can’t think of a better man than you to be investigating shit like this. What are you thinking, Drake, Devil worshippers like the news is saying? Or maybe graveyard ghouls or a hungry werewolf?" He laughed to himself as if the whole thing was ridiculous.

      Taking a last drag on my cigarette, I crushed the butt under my boot and stepped up to Stokes, looking down on him as I considered how easy it would be to crush his skull with my bare hands. "Do yourself a favor and get the fuck away from my crime scene before I bury your broken body in this graveyard. I’m sure your wife’ll not miss you."

      Stokes’ jaw hardened in anger, and he tensed up as if he wanted to hit me. His own fear and insecurity soon betrayed him, however, and he backed down. "You’re a real asshole, Drake," he muttered before walking away.

      "Good luck with the case, Ethan," Routman said. "I’m going home to my family." As he went to walk away, he stopped. "I didn’t mean—"

      "I know what you meant," I said.

      Routman gave a small sigh before heading after Stokes, who had almost reached the front gates, the media crew outside getting ready to descend upon him, which gave me some satisfaction at least.

      "According to Hannah’s memories, you used to be partners with those two," Walker said. "They don’t seem to like you very much."

      "I’m not in this life to be liked by anyone." I turned toward the crime scene, thoughts of my dead daughter going through my head. "Come on. Let’s make like Mulder and Scully and see if we can’t solve this thing."

      "Okay," Walker said. "But who are Mulder and Scully?"

      "The truth is out there, Walker,” I said as I trudged on ahead to the crime scene.
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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