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      The men who kidnapped me smelled like blood. The rusted iron scent found its way through the material of the hood that had been forced over my head after they grabbed me. Although the smell could just as easily have been my own blood, for one bastard punched me in the mouth before I was thrown into the back of the van I found myself being transported in. 

      Transported to where, I didn’t know, though I was sure it was no place good. Ten minutes before, I had been walking down the street minding my own business, having just finished a meeting with a contact around the back of some seedy BDSM club. After paying my contact for the information he gave me, I stopped at a liquor store to get a bottle of Scotch so I could drink while I worked the rest of the night at home. The Scotch bottle was now lying broken on the side of the road a ways back, its contents running into the gutter no doubt. Bastards. That was expensive whiskey. The good stuff, aged fifteen years. I’d be lucky to find the money for another bottle any time soon, and that’s if I even survived the little mystery tour I was now on.

      I had counted three guys during my abduction. They burst out of the side of the van that screeched up alongside me, two of them immediately grabbing me before I knew what was happening, the other punching me in the face before putting the hood over my head. Despite my muffled protests and panicked questions, none of the men said a word. They were clearly professionals, and had done this kind of thing—snatching people off the street—many times before. They didn’t mess about, and they knew not to speak to me. Their ominous silence only added to my fear and confusion. 

      As soon as I got dumped face-first into the van—an older model black Dodge, that’s all I remember—I felt what must have been a knee in my back that forced the wind out of my lungs as I cried out in shock, and then my arms got yanked behind me and zip tied. Once they had me secured, they patted me down for weapons, finding the Glock 19 in my shoulder holster, the double-edged knife strapped to my right ankle, and the pocket full of sigil cards I had on me. That put paid to me using any of those things to save myself. Now all I had was my wits.

      For the next ten minutes—I think anyway, it was hard to tell—I lay on the cold floor of the van and tried to calm my racing thoughts, which wasn’t easy, given that fear and uncertainty had me tight in their respective grips. When the van started moving, I had this notion that I could somehow figure out where the van was going if I concentrated hard enough, feeling for the turns and the stops, counting how long it took to get from one place to another. But after a few frantic minutes, it quickly became clear that I wasn’t Liam Neeson, and that I did not know where I was going. My mind could only focus on the fact that something horrible was about to happen to me, and that I was probably about to die. Maybe from a bullet to the head, or worse, by being weighted and dumped into the river, my bloated corpse eventually finding its way to shore somewhere to be discovered by some guy out walking his dog, and that’s if the creatures in the river didn’t eat me first.

      All right, I thought as I tried to breathe through the thick material of the hood over my head. Stay calm and focus. Who would’ve done this? Who would’ve sent a bunch of thugs out to kidnap me?

      The questions made my mind race and my heart to thump harder in my chest. I’d pissed off so many people because of my work—so many bad people—that any of them could have been responsible for my current predicament. Christ, it was my job to piss people off and make enemies. That was the business I was in. I’d been at it so long, I hardly gave it any thought anymore.

      Unless things like this happened.

      The van stopped moving, but the engine was still running. I held my breath as I waited to see what would happen. The men around me didn’t appear to be moving. Outside, I could hear traffic—horns blaring, engines running. 

      We must be at a stoplight.

      The silence. The horrible anticipation. It was killing me.

      Someone coughed, and I flinched.

      The van lurched forward again.

      Christ, I can’t take this shit…

      I was torn between wanting the journey to end—to see what fate had in store for me—and being glad that we still hadn’t arrived wherever they were taking me. As long as the van kept moving, I was safe. 

      Safe as a lamb in a den of wolves. 

      FML.

      I desperately wanted to speak, to plead with my kidnappers, but I knew there would be no point. The second I opened my mouth, I’d get a dose of pain in return, and I’d still be none the wiser about what was going on.

      We seemed to be on a long straight now. No stops for the last few minutes. No turns.

      Fuck, this silence is killing me. Goddamn professionals. 

      Maybe if I’d been kidnapped by amateurs, they would’ve run their mouths off and then maybe I could’ve gotten information out of them. I could’ve prepared myself for my eventual destination. But not these guys. These guys were stone cold.

      So what did that say about them? What did that say about who they worked for? Could they work for one of the vampire clans? The clans often used humans to do their dirty work. And I published that story last week about the Furer Clan’s involvement with the adrenochrome trade, a story that caused quite a stink, drawing attention to their warehouse operation in the Industrial Zone. Not by the cops—who mostly took no notice of what I wrote—but by a werewolf gang who apparently tried to muscle in on the operation. I heard there was quite a battle between the two gangs before the Furers drove the lycans off. If this was the Furer clan, I was fucked, for I was about to be strung from a street light and gutted.

      But then I also ousted that hellot cult a while a back for stealing kids off the street and using them as human sacrifices. That story drew a lot of attention on the website. Even the cops got involved after it emerged that one of the street kids was actually a rich kid from the Hills, slumming it in Old Town. Not that the cops got very far in their investigation, mind. Hellots are good at covering up their messes, and the FPD is full of corruption and deep-seated apathy anyway. The leader of the cult, a man named Dorian Silvers—a high-priced lawyer—called me a few days after the story broke and told me I would get what’s coming to me sooner rather than later. I normally didn’t pay any attention to such threats. I got them all the time. In my line of work, threats to your life are par for the course.

      Godammit. Why did I have to make my living by being a shit-stirrer? 

      I could’ve just kept the silver spoon in my mouth and lived off the trust fund my father had set up for me. It would’ve been a hell of a lot easier, I’ll tell you that. But I’d rather swing from a street light than accept anything off my father. That should tell you all you need to know about my relationship with the man.

      The van stopped again, and I fell back into my state of hypervigilance, holding my breath as I waited to see if the vehicle would move again.

      But it didn’t. 

      The engine stopped running and the three men in the back with me started to move, heavy boots stomping the metal floor around my head. I heard the back doors creak open and then I got lifted out of the van and plonked unsteadily on my feet, the sudden coldness outside cooling the sweat coating my skin.

      “Walk,” a deep voice barked as I got pushed forward, both my arms being held as I was forced to move. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to walk with your arms tied behind your back and a hood over your head, but it’s damn difficult and very disorientating. With every unsure step it felt like I was about to fall down a dark hole, and I kept waiting for my face to plant the hard concrete or whatever surface I was walking on.

      Ahead of me, I heard a creaking sound, which sounded like a door opening.

      “Watch the step,” a gruff voice said, too late, for I tripped and lurched forward, the only thing stopping me from falling being the two assholes holding my arms in their iron grip, their fingers digging painfully into my biceps.

      We were inside now. Somewhere warm, or at least warmer than outside. Smells immediately wafted through the hood and into my nostrils—stale cigarette smoke, and disinfectant that failed to mask the musty smell of damp. 

      This must be an old building. And it smells somehow familiar…

      It felt like I was walking on carpet tiles now, and despite the hood over my head, I still sensed an almost cozy atmosphere. Quiet. Serene almost. 

      Apart from the faint sound of screaming coming from somewhere.

      What the hell is that? It sounds…recorded. Like it’s coming from a speaker.

      Ahead, I heard another door being opened, and the screaming sounds immediately got louder. There were other sounds as well—the buzzing of a power tool, the unmistakable wet slap of blood hitting a hard surface. 

      Is this a cinema? Is that the sound of a horror movie playing?

      I got pushed forward slightly, and then the iron grips on my arm were released as the hood got whipped off my head and the ties binding me were cut, freeing my arms at last, which now ached like hell. I expected to be blinded by bright light once the hood was removed, but the only light in the dark room I found myself in was the light from the huge screen in front of me. As my eyes adjusted to the glare, images of horror flashed before me as a masked, naked man appeared to drill holes into a woman’s face with a power drill. When the camera suddenly zoomed in—just as the thick drill bit went into the woman’s eye—I had to look away. Two seconds of seeing it and I knew it was no horror movie playing up there, but some sick snuff movie.

      With an overwhelming urge to flee, I turned and pulled on the doors, but they were locked.

      “Damion Deadson,” a gruff voice said from somewhere, making me spin around to look for the person who spoke my name.

      I know that voice. Shit. Now I know what’s going on here… and who’s doing this.

      But before I tell you who my kidnapper is, let me just pause for a second and rewind a bit, for I realize I haven’t told you very much about me or what it is I do. At least you know my name now. In case you missed it, it’s Damion Deadson. Kind of a weird surname, I know, but it apparently goes back to the early part of the century when my ancestors first moved to Washington State, and to the great city of Fairfield, having made their way over from London, England. My great, great grandfather decided the family needed a new surname, and they chose Deadson. This fact became more significant—funny, even—when I found out my great, great grandfather liked to dabble in necromancy. In fact, the Dark Arts have played a big part in my family history, with just about everyone having a hand in it to some degree. Even me these days, though mostly for protection.

      But let’s not get into my murky family history just yet. Let’s talk instead about what it is I do, which should throw some light on why I found myself kidnapped and brought to some seedy snuff cinema owned by a despicable vampire named Byron Black.

      In case you haven’t guessed, I’m an investigative reporter. The type of stuff I investigate, you won’t see mentioned in any mainstream newspaper or the six o’clock news. I concern myself only with prodding the dark underbelly of this city, the Occult Underground most citizens don’t even know exists. I lift rocks and shine my light under them to see what comes scurrying out, which is usually supernatural criminals of one type or another. I uncover the conspiracies and injustices these often despicable beings perpetrate. I find the story and then I write it up on my website, Deadson Confidential (DC for short), so the Sleepers out there can become that bit more awake, and that little bit more aware of the supernatural filth that surrounds them. 

      I shine a light into the darkness. That’s my job, and it has been for the last fifteen years or so.

      There’s more to my story. A lot more. You haven’t even met Zee yet—but we’ll get to that later.

      In the meantime, let’s get back to Byron Black and his filthy cinema. Black is a vampire, but he doesn’t belong to any clan. He’s what you might call an independent. What the clans refer to as Scumdogs. It’s an apt title, especially for someone like Bryon Black, who spends most of his time wallowing in scum. The same argument could be made about me, of course, but let’s not go there.

      “Damion Deadson,” Black said in his growly voice from somewhere inside the dark cinema. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      “I didn’t have much of a choice, did I?” I said as I walked down the center aisle, rubbing my chaffed wrists as I looked to see where the vampire was, soon spotting the back of his huge bald head five rows back from the front. “You could’ve just called and asked to meet you know.”

      “Would you have come if I did?”

      “Probably not.”

      “Well then. Get your scrawny ass over here. Don’t spoil my viewing by making me come and get you.”

      “Yeah,” I said as I made my way reluctantly down the aisle to the fifth row. “Wouldn’t want to spoil the show or anything.”

      On the screen, the woman screamed again, a horrible drawn out sound as the drill went into her ear.

      I can’t believe I have to endure this shit. 

      I’d seen enough of Black’s “material” when I was investigating him the week before. If I never saw another snuff movie for the rest of my life, it would be too soon. Some things you just can’t unsee, but I guess that’s a hazard of the job.

      Like Black himself, for instance. He was three hundred pounds of pure slime squeezed into a black leather bondage outfit, no hair on his head except for the long strands that hung from his temples over his shoulders. Tied to those greasy strands of hair were two very small human skulls, one on either side. The Horseman of Gluttony some people called Black, and for good reason. He was always eating, and being a vampire, what he ate most was human flesh, and what he drank was blood. Most vampires just stuck with blood, for they needed nothing else to sustain themselves. Black, however, had developed a taste for flesh as well, and he ate it like a delicacy.

      “Come, sit,” Black said, his eyes never leaving the screen in front of him.

      Just the thought of having to sit next to Jabba the Huts’ bondage-loving little brother was enough to turn my stomach, but I knew I had to, for despite his size, Black could still move fast. He may have been a fat, loathsome bastard, but he was still a vampire, and vampires can have their hands around your throat in the time it takes you to blink.

      So having little choice in the matter, I made my way slowly between the seats before stopping two seats away from him.

      “Closer,” he said as I went to sit down, his eyes still enraptured by the real life horror on the screen.

      Sighing slightly, I stared at Black for a second before moving toward him again, stopping by the seat next to him before slowly sitting down as if I expected the seat to explode when my ass touched it. As soon as I was seated, I sat uncomfortably while the horror continued to play out on the screen, so sickening I couldn’t even look at it.

      “It’s a double bill,” Black said. “You should see what’s coming on next.” He raised his hand to his mouth, taking a bite out of whatever he was holding. Something small, maybe the size of an orange. When he bit down on it, his teeth crunched against bits of white, and blood ran through his fingers. When he chewed, he made more crunching sounds, like someone eating a boiled sweet. I didn’t ask what he was eating. I didn’t have to.

      How long do I have to sit here? 

      As long as I had to. For as long as it would take me to figure out a way out of the situation I was in.

      “What do you want?” I asked him. “I’m taking it you didn’t like my exposé?”

      Black grunted and then laughed as he kept his eyes on the screen. “That’s what you’re calling it? That tripe you wrote about me?”

      “I told the truth. Nothing more.”

      “The truth,” he said, giving me a sideways glance. “You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit your ball sack. The truth. Don’t make me laugh, Deadson.”

      “So you’re not trading in snuff? You’re not killing innocent people for the amusement of sick individuals like yourself?”

      “On the contrary, Deadson, that’s exactly what I’m doing. But the truth, as you posit it, is more complicated than that, and you’ll never understand why that is. When you write your little stories, Deadson, you write as if everything in this city—in this world—is black and white, when anyone with an ounce of smarts could tell you it isn’t.”

      “You have people tortured and killed on film for the sick amusement of others,” I said, seeing no point in trying to worm my way into his good graces. That’s not why he brought me to that dingy cinema. He brought me there to kill me, that much was obvious. “Seems pretty black and white to me.”

      Black nodded and then stuffed the rest of what he was eating into his mouth before turning his head to stare at me while he chewed, blood and saliva running out his mouth and down over his sagging double chin. Even though I wanted to, I didn’t look away. I watched his jaws crunch and grind his meal until he was finished. Licking his lips, he said, “I’m going to put you in one of my movies, Deadson. I’ve already written the script. Would you like to hear it?”

      “Not really.”

      He smiled slightly, his thick lips lifting his fleshy cheeks. “I’m going to tell you anyway. The movie will open with you strapped to a torture rack. You’ll be naked, of course. You’ll also be pumped full of a drug that will make your pain receptors hypersensitive. You’ll feel everything times ten. My star torturer, Miss Filet, will make her appearance, bringing with her a wondrous array of knives. She will then get to work cutting you in ways you can’t even imagine. Eventually she’ll skin you, but you’ll still be alive. And then the real fun will begin…” He stopped and stared at me with his near-black eyes, perhaps seeing if I was afraid or not, or perhaps just enjoying the moment, enjoying seeing me squirm under his intimidating gaze.

      You may wonder if indeed I was afraid. Well, of course I was. Who the hell wouldn’t be? I was trapped in that small cinema room with a murderous, psychopathic vampire that wanted to put me in one of his snuff movies. Frankly, I was fucking bricking it.

      “I won’t reveal the rest of the movie,” Black said. “It would only spoil the surprise.”

      “And we wouldn’t want that, would we?” I said. “Everyone hates spoilers, don’t they?”

      Black continued to stare at me for a long moment, his gaze almost unbearable. “Why do you do it, Deadson?” he asked. “I’d like to know.”

      “Do what?”

      “Why do you do what you do? Why do you waste your time so?”

      “Who says I’m wasting my time?”

      “I do. You wrote your little piece about me, and yes, you drew some unwanted and inconvenient attention my way. The cops got involved, and I was forced to close down my business and move here, as you can see. But here’s the thing,” he said, now leaning toward me, so close I could smell the blood on his breath, and see the points of his fangs as he opened his mouth. “Your meddling achieved nothing. All it did was piss me off and lead you here to your death. So again, I ask you, why do you do it?”

      “If I tell you, will you let me go?” I said with a straight face.

      Black looked at me and then laughed. “You know what, Deadson? Maybe I will, maybe I will.” He shifted his great bulk in his seat as if getting comfortable. “So tell me then. Change my mind about killing you.”

      Christ, no pressure or anything, eh? I mean, whatever I said to him, it wouldn’t be enough, would it? He was sitting there like the monster he was, enjoying playing with his victim, ready to balk at whatever I was about to say. But if he wanted an explanation, I would give one. A surface one, at least. “The truth is,” I said, “I actually give a shit about the victims of people like you, Black. If I can shine a light on monsters like you, you’ll lose power. People will wake up, and there are a lot more of us than there are of you. The Sleeping Tiger will awaken and you and all the others will end up devoured by it.”

      Black stared at me for a long moment, his dark eyes difficult to read, before he burst out laughing. “That’s the biggest load of crap I’ve ever heard in my long life.”

      “It’s still true. No one can hide forever. The tide will turn eventually. Change is inevitable.”

      “And you think the weak-minded sheep of this world will oust us?” He shook his head. “Pathetic.”

      “We don’t need you, but you need us. That’s the difference. That makes you the weak one in my mind.”

      “Weak?” He bared his fangs at me as he reached out and grabbed me by the throat, his dark eyes filled with rage now. “I could snap your neck like a twig! That’s not weakness! That’s strength! A strength you will never know!”

      “You’re…right,” I managed to say as his massive, bloodstained hand squeezed me tighter, making me fear he would snap my neck. “I’m…nothing.”

      Black smiled as his grip loosened slightly, and then he nodded. “That’s right. You are nothing. All you are to me is food, boy. That and grist for the snuff mill.”

      I looked into his dark eyes and saw the greed in them. Gluttony ran from his every pore. “Why would you want to waste me in one of your snuff movies, huh, Black? Why do that when you can just eat me right now? You can feel my blood pulsing against your hand right now, can’t you? You can feel how hot it is running through my veins. Wouldn’t you like it all for yourself, Black? Wouldn’t you like to swallow every morsel of my flesh? Think how that would feel, eating the man who caused you such trouble, having me in your belly. Think how satisfying that would be.”

      Black’s eyes narrowed. “What is this?” he asked. “What game are you playing?”

      “No game,” I said. “I just don’t want to end up on the wrong end of Miss Filet’s knives. I’d rather you just killed me yourself. Come on, Black. I’ve been straight with you, haven’t I? The least you could do is let me chose my own death. I don’t want to be immortalized in celluloid, my horrible end up there on that screen for everyone to see. It’s degrading. That’s not how I wanna be remembered.”

      “So you wanna maintain your journalistic integrity right to the end then, huh?”

      “Yeah, something like that. So come on. What do you say, Black? You want a taste of the man who fucked you over or what?”

      Black tightened his hand around my throat again and pulled me toward him so his face was mere inches from mine. The smell of his greasy skin and the stench of his breath made me want to puke, but I kept my gaze on him. “I have to say,” he said as he ran his nose over the skin on my face and inhaled my scent, “your offer is tempting. I would enjoy eating you. I would enjoy having you in my belly.”

      “Sure you would,” I said, turning my head in his greasy grip, straining to force out the pulsing veins in my neck, which I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist. As a vampire, Black would’ve heard the blood rushing through my veins. It would’ve sounded like a raging river of red to him. And with me so close to him, my meat would’ve smelled delicious. I could practically see the saliva dripping off his exposed fangs, which had lengthened fully now, like a cock rising to the occasion. “Just make it quick, all right?”

      Black was panting, his insatiable hunger getting the better of him as his eyes glazed over with desire.

      Come on, you fat fuck. Bite me! Drink my blood!

      “Just relax,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper now. “I’ll try not to make this too painful…or maybe I will.”

      When he bit me, it was a shock, even though I knew it was coming. His long fangs pierced the skin of my neck and slid into the flesh beneath, causing me to gasp, a curious element of pleasure mixed in with my disgust. His thick lips clamped onto my neck as he started sucking out my blood, greedily gulping it down.

      That’s it. Drink it. Drink it all the way down. 

      Any second now…

      His reaction came quicker than I expected. Having never did that before, I wasn’t sure how long it would take. Zee had assured me at the time—when she transfused some of her blood into me—that the reaction from any vampire would be immediate and devastating.

      And how right she was.

      After taking a few good gulps of my tainted blood, Black pulled his fangs out of my neck and reeled back away from me as he gasped in shock and clutched at his own throat. Zee had assured me when she gave me the transfusion that the effect on a vampire would be like acid burning through their veins, and the pain would be unbearable.

      As I stood up and backed away from Byron Black, his pain sure seemed to be unbearable. His screams matched those of the man on the cinema screen who was having sulfuric acid dripped onto his naked body by a masked woman. “What…have you done to me?!” Black screeched as he writhed on the seats he lay across. “It burns! It fucking burns! I’ll…kill you, Deadson!”

      He made as if to get up, but he couldn’t, the pain he was feeling probably too great for him to even move.

      “Demon blood,” I told him. “It doesn’t play well with vampires.”

      “You bastard, Deadson!” he shouted. “You…tricked me!”

      I nodded. “Seems to me like your greed got the better of you, Black. I knew I could count on you to bite me.” I glanced at the doors to make sure none of Black’s human goons had heard his screams and had come running. Dealing with Black was one thing, but dealing with his hired professionals was quite another. I knew I would have to find a way out of that cinema soon before I ran into those three guys again. Luckily, the sound of the snuff movie was masking Black’s own screams. “It’s kinda poetic, don’t you think?”

      “What?” he said as small holes appeared all over his body, little fountains of dark blood forming in them.

      “That you should die while watching one of your own snuff movies.”

      “Fuck you, Deadson!” he screamed. “You’re not getting out of here alive!”

      Although his blood was jetting out from ever-widening holes all over his body like a leaky blood bag, the bastard still managed to raise himself to his feet with a speed that took me by surprise. Turning, I went to run, but he grabbed me from behind, pulling me hard so I landed on the sticky floor by his feet, his cold blood leaking all over me. By this point, Black looked like he was melting from the inside, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much longer it would take before his body just fell apart.

      But despite his unfortunate predicament, the bastard still had some fight left in him yet. With his blood cascading down over my face, he lifted his massive boot and positioned it over my head. “If I’m going, you’re coming with me, Deadson. I’ll crush your fucking skull!”

      Half-blinded by his blood in my eyes, hardly able to move in the narrow space between the seats, all I could do was put my arms over my head to block his attack. A second later, I felt his boot press against my arms, but the pressure of his stomp eased off suddenly after only a split second. Then there was a popping sound, like a water balloon bursting, followed by a great gush of wetness.

      “Ah! Jesus!” I moved my arms away from my face to find I was covered in blood and guts, Black’s boot—the one that had almost crushed my skull—now lying on top of my chest along with his leather bondage outfit. The rest of him was soaking into the carpet tiles. “Fucking hell!”

      Sitting up, I swiped Black’s boot away and lifted his bondage outfit off of me, letting it fall to the side like so much dead skin. Black’s blood was all over me, his liquified guts and bones having completely ruined my clothes, including my good trench coat. Bastard. Now I would have to buy all new.

      In the background, the man on screen screamed and screamed as more acid was dripped onto him. I didn’t care to look. I just wanted out of that cinema, away from all that filth so I could go home and take a shower to wash what was left of Byron Black down the damn drain where he belonged.

      But first I had to get past Black’s goons, who were probably waiting outside somewhere. As I stood up, I thanked my lucky stars the men hadn’t come into the cinema room yet. If they had come in and saw what I’d done, they would’ve likely killed me. Stopping a vampire was one thing, but stopping a bullet—or a hail of bullets—was quite another, and beyond my skillset.

      After doing my best to clear the blood from my eyes—trying not to gag as it ran into my mouth—I did a quick search around the room, hoping to find an emergency exit door somewhere. There was a door at the front to the left of the screen, but for some damn reason, it was nailed shut.

      Dammit, Black. Hadn’t you ever heard of fire regulations?

      I gave the door a few boots, but it didn’t budge.

      Bastard. Now I’ll have to take the risky way out.

      That meant going through the doors at the back, which also meant I would have to get past the three goons somehow, assuming there was only three of them. There could be more of them in the building for all I knew.

      As I walked up the center aisle, I tried to think of a plan, and the only thing I could come up with was to lure the three men into the screen room and then sneak out the door without them seeing me. By the time they realized what had happened, I would be long gone.

      But first I had to lure them in, and the only way I could think of doing that was to start a fire. This was an old cinema, so I doubted the seats would be fireproof. I hoped not anyway as I ran to the center seating area and then fished in my blood-soaked pocket for my Zippo lighter. Then I took out a small lock knife the goons had missed when they searched me earlier and cut the red fabric on the seat into strips, exposing the spongy material inside. When I held a strip of fabric over the flame of the Zippo, I smiled when the material caught fire immediately, and then I dropped the flaming strip onto the seat. Within seconds, the small flames spread rapidly, growing higher as they soon engulfed the entire seat, the flammable material pumping out thick black smoke.

      Satisfied that the flames were spreading nicely, I ran to the back of the room and hid behind the seats on the back row, crouching in the darkness, glad now that my face and hands were covered in dark blood, which would help me remain unseen. I shouted at the top of my lungs, “FIRE! FIRE!” and then waited.

      It didn’t take long for Black’s three goons to burst through the doors and see the black smoke that had almost filled the entire room now, and the rapidly spreading flames in the center of the room.

      “Jesus!” one goon shouted as all three ran down the center aisle. “Mr. Black! Where are you?”

      All over me, that’s where.

      As the three men searched for Black, I sneaked along the row of seats as quickly as I could before standing up and bolting toward the doors, and as I did, someone shouted, “Hey!”

      I didn’t stop as I ran out the doors into the hallway outside, sprinting toward the foyer and the front door up ahead.

      But the hallway was longer than I expected. It didn’t seem that long when I got frogmarched down it earlier with the hood over my head. I knew I would never make it to the front door in time before someone took a shot at me.

      And that’s exactly what happened. Just as I made it to the foyer, something whizzed past my head and a split second later I heard the loud bang of a gunshot.

      Instinctively, I ducked and veered toward the wall, but I didn’t stop running as another bullet flew past me and took a chunk out of the wall.

      It’s too far. I’m not gonna make it. I’m not gonna—

      Up ahead, the front door opened, and then in walked, of all people—or of all demons, I should say—Zee.

      Thank Christ…

      Zee, wearing a long black leather coat, her dark hair greased back and tied up, paused at the door to assess the situation for a second, and as she did, a bullet hit her in the shoulder. Zee looked down at the bullet hole in her like it was nothing but an inconvenience, but I knew she’d be pissed off about getting shot. Lifting her head, she glanced at me with her dark eyes and said, “Get down!”

      Doing as she said, I dived on the floor and lay flat as I watched her move across the foyer and down the hallway, covering the distance in less than a second. Black’s three goons were standing there with their guns out, but they didn’t have time to get any more shots off before Zee took care of them. In a blur of motion, she swiped at one man’s head, hitting him so hard his head detached from his neck and bounced off the wall. Before the decapitated man’s body could even hit the floor, Zee was already onto the next guy, plunging her hand into his stomach and ripping out his guts as he screamed. The third guy tried to run, but Zee grabbed him by the hair and pulled him back on to the floor. Then she lifted her boot and brought it down onto the guy’s head, which exploded like a watermelon getting hit with a hollow point bullet. All of this Zee did in the space of a few seconds, and when she had finished, there was blood everywhere, all over the grubby white walls and the crimson carpet tiles.

      Standing up, I looked over at her and the bloody mess she had made. Sometimes I forgot what Zee was capable of. At times like this one, I was well reminded.

      Satisfied with her display of ultra-violence, Zee zoomed back down the hallway and came to a halt in front of me, her alabaster skin splattered with crimson blood. “Are you okay, baby?” she asked, her genuine concern for me never failing to make me smile.

      “I’m fine,” I told her. “I need a shower, though. Where did you come from? Your timing couldn’t have been better.”

      “You know me, baby. I’m always around when you need me.”

      I nodded. “Let me guess. You were in some guy’s house, or a bar, getting to know him before you suck him dry.”

      “A gal’s gotta do what she’s gotta do. You know that.”

      “I’m just glad you weren’t too ‘in the moment’ to sense that I was in deep shit.”

      “You get into more deep shit than the shit worms in Hell,” she said. “I’ve learned to stay tuned in as far you’re concerned, Dee.” She stepped forward and stroked my cheek. “So much blood on you. If you want, I can lick it all off when we get home.”

      “Gross, Zee.”

      “What? I can tell a lot about someone from the taste of their blood.”

      “Believe me, Zee,” I said, looking past her at the smoke and flames belting out of the cinema room. “This guy, you don’t wanna know.”

      “You let him bite you?”

      “It was my only option. I’m just glad it worked.”

      “Of course it worked. I said it would, didn’t I?”

      “You did.”

      “And I’m always here for you, aren’t I?”

      “You are.”

      She smiled as she tilted her head at me. “You better believe it, baby.”

      “Come on,” I said. “Let’s get out of here before we end up like toast.”

      “Shouldn’t you call the fire department?” she said as she linked her arm through mine.

      Despite the fact that she was being facetious, I said, “Hell no. Let this place burn to the fucking ground.”

      Zee squeezed my arm tighter as we exited on to the street, which was already filling with the smoke that billowed from the roof of the building. “That’s my boy.”
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      Home for me was Bricktown, in which I had an apartment in one of the many tall tenement buildings. Police sirens wailed day and night in that godforsaken neighborhood, though it was all for show as the cops had long given up on the community. Gunshots were heard regularly from a few blocks over, and sometimes you caught sight of armed gangs exchanging live fire on the streets as frightened citizens scrambled to take cover. The local businesses were all protected by grilles, locks, and bars. Economically, Bricktown was a black hole, as poverty prevailed and the only ones making a buck were the criminals that were unwelcome anywhere else. For most of the ordinary residents there, life was a living hell.

      As for me, I’d been living in Bricktown for the last seven years. Before that, I had spent a year living on the streets as a heroin addict, a lifestyle choice prompted by my dear sister’s unfortunate disappearance. If I hadn’t met Zee around that time, I probably would’ve ended up dead with a needle in my arm. She was my savior, and my new addiction. And although Zee—full name Zelda Scarrow—was a demon, I loved her more than I had ever loved any human, besides my mother and sister, but my mother was dead and my sister was nowhere to be found. Zee was all I had.

      After leaving the burning snuff cinema, Zee and I walked a couple blocks before hailing a cab, but the cabbie took one look at me, all covered in blood as I was, and refused to let me in his cab. Thankfully, Zee used her demonic wiles to change the cabbie’s mind, wrapping the guy around her little finger in less than a minute. By the time she was done, the cabbie couldn’t wait to drive us home. He even stopped on the way so Zee could run into a liquor store and get me a fresh bottle of whiskey. A bottle of Glenfiddich, aged eighteen years, bless her. After the night I’d had, I needed it. The cabbie refused to take any fare when he dropped us at Bricktown. “Much obliged, baby doll,” Zee said in her deep, sultry voice as she smiled alluringly at the cabbie.

      “Any time, baby,” the cabbie said, smiling like he was head over heels in love with her, and he probably was, for Zee was a succubus. It was in her nature to get strange men to fall in love with her. I had been in love with her since the minute I met her. She was just that kind of demon.

      The cabbie had dropped us across the road from our tenement building, and as the yellow cab drove away, I spotted something in the middle of the road as I was about to cross. “Is that a cat sitting over there?”

      Zee looked down the street. “Yeah, it is.”

      “Why do you think it’s just sitting there like that?”

      “I don’t know. Because it’s a cat and cats are weird?”

      “So are you.”

      “Yeah,” she said, taking no offense. “But I’m also sexy as hell and give great blowjobs. Show me a sexy cat that gives great blowjobs and I’ll show you—Dee, where the hell are you going?”

      I had run off by this point for a truck had just rounded the corner down the street and was now about to bear down on the cat, which still hadn’t moved. “Hey!” I shouted at the cat. “Move your furry ass before you get pancaked!”

      The gray cat didn’t even look at me when I shouted at it. It just went right on sitting there as if there wasn’t a ten ton truck right on its ass. As for the truck driver, he just went right on trucking as if there wasn’t a defenseless cat in the middle of the road. Because of the lack of lighting on the street—the drug dealers routinely knocked out all the lights—the trucker wouldn’t have seen the cat until it was too late. I could also hear loud rock music blaring out the window of the truck, so the trucker—who was probably coked up as well, to get him through the night—was likely in a world of his own. All of which added up to one thing—I had to save the cat.

      So even though the truck was coming fast, I sprinted out into the road. But even before I grabbed the cat, I was aware of the truck’s headlamps getting brighter as they got closer to me.

      Oh shit. This was a dumb idea. Maybe if I had my sigil cards on me, I could use one to slow the truck down.

      But those assholes that worked for Byron Black had taken all my cards earlier.

      Oh well. I’ll have to chance it then.

      I grabbed the cat from off the road, scooping it up into my arms, and then went to dash across the rest of the road before the truck hit me. But as I went to run, I tripped, my boot catching in a pothole, and the next thing I was falling over with the cat in my arms and the truck coming at me. I heard the truck’s brakes screech, but it was still coming fast, fast enough to knock me into the next week.

      Oh shit…Maybe this wasn’t the best idea…

      But before I could hit the asphalt, I was grabbed by Zee and rushed across the rest of the road to safety, just as the truck blared its horn and carried on skidding up the road. 

      “Jesus fucking Christ, Dee!” Zee exclaimed. “You could’ve been killed!”

      With a sigh of relief, I smiled at her and said, “Twice in one night. You’re on a role.”

      “Honestly, I could suck you dry for being so stupid.” 

      Up the street, the truck had finally stopped, and the driver was hanging out the window. “Hey!” he shouted. “What the fuck, man?”

      “Sorry,” I shouted back. “Cat!”

      The driver shook his head. “Asshole!”

      “Yeah, you too, buddy!”

      “What the hell are you going to do with that thing?” Zee asked, eyeing the cat warily as if it had the power to send her back to Hell.

      I shrugged as I stroked the cat’s head. The cat appeared to be oblivious to everything that had just happened. It just sat in my arms staring straight ahead like it was trying to work out a very difficult math problem and couldn’t afford to break its concentration lest it have to start again. “I dunno. Take it up and feed it, maybe?”

      “Maybe I can eat it,” Zee said. “Can I eat it?”

      “No, Zee, you cannot eat the cat.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I mean, what if I got a fur ball stuck in my throat or something? Do you even know the Heimlich Maneuver?”

      “You’re a demon, Zee. You’re virtually indestructible.”

      “What if it carries a disease that only affects demons then? You always hear how cats carry diseases, don’t you?”

      “You really don’t want this cat in the apartment, do you?”

      Zee shook her head. “I don’t trust it.”

      “I can’t believe you’re afraid of a cat.”

      “Did I say afraid? I said I don’t trust it. There’s a difference.”

      “You’re afraid of the cat. Afraid it might steal your thunder, maybe?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “You stop being ridiculous,” I said as I turned and walked to the tenement entrance. “I’m sure it belongs to someone. I’ll ask around tomorrow.”

      “It doesn’t sleep in our bed.”

      “It can sleep in the living room.”

      “I was thinking more the broom cupboard.”

      * * *

      The apartment wasn’t the biggest, but it was home. It was a two bedroom, the biggest of which functioned as my office. The place was nicely furnished, though, thanks mostly to Zee, who had used her powers of persuasion on various store owners to get them to happily provide her with whatever she wanted, including a green leather Chesterfield sofa and two wing-backed chairs for the living room, a sixty-inch widescreen TV, a separates hi-fi system, a Persian rug, an antique coffee table, and a large bookcase that housed all the trashy novels that Zee liked to read. 

      The walls were also covered in art, ranging from ridiculously expensive modern art canvases to original paintings by masters like William Blake and Hieronymus Bosch. There was literally millions of dollars hanging on the walls. I had never asked Zee to get any of this stuff. She had walked in with it herself on occasion, as if she had just found these items sitting outside. Zee could get almost anything she wanted from anyone. When we first met, she tried to get me to move to Bedford to a multi-million dollar penthouse, but I refused. If I had wanted to live like that, I would’ve just joined my father’s business. Money meant little to me, except as a means to get by. I didn’t care about living in luxury. Living as I did, existing mostly on the money I made through my website, kept me sharp. In my experience, money corrupted people. My father and all his associates were proof of that. I preferred to make it on my own as much as possible.

      In the living room, I put the gray cat on the Chesterfield sofa and then stood looking down at it for a minute, trying to work out what was wrong with the feline. Its eyes seemed glazed over, and if I didn’t know any better, I would’ve said the cat looked traumatized, perhaps even the victim of some magic spell. Who knew?

      “You’re just going to leave it there?” Zee said as she stood beside me looking down at the cat. “What if it shits on the sofa?”

      “I’m sure it won’t,” I said. “And if it does, I’ll clean it up. Can you watch it while I go grab a shower?”

      Zee nodded reluctantly. “I suppose so.”

      “Try not to eat it while I’m gone.”

      “I was joking about that.”

      “No you weren’t.”

      In the bathroom, I stripped off my clothes and dumped them on the floor, intending to dispose of them all in the trash, with the exception of my boots, which would clean up okay. The shower felt great as I stood under it. A while ago, Zee had changed the shower head from a standard one to one of those ones with the little round stones inside, which softened the water and gave a finer spray that didn’t sting as much when you stood under it. Zee was always coming home with random items like that. The kitchen was full of gadgets that she had obtained over time. Quite why she made a point of getting those things, I wasn’t sure. She said it was to make my life easier, but I think she just liked getting people to give her things. Once, she came home with this really expensive chess set that she had gotten some university professor to hand over. I spent a week teaching her the game until she could beat me every time. She didn’t always have the same luck with snakes and ladders, though. After the last time I beat her, she tore the board up with her teeth and vowed never to play the game again, calling it “a work of pure evil.”

      After my long shower, I got dressed into gray jogging bottoms and a T-shirt that said on it: I’M BEST FRIENDS WITH A SUCCUBUS. Another gift from Zee. In the mirror above the sink, I checked out my face, pressing my bottom swollen lip with my fingers and wincing slightly, further wincing at my overall appearance. My face was a little on the gaunt side and I had dark circles under my blue eyes from burning the midnight oil constantly. Sleep was usually a luxury for me, as I always had too much work to do. My light brown hair was getting a little gray in places as well. Okay, a lot more gray, but given my lifestyle, I wasn’t surprised. Still, considering my run in with Bryon Black and his goons, I didn’t look too bad. “Another near miss,” I said to my reflection. “One of these days…” I allowed the sentence to trail off as I shook my head and left the bathroom.

      In the living room, Zee was watching television as she sat on the Chesterfield, as far from the cat as she could get. “How’s our little friend?” I asked her as I went into the kitchen and poured two glasses of the Glenfiddich, downing mine in one before refilling the glass and heading back into the living room where I handed Zee hers. 

      “Your little fiend, you mean?” she said as she stared over at the cat. “It hasn’t moved since you left. It just keeps staring at…nothing. Is that normal for cats?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said as I sat beside her. “I think it saw something that messed it up.”

      “Like what? Humans having sex?”

      “I dunno.” I reached my hand over and lightly stroked the cat’s head, frowning when it didn’t react at all. Not even a purr. “Strange. It can stay here on the sofa tonight. It might come around by morning.”

      Sinking back into the sofa, I rested my head against the leather and sipped my scotch, satisfied at the smokey taste. “What a night.”

      “What the hell happened?” Zee asked. “You were kidnapped?”

      “Yeah. It was over that story I wrote about Bryon Black’s snuff business. You remember?”

      “I remember. I take it he didn’t like the attention?”

      “Guys like him never do,” I said before sipping on my whiskey. “He was planning on putting me in one of his snuff movies before I got him to bite me.”

      Zee smiled. “Clever boy. So having my blood in you worked then?”

      “Yeah, like a charm. It was damn messy, though.”

      “I wish I’d been there to see it,” Zee said, resting her head on my shoulder. “How much pain was he in?”

      “A lot. He screamed.”

      “Oh, you’re making me all wet. Tell me more.”

      Smiling, I shook my head. “Holes opened up all over his body.”

      “Holes? Oh yeah…”

      “He was like a leaky blood bag before he finally turned to mush and fell apart.”

      “All over you?” she half-moaned.

      “All over me.”

      “You’re turning me on. Can we fuck?”

      “Not now. I’m exhausted, and I’ve had a traumatic experience.”

      “Suit yourself. You wouldn’t have all these traumatic experiences if you’d just let me be your bodyguard.”

      “We’ve been over this enough times. I don’t need you bodyguarding me. I can take care of myself.”

      “You were almost shot tonight.”

      “I’m sure I would’ve managed.”

      “Oh, okay. So you’re saying you don’t need me then?”

      “You know that’s not what I’m saying, Zee. Of course I need you.”

      “Just to make you feel better after you almost get killed, you mean?”

      “I’m not having this conversation with you again, Zee. We both do our own thing. That’s the understanding.”

      “I just worry about you, baby, that’s all. If you got killed—”

      “I won’t.”

      “You better not. This demon won’t be happy if you do.”

      “I know,” I said. “Anyway, what about you? Where were you tonight?”

      “I’ve been stalking a CEO the last couple days.”

      “You make contact yet?”

      “Not yet. I intend to soon. I’m not done watching yet.”

      “Is he interesting?”

      “I don’t go after uninteresting people, as you know. I get nothing out of it.”

      “So what’s the deal with this guy then?”

      “He lives in Bedford, naturally, up in the Hills.”

      “The Hills? Another reprobate, then?”

      “He has his…interests.”

      “I’m sure. Does he eat babies for breakfast?”

      “Not that I know of. It wouldn’t bother me if he did.”

      “Course it wouldn’t.” I sipped my whiskey. “So what’s his fate going to be? Drain or corruption?”

      “I haven’t decided yet. Depends how entertained he keeps me.”

      I nodded as I stared at the cop show on the TV, my eyes going to all the missing persons posters in the background of the set, the faces like lost souls no one even cared about anymore, and inevitably I thought of Ava, my lost sister.

      Twelve years. Twelve years and still nothing. How could that be?

      “Come on,” Zee said, grabbing my hand and squeezing as if she knew what I was thinking about. “Let’s go to bed, baby. I can help get you to sleep.”

      I drank the whiskey left in my glass and put the glass on the coffee table, my eyes going to the missing person’s posters on the TV again as I wondered why all the faces looked like Ava. Then the screen went black as Zee turned the TV off and stood up.

      “Come on, baby,” she said soothingly. “Let me take care of you.”

      “All right,” I said with a wan smile as I took her hand, still thinking of Ava.

      Zee smiled, and we both headed into the bedroom.
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      Zee followed through on her promise of helping me get to sleep, making me feel like the most important person in the world before sending me off to oblivion. I didn’t sleep for very long, though. A nasty dream in which Byron Black swallowed me whole woke me up with a start. Zee was fast asleep beside me, the covers barely concealing her lithe, naked form. The body wasn’t hers, of course. Like every other demon, Zee came to this world in spirit form, possessing a suicidal stripper too weak to resist Zee’s forced entry into her body. That’s what all demon spirits did when they escaped the confines of Hell. They looked for weak souls to possess—those on the verge of death, drug addicts, and people close to suicide. People with weak minds and spirits. Once the demon possessed them, the person was effectively dead and their soul became trapped within their own body, subsumed by the demon spirit. It took a while for the demon to adjust to their new vessel, and they often took on some of the characteristics of the human they possessed. Zee, being a succubus demon, could shapeshift as well, taking on the form most desirable to her chosen “victims.” Not being one of said victims, Zee kept her original human form when she was around me.

      It was still dark outside when I got up and made myself some coffee, wishing I had a cigarette to go with it. I had quit smoking three months before after suffering from sustained chest pains and crippling anxiety. The chest pains and anxiety cleared up a week after I quit, but man, I still missed smoking. Cigarettes still seemed real good to me, man. To paraphrase the immortal Bill Hicks, every one seemed made by God, rolled by Jesus, and moistened shut by Claudia Schiffer’s pussy. 

      The cat was curled up sleeping on the sofa. I decided not to disturb it as I headed into my office and switched on the light, my eyes immediately drawn to the Illuminati Conspiracy Wall, or ICW for short. I know what you’re thinking. The Illuminati? Seriously? I must be some kind of crackpot, right? Wrong. The Illuminati are not just some made-up group for pop culture “artists” to draw inspiration from as they create symbols and song lyrics. The Illuminati are a real thing. Or rather, the people behind the Illuminati are a real thing. The name might be a joke these days, but the players hiding behind it are not. I’ve been investigating the Illuminati for years now, and I’ve found plenty proof of their existence. 

      The information on the wall, spanning the entire surface, comprised not only my investigation into my sister’s disappearance but also a number of other investigations that linked up into one massive conspiracy. At the epicenter of this huge conspiracy was the Cabal, whose existence I had only uncovered two years before, and who kept themselves hidden behind the Illuminati theater. It was still unclear at this point if the Cabal were the end of the line as far as the conspiracy went. It was my feeling that they weren’t. I was convinced the conspiracy went deeper still, and I had made it my mission to find out how deep. My purpose in life was to expose this entire conspiracy to the world, shining a light on everything the players were trying to keep secret. By the time I was done, the world would be truly illuminated, and the people enlightened. It was that or go back to being a heroin addict.

      After staring at the ICW for a while, hoping my subconscious would make further connections, I turned away and went and sat down at my desk. Opening up my laptop, I logged into the Deadson Confidential backend and created a new post, titling it: Vampire Byron Black’s Snuff Cinema Burns To Ground.

      Then I wrote a short piece about how the cinema had burned down under mysterious circumstances, and that according to sources, Bryon Black himself had been inside the burning building and was now thought to be dead, along with his despicable and disgusting line of business. I ended the story with the words, Good riddance.

      After posting the story to the website, I then went through the dozens of comments that had come through overnight. Some comments were clearly written by crackpots, which I didn’t bother replying to. Two other comments were threats from people saying they were going to kill me. I got threats all the time from people, both online and through the mail. On my desk was a glass bowl filled with bullets; bullets that had been mailed to me, usually along with a threatening note, almost all of which were anonymous. I got other things through the mail as well—a severed finger once, a human turd wrapped in tinfoil, bloody rags, even dead rodents—but I never kept those. 

      The sensible comments I wrote brief replies to. Then I jumped onto the DC forum for a bit of moderation, and to see what people were talking about. Sometimes members slipped tidbits of information into their posts for me to find, stuff I could follow up on and investigate if need be. Seeing nothing of interest, I left the forum and checked my emails, though there was nothing much of interest there either unless I wanted to enlarge my penis to a gigantic degree.

      Closing the laptop, I spun around to look at the ICW for another minute, focusing on the picture of my sister near the center of the wall. It was a picture I took myself shortly before she disappeared. I had gone to meet her that day at Harvard, where she was in her first year at law school. Ava was tall and thin like our mother, with dark bobbed hair and striking features. She had even done a little modeling in her time. Two days after I took that picture, Ava disappeared. I still didn’t know what happened to her nearly twelve years later, but I would not stop searching for answers until I found out the truth about her disappearance. It was my obsession. It had to be.

      Still craving a cigarette, I went back into the living room, wondering if Zee had any smokes lying around, for I knew she liked to indulge now and again, depending on what part she was playing. The cat purring on the sofa, however, made me forget about my cravings a little as I walked over to it, noticing it had its eyes closed and its body was twitching. If I didn’t know any better, I would have said the cat was dreaming. Having a nightmare, perhaps, going by how anguished its face seemed. As I went to stroke the cat’s head, it woke up suddenly and let out a screeching meow before leaping off the sofa, startling me as it ran for the door.

      Leaving my coffee cup on the table, I went to check on the cat, who was pressed up against the door. As I approached, the cat’s ears went back, and it hissed at me. “No need to be afraid,” I said. “I’m not gonna hurt ya.”

      I bent down and reached out to pick the cat up, which was probably stupid of me, given the anxious state the feline was in, for it swiped my hand, its claws raking my skin. “Ow! You little shit! I said I wasn’t gonna hurt you.”

      The cat sat where it was, pressed up against the door, looking up as if it wanted out. 

      All right, buddy. You want out, I’ll let you out.

      I unlocked the door and pulled it open, and immediately the cat ran out into the hallway. As it bolted for the stairwell, I followed it just to see where it would go. The cat was fast, and I had to run to keep up with it as it lead me up to the top floor of the tenement building, onto the landing and through the doorless entry into the hallway. It then ran down the hallway before stopping by the door of one of the apartments. As I walked down to meet it, the cat was just sitting there staring at the door.

      “This where you live, buddy?” I said as I approached. “Even though pets aren’t allowed in the building?”

      The door the cat was staring at was slightly ajar. Despite the door being open, the cat didn’t seem to want to go inside, and I couldn’t help but wonder why, especially when my sixth sense registered as a tingling in my belly, and then a knot in my gut as I stared at the door. Something was off, I could tell that straight away by how the door was left ajar, and from the ominous silence coming from inside the apartment. Something had happened inside that had clearly spooked the hell out of the cat. 

      As my insatiable curiosity and nose for a story took over, I reached out and pushed the door open further so I could see inside the apartment, or the hallway at least, which was dark and empty save for a coat stand and a table with some wilting flowers in a vase on it. Beside me, the cat meowed softly as if it didn’t want to go inside. “Hello?” I said, getting definite bad vibes from inside now. Not just bad vibes, but magic vibes as well. The air inside the apartment positively crackled with magical energy. “Something has definitely happened here.” I looked down at the cat. “You see what happened, buddy?”

      The cat meowed again as it came closer to my leg, as though for protection.

      Something sure has the cat spooked. I wonder what?

      The knot in my gut gave way to a tingling excitement. The same feeling I always get when I think I’ve stumbled across a juicy story. There was certainly a story there. How juicy it remained to be seen.

      Crossing the threshold into the hallway, I could almost feel the electric vibes of the residual magic pricking my skin. I’m no expert when it comes to magic. I avoided it for years, despite knowing of its existence from a young age. I only delved into magic after I met Zee, who helped me get a handle on it through the use of sigil cards, which I mostly used for protection, and also to occasionally clear a path into whatever story I was chasing down. I was an amateur magician at best, but despite my novice status, I could still get a sense of how potent the magic was inside the apartment. Like nothing I’d ever felt before. So potent it was almost scary. 

      As I walked slowly down the hallway of the apartment, I feared what I was going to find. Who or what had left such a potent magical trail behind them? What had the cat seen that had it spooked so much?

      “Hello?” I said again, as much to break the deathly silence and quell my growing anxiety as anything else.

      My tentative inquiry got no response, which was no cause for surprise. The deeper into the apartment I went, the more I realized that something terrible had taken place in there. The question was what, though? Who would use such powerful magic in an ordinary place like that?

      Passing the table with the wilting flowers on it, I saw a couple of photographs. One of a woman in her thirties, blond, smiling in a black evening gown. Chubby build, pretty. The other picture showed the same woman posing with another similar-looking woman. Sisters perhaps? 

      I swallowed as I stared at the photo, wondering if I was going to find the woman inside somewhere. And if so, in what state?

      Only one way to find out, I thought as I headed toward the living room.
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      The living room was vacant. No sign of the woman who lived in the apartment, and I saw nothing untoward either. The room was neat, tastefully furnished, though the curtains were still drawn. On the coffee table was a bottle of wine and two glasses, the bottle empty.

      Seems she had some company last night.

      If it weren’t for the magic in the air, I would’ve believed myself to be foolish thinking there was anything untoward going on. The woman was probably asleep in her bedroom, and whoever she had been entertaining had simply left the apartment and hadn’t closed the door properly on their way out. Too tired or drunk to do so, maybe.

      But the magic still hung ominously in the air, and the woman’s cat—assuming it was her cat and not some random feline—was still sitting out in the hallway, afraid to even enter the apartment.

      So if the woman isn’t in here, then she must be…

      In the bedroom. Or the bathroom.

      I decided to check the bedroom first, wondering if I was simply going to open the door to find two people sleeping soundly in bed. 

      Shit, maybe the woman who lives here, or the person she’s entertaining, are magicians themselves? Maybe they spent the night doing magic of some sort?

      I saw no evidence to suggest the woman who owned the apartment was involved with magic, though. No ingredients lying around, no chalk outlines on the wood floors. Not even any books lying around. Though that proved nothing. I kept all my stuff in my office, safely secured in a wooden chest that I kept locked. The woman could have had her own chest lying around somewhere for all I knew.

      I felt a little silly now, like I’d jumped the gun, basing my assumptions on the behavior of a spooked cat. The woman was probably in the bedroom sleeping and I was there intruding in her apartment.

      Still, who leaves their front door open? Especially in a building like this, which is full of people who’d only be too glad to clean out your apartment for you if they noticed your door open?

      I would check the bedroom. The woman would be in there sleeping, and then I would leave feeling like an idiot for being led astray by a crazy cat. Hopefully, I wouldn’t wake the woman up, and whoever else she might be in there with, and I wouldn’t get reported to the landlord.

      Walking to the bedroom door, I paused for a second with my hand on the knob. Sensing the air, the magic felt stronger. The air practically hummed with it. Clearly the bedroom was the source.

      Particularly potent sex magic maybe?

      Turning the doorknob, I gently pushed the door open, half-expecting someone to scream at my intrusion, but no one did as I pushed the door open further, the magic inside exciting my skin to a high degree, making the hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stand up.

      The bedroom was cloaked in darkness. I stood listening for sounds of breathing, but heard none but my own. Down the hall, the cat meowed as if prompting me to continue into the bedroom.

      But I almost didn’t want to, for as my eyes adjusted to the gloom inside, I made something out in the room, like a dark shadow hanging over the bed.

      What the hell is that?

      Flicking on the light in the room, I recoiled in shock when the scene inside was illuminated. “Jesus Christ…”

      What I saw in the bedroom almost belied belief. The woman was in there all right, but she was suspended above the bed, her weight held there by some invisible force.

      By magic.

      She was naked and facing the ceiling, her arms and legs hanging down, her body arched, her head hanging back and down to reveal her throat, which had been deeply cut, to where she had almost been decapitated, the white of her spinal cord exposed within the deep wound. The woman’s eyes were also missing, leaving two gaping black holes behind on her face, making her look even more ghoulish. And although there was blood all over the white sheets on the bed, the majority of the woman’s blood seemed to be floating in the air around her, suspended as the body was, as if the area held no gravity.

      In all my years, I had never seen anything so bizarre, and I had seen a lot of murdered bodies by that point. Unable to help myself, I moved further into the room and walked slowly around the suspended body, looking up at it as if I was looking at some ghoulish art piece. As I walked around the side closest to the window, I noticed that the woman’s abdomen seemed swollen, almost as if she had been pregnant, which sickened me even more.

      What madness have I walked into here?

      Despite my revulsion, I still had that tingling in my belly, for I knew there was a story to be had. Who had killed that poor woman in such a horrific manner? And why?

      I would have to report the murder to the cops, of course. But before I called a detective I knew at the FPD, I decided to have another look around first. Once the cops showed up, I’d be kicked off the scene, and then I would have to rely on them for information. Information which wouldn’t be very forthcoming, I knew. A murder such as the one I was looking at would leave the cops stumped, as all murders outside of their mundane experience always did. The cops didn’t want to know about anything pertaining to the supernatural or magic. They wouldn’t even entertain the idea of such things existing, even though most cops with enough time on the job knew full well that there were things out there that didn’t tally up with their narrow view of reality. When they wrote their reports, they made no mention of anything crazy like magic or supernatural goings on. They didn’t want to seem crazy themselves, so they pretended such things didn’t exist. And even if some brave cop wrote an accurate report, said report would quickly be changed or scrapped altogether by someone higher up, usually by someone with ties to the Occult Underground themselves. The cop who wrote the report would be frowned upon, and in a worst-case scenario, maybe even demoted or sacked from the job for being crazy. So the cops quickly learned to toe the line and keep their outlandish experiences to themselves.

      The only cop I knew at the time who entertained any notion of the supernatural was a guy called Ethan Drake. For a while, Drake had his own unit that investigated the stuff other cops didn’t want to know about. He was good at it, and even caught the Ripper Tripper, the serial killer who slaughtered all those prostitutes. I’ll admit, though, that I wasn’t his biggest fan. His methods were often questionable, even if they did garner results. And any time I tried to talk to him about the cases he was working, he would just stare me down—he was a big guy, intimidating—before dismissing me with his customary curt sarcasm. Once or twice he gave me a few minutes and a few tidbits of information, but he wasn’t the most forthcoming of people, and he made no secret of the fact that he hated the press, especially those who worked for tabloids like the Midnight Sun as I did. 

      Drake left the FPD to work with a special FBI unit for a while, before he then took down Blackstar, the company he used to work for. There was more to the story—a lot more—as I was actively investigating Drake, especially since he apparently had a hand in setting up Lucifer on God’s throne. Yeah, you heard that right. Lucifer was now humanity’s Lord and Savior. Go figure. 

      But all that had happened over a year before I discovered the dead woman in that apartment, and I no longer knew where Drake was. The only detective I knew in the FPD who even acknowledged the existence of the supernatural was Detective John Murtagh, though he often elected to cover things up as well, if only to make his life easier at the FPD. Regardless of which cop was going to investigate the mess I had stumbled upon, no one was going to stop me from investigating it. The cat waiting outside the apartment had all but dumped the story in my lap, and I wasn’t about to turn away from it. If the FPD didn’t report the facts of the case, I sure as hell would on the DC website.

      So now that I had been pulled into a story involving a possible magic wielding serial killer—a phrase that lit a fire of excitement in my belly—I decided to do some snooping before calling Detective Murtagh, starting with examining the murder scene itself.

      From the looks of things, and going from the neatness of the living room, no struggling took place, the obvious conclusion being that the victim knew the killer. The woman and her murderer had sat in the living room drinking wine together before going into the bedroom. Probably to have sex. The bedroom was where the murder took place. There were no signs of blood anywhere else in the apartment that I had seen, though I hadn’t yet checked the bathroom, kitchen and second bedroom. My gut was telling me the woman had been duped by her killer into thinking they were going to have a night of passion, which turned out to be true for the killer at least. There was so much blood on the bed it was difficult to tell if any sexual liaisons had taken place, but I thought it probable that the victim had first had sex with her killer. Maybe the FPD would turn up bodily fluids when they examined the body at the precinct. I knew the medical examiner there, Gordon Mackey. Maybe he could shed some light.

      As for the manner in which the victim was killed, I could see no motive for it other than killing for twisted pleasure. The poor woman’s head had almost been severed. And why use magic to display the body in such a grim manner? What was the killer trying to say?

      I walked slowly around the bed once more, aware that Murtagh would probably tear me a new one for contaminating the crime scene, but I couldn’t help it. Some grim fascination was goading me on as I tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      When my gaze fell upon the woman’s swollen belly, I frowned as I stared at it, for the bump there now seemed bigger. Not by much, but enough to give me cause to think that it had grown since I last looked at it. Shaking my head, I decided I was imagining things and turned to leave the room.

      But as I turned around, I cried out in surprise when I saw someone standing there in the doorway, and then breathed a sigh of relief when I realized it was just Zee. She was standing there in nothing but a black T-shirt as she stared up at the suspended body above the bed and all the blood floating around it.

      “Was last night not enough for you?” she said, her face serious. “You had to come up here and do this to get your kicks?”

      “What? No, I didn’t—”

      A smile spread across Zee’s face. “Relax, Dee. I know you didn’t do this. It would have been cool if you did, though.”

      “No, it wouldn’t have. Don’t be sick.”

      “I was just kidding.”

      “No you weren’t. What are you doing here, anyway?”

      “I woke up, and you were gone. So I tracked you here. The cat is sitting outside, by the way.”

      “I know. It’s too afraid to come in.”

      “You think the cat saw what happened?”

      I hadn’t thought of that yet, but thinking about it, it was possible the cat saw everything. With the right spell, I could probably search the cat’s mind and possibly get an ID on the killer. “I don’t know. I could probably run a spell on it, though.”

      Zee shook her head and smiled to herself as she stared at the near decapitated body. “This is some piece of work. As a demon, I can’t help but be impressed.”

      “I’m glad you approve.”

      “You think this is the work of a serial killer?”

      “I don’t know yet. Maybe. If it is, it’s their first victim.”

      “That you know of.”

      “I’ve looked into every murder that’s happened in this city for the last decade or more, and I’ve never come across anything like this.”

      “You’re excited by it, aren’t you?” she said, moving toward me. “How about I suck your cock right now? You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Admit it.”

      “Stop fucking with me, Zee. I’m trying to gather information here before the cops get involved.”

      She smiled and shook her head slightly. “How can I help?”

      I turned to face the body again. “Tell me your impressions.”

      “Hmm,” Zee said as she walked toward the body, drinking in the scene’s horror, her deep-set eyes almost lit up by it. “I don’t see any genuine pleasure in this act, although whoever killed this woman fucked her beforehand. I can still smell the sex in the room.” She walked up close to the body and stared up at the head. “One death stroke. Done quick, and with significant power. The blow almost took her head off.” She walked around a little more, her gaze falling on the victim’s belly. “Interesting.”

      “What is?” I asked, knowing what she was going to say.

      “This woman is pregnant.”

      “Was, you mean.”

      Zee looked at me and shook her head. “Not was. Is.”

      “What?” I said, frowning as I went and stood beside her. “What are you saying, Zee?”

      “I’m saying something is growing inside this woman’s womb. I can sense something in there.”

      “But…that’s impossible. She’s dead. How can something still be growing? And what is it? You’re saying whatever’s inside her is not human?”

      Reaching up, Zee placed her hand on the side of the victim’s abdomen. “It can’t be human if it’s still growing. I can feel it moving inside her.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said. “Are you sure?”

      Zee nodded. “Yes. There’s something in there, and it isn’t human.”

      “Then…what is it?”

      Zee took her hand off the woman’s side and looked at me. “Whatever it is, I don’t think you’ll have to wait long to see it.”

      “You think it, whatever it is, is growing that fast?”

      “Look at the woman’s belly,” she said. “It’s gotten bigger since I walked in here.”

      I stood back and looked up at the suspended woman and nearly gasped, seeing Zee was right. “Jesus. Her body is being used as an incubator.” I paused for a second. “But if that’s the case, wouldn’t she still have to be alive?”

      “Clearly not,” Zee said. “Some things feed on dead tissue.”

      “Like what?”

      “Death Spawn.”

      “Death Spawn?”

      “A form of demon,” she said. “A type of incubus created by Asmodeus. A nasty breed who spill their seed into their living human victim before killing them. The seed is then left to develop inside the dead human body.”

      “And what does this seed turn into?”

      “A monster whose sole aim is to suck out a person’s soul, sending that soul straight to Hell,” Zee said a little too casually. “They eat their victim’s body once they are done.”

      “Jesus. That’s messed up.”

      Zee nodded. “It’s no worse than what I do.”

      “You don’t eat your victims, Zee.”

      “Not always.”

      “Funny.”

      “I wasn’t joking.”

      I shook my head at her. “So you think the spawn of an incubus is inside the victim?”

      “Only one way to find out,” she said. “How about I go downstairs and grab some popcorn? Then we can settle down and watch the show.”

      I stared at her. “You’re serious.”

      “Yes. I’m dying to see what’s in there now. Aren’t you?”

      Before I could answer, whatever was growing inside the woman’s body must’ve kicked, for the woman’s belly distended slightly and her body jerked.

      “It must’ve heard us,” Zee said, smiling like there wasn’t a monster inside the dead woman’s belly. “Come out little one, so we can see you.”

      “Would you stop,” I told her as I stood wondering what to do. I no longer thought calling the cops was a good idea, especially since there was a monster apparently about to be born. “I think we should kill this thing before it can be…born, if that’s the right word.”

      “You do that,” Zee said. “Then you won’t know what you’re dealing with here. I assume you want to track whatever did this.”

      I nodded. “Of course. But even if we kill the thing, we should still be able to tell what it is, right?”

      “Probably.”

      “So we kill it then.”

      “How?”

      “I guess we could stab it. Unless you want to do the honors with your claws.”

      Zee held up one hand as her long fingernails extended into three-inch claws that were as hard as steel. “These will get the job done, and you won’t have to get your hands bloody.”

      “Yeah. I got enough blood on me last night.”

      Jesus. I couldn’t believe we were going to eviscerate the poor woman’s corpse. As if she hadn’t been put through enough degradation. Still, if she were alive, she would’ve no doubt wanted that thing out of her. “Okay then. Do it.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked. “How are you going to explain things to the cops?”

      “I’m sure Murtagh will understand. He can concoct whatever story he wants for his report.”

      “You know he doesn’t like you interfering.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” I said. “I’m not about to let that thing be born into the world so it can inflict god knows what damage on innocent people, not to mention us. Who knows what abilities it might have?”

      Zee nodded. “You are right. If it’s what I think it is—the spawn of an incubus—it won’t be easy to kill once it gets out, even for me. And then it will kill others and grow at a rapid rate, eventually impregnating some other human to start the entire cycle over again.”

      “Okay,” I said, taking a step back from the dead woman. “Kill it then.”

      “Let me see if I can pull the body down a bit,” she said, reaching up, grabbing one of the dead woman’s arms and pulling. As Zee pulled, the corpse came down a little, moving slowly as though it was sinking in a thick, viscous fluid.

      “Why keep the body suspended like that, anyway?” I said. 

      “I don’t know,” Zee said, having pulled the dead woman down level with her chest. “To keep it away from anything that might want to eat it, perhaps? Like rats, I dunno.”

      “So it’s all about protecting the spawn?”

      “Probably.” Zee held her hand over the dead woman’s belly, which had swollen even more in the last few minutes. Despite the horror of the situation, I couldn’t help but be fascinated by the life-form’s rapid growth, and be curious about what it looked like. That’s the thing with all this supernatural stuff. As horrifying as it all is most of the time, it was still endlessly fascinating, especially to an enquiring mind like mine.

      “Ready?” Zee said as she pressed her black claws against the dead woman’s skin, a slight smile on her face.

      “You’re enjoying this way too much,” I said. “Do it.”

      The second Zee’s claws penetrated the dead woman’s flesh, a tiny black-clawed hand burst out of the woman’s belly, causing both me and Zee to cry out in surprise as thick, coagulated blood splattered everywhere, spraying Zee’s face. 

      “Shit!” I exclaimed. “It must know we’re trying to kill it!”

      Despite the appearance of the hand, Zee pushed her own hand deeper into the dead woman’s belly, just as something small and round pushed against the victims belly from the inside, stretching the skin so much you could make out the features of the little bastard’s face.

      “It’s stabbing my hand with its claws!” Zee said.

      “Grab its head!” I told her. “Crush it!”

      Zee used her other hand to grab the spawn’s head just as it split the skin of the woman’s belly, the skin peeling back over its head to reveal the full extent of its monstrous little face. Before Zee grabbed the spawn’s head, I had time to be shocked at how human it looked, apart from the blazing red eyes and the fully formed needle-like teeth in its oversized mouth. And speaking of teeth, the emerging spawn sank them into Zee’s hand before she could grab the little bastard’s head, causing Zee to cry out in pain as the baby monster severed her finger, which fell to the floor.

      “Jesus Christ!” I said. “It bit your finger off!”

      “I can see that!” Zee said.

      After the baby incubus bit Zee’s finger, it disappeared inside its dead mother, vanishing from sight.

      “Grab it!” I shouted at Zee.

      “I can’t!” Zee said, retracting her hand from inside the dead woman and standing back. “It has crawled up into its mother’s chest!”

      “What’s it doing?” I asked, my heart pounding with adrenaline.

      “Hiding, probably.” Zee stood examining her hand, which was down a finger, seemingly unconcerned about the baby hell spawn now. “It will take me days to grow a new finger.”

      “That’s it?” I asked her. “You’re not going to try and get that thing outta there?”

      “You try,” she said. “I’m done.”

      “Seriously? Zee—”

      Before I could even finish the sentence, there was a loud ripping sound, followed by a gush of blood from the dead woman’s back, and a terrible stench of blood and guts. A second later, the baby incubus fell out from its mother’s back and landed on the floor, splashing into the blood. Instinctively, I cried out and jumped back as the spawn immediately got to its feet and bared its teeth at me.

      “Grab it!” I shouted at Zee.

      Zee reached down to grab the newly emerged spawn, but before she could get her claws into it, the baby shot away from us, turning and running up and over the bed with jaw-dropping speed. “Christ, that thing is fast,” Zee said.

      From the other side of the bed, the incubus spawn made a high-pitched screaming noise and then bolted out of the bedroom before we even knew what was happening. It’s clawed feet clicked rapidly off the wood floors as it sped into the hallway and then turned and bolted for the front door. As I ran out of the room to go after it, I was just in time to see the creature pick up the poor cat, who had been waiting outside still, and bite the feline in half. “No!” I shouted.

      With a piece of the cat in each of its small hands, the incubus spawn turned and glared at me with its blazing red eyes, and I swear, the little bastard smiled at me as it tossed away the pieces of the cat and then bolted down the hallway toward the stairs. By the time I ran down the hall and looked around the doorway, the spawn had gone, leaving a trail of blood behind it.

      Shaking my head, I turned around to see Zee come out of the bedroom, her face covered in blood. “That could’ve gone better,” she said.

      I shook my head and sighed. “Shit.”
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      Ignorance is bliss. So they say anyway. I prefer to think of it as ignorance is ignorance, and I don’t like being ignorant of anything. Living in the dark is not for me. Growing up, I too much of my time living in the dark. Even after my mother died under mysterious circumstances, I remained in the dark about the true nature of her death. Maybe I did so out of fear—a fear of the truth. A fear that things would change too much, even though they had changed too much already when my mother died. Suddenly she was gone, and there was just me and my sister left. And my father as well, of course, but he became even more detached from us than he was when my mother was alive. Sometimes it felt like he blamed us for her death. I found out later that he didn’t, for in fact, he was to blame for our mother’s death. It took me years to find that out, for I was still a child when my mother died. When I found out the truth, there was no turning back. I fell down a rabbit hole and haven’t emerged from it since. Ava, though, she remained firmly above ground. I saw to that. Hypocritically, you might say. For there was me, all bastion of truth and light, and I kept my sister in the dark about certain facts. About our mother’s death for one. About the existence of certain things. Dark things. Evil things. She didn’t need to know, or so I thought all those years I kept her in the dark. I was doing her a favor, I told myself. The truth may have tainted me, but it didn’t have to sully her as well. She could still have a normal life. 

      And she did. Until she got to Harvard. Her first year there, that’s when she disappeared. After years of searching for her, I had come up with few leads. But the few leads I had all pointed to the Occult Underground. She had got herself mixed up in something. Her ignorance of the darkness out there had blinded her to the danger she’d walked into. Ignorance that I had gone to great lengths to instill in her. For that reason, I’m as much to blame for her sudden disappearance—and let’s be realistic here—her likely death. I never let myself believe she was dead, of course, but in the back of my mind, that nagging voice still existed:

      You’re wasting your time. She’s gone forever. You’ll never find her, and if you do, it will be the rotten remains of her corpse.
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      “Do you think I was meant to find that cat?” I asked Zee as I stood in the dead woman’s apartment—whose name I still didn’t know—desperately craving a cigarette.

      “What?” Zee said, staring at her hand as blood poured from the stump where her right index finger used to be. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “It just seems funny that the cat should’ve been sitting there in the middle of the road like that. If I didn’t know better, I would say someone put a spell on it.”

      “On the cat? Are you crazy?”

      “It can be done.”

      “So someone put a spell on a cat to what, sit in the middle of the road until you came along? And then when you did come along, the cat was programmed to lead you up to this apartment?” She shook her head at me. “Do you even know how paranoid you’re sounding right now?”

      “The world I live in, I can afford to be paranoid. Shit, I can’t afford not to be paranoid.”

      “You’re saying this is all part of some conspiracy?” she all but scoffed.

      “There’s always somebody out to get you. Me more than most. I know ten different people who could easily have done this.”

      “Who could’ve gotten an incubus—a rare breed of incubus—to kill that woman in there?”

      “Seems a bit coincidental it happened two floors up from my apartment.”

      “Our apartment. And that’s probably all it is. A coincidence.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidence. You know that better than anyone.”

      Zee shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re talking about this shit when I’m standing here with a missing finger, bleeding all over the damn floor.”

      “How is it?” I asked her. “I’m sure you’ve had worse.”

      “Did you mean to be a bastard? Because that’s how you sound, like a bastard.”

      “Sorry, I’m just—”

      “You’re pissed off because the cat got killed, and now you have no chance of identifying the killer.”

      She knew me so well.

      “There’s a story here, and I’m going to find it.”

      “Okay, Snoopy, you stay here and look for your story,” Zee said as she brushed past me and headed down the hallway. “I’m going downstairs to drink coffee and mourn the loss of my finger.”

      “It’ll grow back,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Screw you.”
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      Despite the cloying stench of blood that had now permeated the entire apartment, I hung around after Zee had left so I could look for evidence that might point me toward the dead woman’s killer. I went to the bathroom first to get the blood off my face, checking the medicine cabinet while I was there. In the cabinet I came across pill bottles with the woman’s name printed on the label: Angela Smith. At least now I had a name to go with the body. The pills were anti-depressant/anti-anxiety medication. I knew because I took the same pills in the past myself.

      In the living room, I found Angela Smith’s laptop, which wasn’t password protected. Checking her browser history, I saw she had visited a contact website called Intimate Connections numerous times over the last few days. 

      Interesting. Maybe that’s where she met the man who killed her? 

      Assuming I could get access to her data, I thought I might be able to get the details of the men she conversed with on the website. I decided I would contact the website owners directly and ask them for help. If they refused, well, I had other means of accessing private data that didn’t involve asking for permission.

      Closing the laptop, I stood up and had another look around the apartment, but found nothing untoward. It was likely the incubus had left behind some forensic evidence somewhere, especially in the bedroom, but that would be up to the FPD crime techs to find. Not that I thought any forensic evidence would lead anywhere. Sure as shit, the demonic incubus wouldn’t be on any system. In the meantime, I went to Angela Smith’s landline phone and used it to call Detective Murtagh’s cell number.

      “Murtagh,” the detective grunted when he answered, sounding like he was still half asleep.

      “Murtagh, it’s Damion Deadson,” I said. 

      “God,” he groaned. “Yours is not the voice I want to hear at this time of the morning before I’ve even had coffee, Deadson. What do you want?”

      “I thought you might like to know there’s been a murder in my apartment building.”

      “Who’d you kill?”

      “Me? No one, obviously. But someone killed a woman who lived two floors above me. Her name is Angela Smith. I’m calling from her landline.”

      “Jesus,” Murtagh said before coughing, sounding like he’d just lit his first cigarette of the day. Lucky bastard. “You’re at the crime scene?”

      “Of course. How else do you think I found out about it?”

      “You better not be tampering with evidence again, Deadson. I know what you’re like.”

      “I’m not. But I’m just warning you, this is no ordinary murder.”

      “Whatta you mean? Is this another weird one?”

      “Weird? Yeah, you could say that. I’d advise you to come alone first and check it out before you call in the cavalry.”

      Murtagh sighed audibly down the phone. “I can’t believe you’re bringing me this before I’ve even had coffee.”

      “Sorry to inconvenience you. It’s apartment three-one-two. I’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Yeah. See you soon.”

      Murtagh hung up the phone, leaving me to shake my head at his grumpiness. The detective hated the “weird” cases because he never knew what to do with them. He was well aware of the supernatural powers behind them, but he couldn’t very well mention that in his reports, which meant he always had to come up with more mundane reasons for the crime. Usually, with murders, Murtagh would say the killings were the work of some madman or serial killer, which would account for the often bizarre and messed-up circumstances of the crime. I knew when he saw Angela Smith suspended in her bedroom, half her insides lying underneath her on the floor, that he would attribute her bad luck to having been the victim of a crazy person. A human crazy person.

      While I waited on Murtagh to arrive, I sat in the living room of the apartment and tried to get a sense of how things went down the night before between Angela Smith and her killer. It was probable that Angela Smith had come across the killer on the Intimate Connections website and had met him at her apartment. Not a very sensible thing to do, meeting strangers in your own apartment. Most people who meet strangers for sex do so at seedy motels. Though going by the medication in the bathroom, Angela Smith’s depression and anxiety may have prevented her from going out much. She may have felt safer meeting people in her own home, which is fair enough…until you invite the wrong one in.

      I found it interesting that the incubus went to the trouble of pretending he was interested in his victim. Like Zee, he may have gotten off on reeling his victims in first, making them feel special, like no one else in the world existed but them. Then, when it came to killing them, the act was all the sweeter. Not that Zee killed many people. Normally she drained her chosen victims of energy, taking just what she needed. Sometimes she filled them with corruption, depending on what kind of person they were, leaving the person to fall into a darkness they could never escape from, which often ended in sudden death for them, anyway. With the incubus, the act of murder was obviously a biological necessity. It was clearly built to breed, and to propagate its genes like a virus. Innocent victims like Angela Smith were nothing more than receptacles for the incubus’ vile, demonic seed.

      As I sat on the sofa, my gaze going around the room, I spotted a familiar packet nestled between magazines under the coffee table. Cigarettes. My brand as well. 

      Godammit.

      I sat staring at the packet for a full minute before reaching down and taking the packet from under the table. When I opened the box, which was almost full, I put it under my nose and inhaled deeply, my eyes closing as the sweet smell of tobacco made me want to take one of the cancer sticks out and light it up so I could once again experience that satisfying intake of smoke and calming nicotine hit.

      “I hope I’m not disturbing you.” 

      I almost dropped the cigarette packet as I spun around to see Detective Murtagh standing in the living room doorway. “When did you get here?”

      “Just now,” he said as he smoked on his own cigarette. “What’s all the blood in the hallway outside?”

      “That would be the spawn of the incubus who killed the victim,” I said as I tossed the cigarette packet on the coffee table and stood up. “It left a trail as it escaped.”

      Murtagh just stared at me. “Are you kidding? It’s too early in the morning to be dealing with weird shit. I also have a hangover.”

      “Out last night?”

      “Yeah. I had a date with my couch and the TV. It was awesome. I recommend it.”

      Murtagh looked disheveled as always, wearing a dark gray wool overcoat over a black shirt and a black waistcoat. When I met him about ten years prior, he was built like a gladiator, heavily muscled and strong as an ox. About two years ago, he got divorced and his wife took custody of their two kids. Ever since, Murtagh—in his late forties—had shed much of his muscular weight, leaving him looking gaunt and lean. He wore his hair longer these days as well, at least the parts he hadn’t shaved close to his head. As a man, he was a shadow of his former self, but as a detective, he still had what it took to close cases. And with no family anymore—his wife had moved to Florida with the kids—work was all he had.

      “The body is in the bedroom,” I told him as I moved past him to the bedroom door, which I had closed earlier to contain the smell. “Prepare yourself.”

      “No need,” he said. “I’ve seen it all, kid.”

      “I doubt that. And stop calling me kid. You’re barely a decade older than me.”

      “I can’t help it. You have a young face. Do you even shave yet?”

      “As often as you shave your sagging ball sack.”

      Murtagh chuckled. “Almost never then.”

      When I opened the bedroom door, the smell hit me like a sledgehammer, and I recoiled, almost choking as I tried not to vomit.

      “Jesus Christ,” Murtagh breathed as he peered through the doorway at the suspended body of Angela Smith, and the pile of guts lying on the floor beneath her.

      “Told you,” I said.

      “What the hell did that?”

      “Our best guess is an incubus.”

      “Our best guess? You mean your scary succubus girlfriend was up here to?”

      “Zee is not really my girlfriend, and she’s not that scary either.”

      Murtagh gave me a dismissive nod. “Whatever you say. So you two have basically contaminated this whole crime scene? Nice going.”

      “We did our best not to.”

      “That means a lot. I’ll be sure to let the crime techs know you did your best.” Murtagh squinted at the victim’s body as if trying to take in the sheer horror of it. “How’d you even discover this?”

      “The victim’s cat led me here.”

      “The cat that’s lying in pieces out in the hallway, you mean?”

      “Yeah, that cat. The incubus spawn did that.”

      “Christ. You mean to tell me that some demonic spawn is running around out there somewhere?”

      “Yes, unfortunately.”

      Murtagh sighed and shook his head before putting his cigarette out in the palm of one calloused hand and dropping the extinguished butt into his coat pocket. “This is some mess. How the hell am I supposed to explain this in my report?”

      “That’s up to you,” I said. “Are you going to call it in?”

      “I guess I’ll have to. Why’s she hanging there like that?”

      “I’m not sure. Zee reckons the incubus does it to protect the spawn from any predators. You know, until it…emerges from the body.”

      Taking out his phone, Murtagh said, “My life was easier before I knew about all this supernatural shit.”

      “Where’s your partner?” I asked him. “Shouldn’t he be here with you? He always seems more open to this stuff than you do.”

      “Vinci’s probably getting the coffee and donuts. He knows I hate it when they aren’t sitting there as soon I get in.”

      I shook my head at him. “Good to hear you’re putting your partner’s detective skills to good use then.”

      Murtagh ignored me as he walked into the bedroom and examined the body of Angela Smith more closely. “This is a fucking mess,” he said, staring down at the woman’s insides spilled all over the floor.

      “Zee tried to kill the spawn before it was born,” I said. “It didn’t go so well.”

      “Why’s there a finger on the floor here?”

      “Oh. That belongs to Zee. She must’ve forgotten to pick up.” Murtagh turned and gave me a look. “The spawn bit it off,” I added, as if that explained everything. “I’ll take that.” I picked up the finger and put in my pocket like it was a dropped piece of litter.

      Puffing his cheeks out, Murtagh shook his head like he wished he had never gotten out of bed. “I really didn’t need this on a Monday morning.”

      “Neither did I. But it is what it is, and now we both have to do our jobs.”

      “And what’s your job going to be? Posting all the juicy details on your sleazy website?”

      “Fuck you, Murtagh. I intend to investigate this. You know me well enough by now that I won’t sit idly by. Naturally, I’ll pass on whatever I find out. How are you going to pitch this one, anyway? Serial killer? Madman?”

      “One of the two. Can we lower the body to the bed, at least? That way, I won’t have to explain to Captain Routman why the body was hovering by itself off the damn floor.”

      I helped Murtagh lower the body of Angela Smith onto the bed. When her body touched the bloody sheets, the blood that had been previously floating in the air suddenly fell and slapped on to the floor, some of it falling on us as well.

      “Godammit,” Murtagh said. “It’s all over my damn coat now.”

      “The magic must’ve worn off,” I said. “Anyway, at least now it looks like a normal murder.”

      “Normal? If you think this here is normal, then you’re more fucked up than I thought you were, Deadson.”

      “You know what I mean. I’ll leave you to call in the crime techs. Tell them to check the laptop in the living room. I think the victim may have met her killer online.”

      As I turned to walk out of the bedroom, Murtagh said, “Whatever you find out about this, I wanna know about it.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll keep you informed. Enjoy your donuts.”
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      Back in the day, I once worked for a tabloid magazine based here in Fairview called the Midnight Inquirer, a purveyor of truth masked by layers of over the top sensationalism. My two-year stint with the rag resulted in my last bout of heroin addiction, which lasted a whole year, and unlike my first bout of addiction, I was also homeless for a year as well. But I don’t really want to talk about that yet. Some things you just want to forget, or at least, not think about unless you have to. So let’s focus on the Midnight Inquirer for now.

      I ended up getting a job as a staff writer with the magazine, and one of the things the editor, Miles Johnson, taught me (one of many things, few of which were good outside of tabloid reporting, and even then they were questionable) was: “You only report the truth—as you understand it.” And then he would add with a wink: “And as we all know, truth is a slippery thing. Am I right?”

      That was Miles Johnson’s—the Fourth Estate’s greatest peddler of tabloid sensationalism and also unlikely purveyor of truth—first rule of journalism, which he imparted to me about five minutes after he told me I had the job. There were seven other rules that he told to me over the first week of my tenure with the magazine, most of which made me laugh and shake my head. And then, when I realized he was completely serious, I would frown and shake my head again. Coming from an establishment newspaper like the Fairview Gazette, where only the facts were reported, and all facts were checked (mostly anyway), Miles Johnson’s bending of—and often complete disregard for—the rules, was perplexing. I mean, the guy didn’t give a shit. As far as he was concerned, a spoonful of sugar made the medicine go down, where the sugar was the ridiculous but entertainingly embellished “story” and the medicine was the few kernels of truth floating in that sea of sensationalism and made-up guff. In his own way, Miles Johnson told more truth in his tabloid rag than did most of the country’s so-called “respectable” newspapers. He was constantly being sued by everybody because of this, and received death threats daily. Sometimes I didn’t know if he was very brave or just very stupid the way he provoked the monsters and liars of this world, laying bare their transgressions for all to see. Or at least, for the readers of the magazine to see. No one else took him or the magazine seriously, which is probably why he’s still alive. Come to think of it, I was probably still alive for the same reason.

      But I digress. Miles Johnston taught me to report the truth—as I understood it. The emphasis being on that last clause. Everything I wrote on the Deadson Confidential website was the truth, as I understood it. The story I wrote on what the cat led me to upstairs was no different: 

      

      
        
        INCUBUS DEATH SPAWN ON THE LOOSE IN FAIRVIEW!

      

      

      Readers beware! 

      The deadly spawn of a rare breed of incubus has escaped and is now on the loose here in Fairview. 

      Right now, this highly dangerous demonic spawn is likely still in the Bricktown area where it was born from the body of a dead woman who shall remain nameless at this time.

      This reporter was led to the scene of a gruesome murder by a trusted source, discovering the body of a woman who had been impregnated by something unknown. 

      It later transpired the woman had been seduced by an incubus. 

      After having sexual relations with the woman, the demon killed her, allowing his demonic spawn to grow inside the dead woman’s womb at a rapid rate.

      While this reporter was still present at the scene, the incubus’ spawn hatched from the dead woman’s womb before violently escaping.

      The spawn is the size of a large new born baby, fully capable of running and doing significant damage with its razor-sharp teeth and claws. It is likely the spawn will change as it grows, becoming more human in appearance.

      Readers are urged to stay on the lookout for this abomination, and should you see it, please do not approach it if you value your life. Instead, call the DC Hotline and report any information. The number is below this story.

      It is also understood that the incubus may have found his victim via a contacts website called Intimate Connections. If you are a woman and a user of this website, or any other contacts website, it is advisable that you don’t meet up with anybody until this monster is caught.

      More on this story as details come in. 

      GOT INFORMATION? CALL THE DC HOTLINE!

      555-2368

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      And there you have it. The truth, as I understood it. Probably not Detective Murtagh’s truth, or the mainstream media’s truth once they got wind of the story, but it was my truth, and people—my faithful DC readers anyway—trusted me to tell the truth, as I understood it of course.
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        * * *

      

      After writing up the story, I sat with Zee in the living room for a while as we drank coffee and watched morning television, most of which was more salacious and tacky than anything I ever wrote, the stuff I did for the Midnight Inquirer not withstanding.

      “Do you miss your finger?” I asked Zee.

      She turned her head and stared at me. “What do you think?”

      “I dunno. In seven years, I’ve never seen you lose a part of yourself like that.”

      “No? What about my free spirit then? My joy of life? My will to live? My soul? What about those things, hmm?”

      I turned back to the TV, knowing she wasn’t being serious, but said anyway, “Don’t make out that I stifle you. You do what you want. We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

      “I know, thank god,” she said. “I hate how you humans drag each other down.”

      “We’re humans. That’s just what we do.”

      “Luckily you’re not like most humans, are you, my little pet?”

      “So I’m your pet now?”

      “Do you want to be my pet? Do you want me to tell you what to do all the time? To feed you?” She slipped her hand down my leg and gently grabbed my cock. “To pleasure you?”

      “People don’t pleasure their pets, you know.”

      “You obviously haven’t been around enough people,” she said, removing her hand from between my legs. “Some people marry their pets. I once stalked a man who got married to a pony. Can you believe that? The only reason I stalked him was to see what kind of man married a pony.”

      “And what kind of man was he?”

      “Sad and ordinary, unfortunately. I left him corrupted just to shake up his mundane little life. I believe he ended up killing his wife.”

      “You mean the pony?”

      “I mean his wife. He married the pony in secret…which he also ended up eating.”

      “He ate the pony?”

      “The corruption I left him with turned him toward Satanism. I watched him sacrifice the pony to Satan and then eat it.”

      I shook my head. “Gross. I’m sure you were proud.”

      “Proud? I have no sense of that. My spirit thrives on manipulation, as you well know.”

      “Well, I’m glad I’m not on the receiving end of your manipulations.”

      “I could never manipulate you. You are my special case.”

      I nodded. “Because I’m so deserving of you.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Even though I’m not.”

      “See,” she said. “That’s why I chose you, Damion. You have no sense of entitlement. Every human I’ve ever met has thought themselves entitled to something, but not you. I still wonder why that is.”

      Shrugging slightly, I shook my head as I stared at the TV. “Maybe it’s because I grew up surrounded by entitled people. I was the same once.”

      “I couldn’t ever imagine you like that. A spoiled little rich kid, sucking like crazy on that big silver spoon.”

      “All I did was choke on it. I was glad to be rid of it.”

      “I’m glad you got rid of it, otherwise, you may have ended up as one of my victims, and you wouldn’t have liked that, not after a while anyway.”

      I put my hand on her thigh and squeezed. “I’m just glad you’re here, Zee, you know that. Without you, I would’ve died of an overdose in a stinking alley long ago.”

      Smiling, Zee kissed me on the cheek before cuddling into me. Her capacity for loving always surprised me, especially given the fact that she was a demon, and was essentially bred in Hell to be a corruptor of human minds and souls. For everyone else, she held an unwavering level of disdain. But not for me. Even sitting there on the sofa with her, seven years down the line, I still couldn’t fathom why she was the way she was with me. I guess even demons needed somebody to love.

      “What’s your plans for today?” I asked her.

      “I’m not sure yet. Why do you ask?”

      “Well, I was hoping you could try to track down the incubus spawn. Doesn’t seem right to let it run around out there so it can end up killing people.”

      Zee sighed and folded her arms across her chest, pouting slightly. “Well, I was going to close the book on my CEO friend today, but I suppose if you want me to track down a monstrous human-demon hybrid that’s only doing what it was made to do…”

      “I do, and I can’t believe you have sympathy for that little bastard. It killed the cat! I liked the cat!”

      “I don’t have sympathy for anyone except you,” she said. “And you didn’t need that cat anyway, smelly thing.”

      “It wasn’t smelly.”

      “Not to your nose. To my nose it smelled like a walking dead thing.”

      “So you’re going after the spawn then?”

      She nodded. “I suppose so. What would you like me to do with it if I find it?”

      “Kill it, of course.”

      “You want me to kill a defenseless baby?”

      “It’s not a baby, and it’s not defenseless either. Just ask the damn cat. Oh wait, you can’t, because the defenseless baby tore it in half with its teeth.”

      “Ok, fine,” Zee said, throwing her arms in the air dramatically. “I’ll kill the damn thing if and when I find it.”

      “You’re the best tracker I know. You’ll find it.”

      “Speaking of which, I think you should consider relaunching your YouTube channel.”

      “What for? It’s a waste of time.”

      “You’ll reach more people. No one reads online anymore. Videos are were it’s at now.”

      “Maybe so, but the fact is, no one believes what they see on YouTube. People think it’s all made up, especially these days.”

      “I think we’d make a good duo, you and I,” she said. “With my looks and charm, and your—”

      “Good looks and charm?”

      “Knowledge of the occult, I was going to say.”

      “Don’t flatter me too much, will you?”

      Zee smiled. “You can’t help being who you are, baby, no more than I can.”

      “Exactly, which is why I’m not doing videos again. Last time, it was all horror obsessed kids who spend there days watching FNAF videos. Not to mention the militant Christians. Don’t even get me started on them.”

      “So that’s a no, then?”

      “It’s a no.”

      Zee sighed. “Fine. So what are you going to do while I’m out chasing down the killer baby?”

      “I might have a lead on the incubus. I’m going to check it out.”

      “What lead?”

      “A contacts website called Intimate Connections. I think that’s where Angela Smith met her killer.”

      “Angela Smith? That’s the dead woman’s name?”

      “Yes.”

      “What a terrible name. I’m glad the stripper I possessed had a great name—Zelda Scarrow. It’s so me.”

      I shook my head at her. “I’m sure you would’ve changed it if it didn’t suit your tastes.”

      “Probably. I used that website before, by the way.”

      “Intimate Connections?”

      “Yes. In the beginning, when I arrived in this crazy world. It was the quickest way to find victims, but there was no sport in it. I prefer to go out hunting now.”

      “Well, I don’t think the incubus was as picky as you are, thankfully.”

      “That’s because it only wants to spread its seed. That’s all it was created to do.”

      “Unlike you, who are a more refined breed of soul-sucker.” When I saw her face drop, I quickly added, “I meant that in the best possible way…obviously.”

      Zee nodded to herself and then stood up. “It’s that kind of hurtful remark that makes me question my commitment to you, Damion.”

      “Zee, I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m going to get dressed for the hunt,” she said. “While I’m gone, you can think about how you are going to make up for that callous remark.”

      A sigh left me as she walked away into the bedroom.

      Nice going…
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      Zee was still pouting as she left the apartment, but she at least said she would call me if she found the incubus spawn, which was something, I suppose. Many a time she had stormed out of the apartment over some stupid remark that I had made, sometimes not coming back for days. So when she said she would call me, I knew I hadn’t upset her too much. Still, I felt bad. Zee was devoted to me in every way, a fact I took for granted sometimes, and even denigrated with my unthinking remarks. Maybe I would take her out later, buy her dinner. She liked that. Just the two of us.

      In the meantime, I had work to do, starting with charging up whatever sigil cards I would need for the day. Going into my office, I switched on the light and rummaged in a drawer until I found a pack of blank white cards. The cards were similar to smaller-sized Tarot cards, rounded at the edges. Taking the cards from the box, I spread some out on my cluttered desk and then grabbed a black Sharpie, pausing for a second as I considered what magic I might need for the day. I drew the sigil for a knockout spell first, because you never know when you might have to take someone out. Due to the nature of my job, I got physically threatened a lot, and often it was easier just to knock an aggressor out rather than fight them. Taking the Sharpie, I quickly drew the sigil for the spell, which I knew by heart I had drawn it so many times. Next, I drew the sigil for a psychometry spell, which would allow me to get a kind of psychic snapshot from material objects. Eidetic memory was next, handy for retaining information after only a quick glance at a document or photograph. Finally, I drew a healing sigil, which although didn’t have miraculous effects or anything, it was better than a Bandaid.

      It was Zee who turned me on to sigil magic, which she did shortly after I met her by introducing me to a wizard, who, with some persuasion from Zee, agreed to teach me what I needed to know. Zee said if I was going to be investigating the Occult Underground, then I would need protection and ways to get around the inevitable barriers that impeded whatever story I was chasing. I was reluctant at first because thanks to my mother’s death, I knew how dangerous magic could be. But the wizard, whose name was August Creed, told me magic was only dangerous if you tried to overstretch yourself and do things that were beyond your capabilities. Under Zee’s watchful eye, Creed—an odd, but decent guy, often funny in his own way, and just a tad scary—taught me the ways of sigil magic. Compared to some other forms of magic, such as pure sorcery, which required years of study and sacrifice, sigil magic was relatively easy as long as you got the sigils right and knew how to charge them up properly, and how to activate them afterward. There was a lot you could do with sigil magic, I soon discovered, and simple spells like opening a locked door didn’t take too long to learn or charge up. Bigger spells, such as creating pure energy from nothing, for instance, or summoning a nearby gargoyle for help, say, took a lot more energy to charge.

      I didn’t rely on magic all that much, but I couldn’t deny that it came in handy sometimes, and that it even saved my life on a few occasions. For the couple hours a day I spent creating and charging the sigil cards, it was worth it to know I had them on me if I needed them. Assuming, of course, that I had the foresight to carry the right cards with me.

      Once I had drawn the sigils on the cards, I laid the cards out on the floor and prepared to charge them up with energy. Simply meditating on the cards for a few hours would do the trick, which is how most hedge magicians like myself did it. But there are other ways of charging the cards too. Sex works pretty well, especially when that sex is with a succubus like Zee. The other method I used was martial arts. Specifically, kata. From the age of seven right up into my late teens, I studied martial arts, able to train with the top instructors privately thanks to my family’s wealth and connections. I started off with Goju Ryu, an Okinawan martial art that toughened my body no end, before moving on to Japanese Jujitsu, and then finally Kali and Escrima, both Filipino martial arts that involved a lot of stick and knife fighting, as well as boxing. I quit martial arts when I started college, but I still retained most of what I learned.

      To charge the sigils, I did a few minutes of standing meditation to calm my mind and body before launching into a Goju Ryu kata that I repeated several times, doing each movement slowly and deliberately, using my body to create energy that I then channeled, via my mind, into the sigil cards that lay on the floor. 

      Next, I grabbed my Escrima sticks and started running through various movements with them, falling into a kind of trance as I focused only on the sigils I had drawn, almost seeing the energy I was creating get channeled into the cards. 

      When I was done with the Escrima sticks—my body sheathed in sweat by this stage—I put them aside and kneeled in front of the sigil cards, closing my eyes as I fell into a calm meditation, focusing my mind on the cards once more as I pictured each sigil in detail, focusing on it until every line glowed with energy. This I did until every sigil was fully charged.

      With the sigil cards now ready to use, I gathered them up and stacked them on my desk before going to take a shower and get changed into something a bit more professional. In the bedroom, I put on a shirt and tie with black jeans, along with a pair of leather boots. In my office, I grabbed my spare gun and holster, another Glock 19. It was the gun I had learned to shoot with years ago, so I tended just to stick with it. It was also small and compact, which I liked. In this city, in these dangerous times, it would’ve been foolish of me not to have been armed. Not that I’d ever shot anyone—yet—but carrying a gun had saved me in a few sticky situations, so I rarely went out without it. I also liked to keep a double-edged commando knife on me, strapped to my right ankle. I had a few such knives, all of which I had etched sigils into for a little added magic power. 

      Finally, I put on a dark overcoat, grabbed my phone and keys, put the sigil cards into my coat pocket, and then headed out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, it was a cold and wet January day, and I stuck my hands into my coat pockets as the wind and rain assaulted me. On the street, a number of police cars were parked, as well as two CSU vans. Just up the street, I spotted a dark blue sedan that belonged to Detective Murtagh, which I walked up to and opened the back door before climbing inside. “What’s up guys?” I said to Murtagh and his partner, William Huxley, who were sitting up front drinking coffee, Murtagh munching on a donut.

      “Oh, it’s you,” Huxley said in that soft-spoken, almost emotionless way of his as he turned his head to look at me. “Are you lost?”

      Huxley was a man small in stature but big on brains. With his slightly unkempt, sweptback hair and large rounded spectacles, he looked more like a scientist than a cop. Despite coming from a family of cops, Huxley excelled in many other diverse things such as painting, chemistry, metallurgy, mathematics, and even invention, earning him the nickname Da Vinci by his fellow cops, which was soon shortened to Vinci. “I’m right where I need to be as always, Vinci,” I said with a smile.

      “Yeah,” Murtagh said as he munched on his donut. “Right up our asses as usual.”

      “Thanks for that unpleasant image,” I said to him. “How’s things going?”

      “The forensic guys are in the building now,” Murtagh said. 

      “They find anything?” I asked, knowing it was probably too soon to be asking.

      “Blood,” Huxley said. “Lots of blood.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “You decide how you’re gonna write this up yet?”

      “I could just say that you did it,” Murtagh said. “You’re all over the scene, anyway. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with you bringing me this shit anymore.”

      “Funny,” I said. “It’s your job, Murtagh. Somebody has to do it.”

      “My partner mentioned an escaped monster,” Huxley said. “A baby?”

      “Probably not a baby by this stage,” I said. “It’s probably grown a bit. I sent Zee after it. Hopefully she’ll catch up with it.”

      “Zee,” Huxley said with an almost wistful smile. “How is she anyway?”

      Murtagh looked at his partner and shook his head. “Get over it, Vinci. She kissed you once.”

      “Yes, and what a kiss it was.”

      “Aren’t you married, Vinci?” I said.

      “Fourteen years,” Huxley said. “I love my wife. But I will never forget that kiss, those lips. So indescribably sensuous.”

      “Zee is a succubus,” I said. “She has that effect on everybody.”

      “Still,” Huxley said.

      “Still what?”

      “Just…still.”

      I shook my head. “This is getting weird now. I’m gonna leave you guys to it. Let me know if you turn anything up, will you?”

      “Yeah,” Murtagh said after lighting a cigarette. “Cuz we work for you, right?”

      I smiled as I opened the door. “Later guys.”

      Outside, I walked back down the street a ways to where my own car was parked, a metallic blue 1990 Chevrolet Corvette ZR-1, which was about the only thing close to a luxurious item that I owned. Coming from money, I grew up driving expensive cars, and I always liked the Corvettes. So a few years ago, I upgraded the battered Ford I was driving, and I bought myself the sweet, sweet ride I was about to get into, which was paid for by fencing an expensive necklace that Zee had swiped from one of her victims. Sure, it went against my principle of spending only what I earned myself, but it was a onetime thing, and I haven’t done it again since. Believe me, my life would be a lot easier if I allowed Zee to keep me, but I was stubborn. Besides, I usually earned enough myself from the website via advertising, and also from the royalties of a few books I had published on Amazon, one of which—detailing the extent of the Occult Underground—was a consistent bestseller. Sleepers may not have wanted to know about the monsters at their door, but those same Sleepers were happy enough to read about said monsters on their Kindles. Lucky for me.

      As I opened the door to the car, about to climb inside, I heard a voice call my name. After looking behind me and seeing who it was, I tutted and shook my head before ignoring the person and getting inside the car. As expected, a few seconds later, the front passenger door opened and the person who had called my name awkwardly squeezed his muscular frame inside the car. “I can’t believe you made me squeeze into this toy car of yours,” the man said in an Australian accent. His name was Mac McCallister, and he worked for my father as his head of security stroke fixer.

      “It amuses me to see you uncomfortable,” I said, wondering what he was doing here, though I had a fair idea.

      “Dick,” he said.

      I smiled. “Good to see you, Mac. It’s been a while. You’ve grown a beard since I last saw you. It suits you.”

      “Thanks,” he said, looking at me with his brown wolfish eyes, looking younger than the man in his fifties that he was. “Your father doesn’t like it. Thinks it makes me look scruffy and unprofessional.”

      I shook my head as I pictured my father’s face, his judging eyes. “He always has an opinion, doesn’t he?”

      “He wants to see you,” Mac said.

      “Figures. Why else would you be here? What’s he want?”

      Mac shrugged his massive, black-suited shoulders. “I didn’t ask. He’ll be at the restaurant tomorrow night at eight.”

      “Neutral ground, huh?”

      “I guess.”

      “And I suppose it’s just a coincidence that it’s the anniversary of my mother’s death tomorrow?”

      “I don’t get involved in your family politics, Damion,” he said. “I just do what your father tells me.”

      “Like a good little dingo.”

      Mac turned his head slowly as if he was going to snarl at me. “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t say that.”

      I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry, Mac. My father just brings out the worst in me. I don’t know how you’re even still working for him after all this time.”

      “It’s just a job, mate. A very well-paid job.”

      “Don’t forget the good hunting grounds.”

      He nodded. “That as well.”

      “The deer still tasting good?”

      “Always.”

      I smiled slightly, remembering back to the first time I saw Mac in his weredingo form, with his ferocious jaws and wild eyes. Luckily, I saw him from a safe distance. I’m not sure what he would’ve done if I’d been standing near him. My father always told me and my sister to stay clear of the woods during a full moon, using the excuse that the bears got aggressive during this time. It was only when I happened to be on the balcony of the observatory looking down did I see Mac running naked toward the woods, stopping only to transform into a massive dog-like beast. I avoided Mac for weeks after that, until one day he took me aside and explained everything, telling me he was a weredingo, and had been since he was a kid himself. Until that point, I was only aware of such creatures from books in my father’s library. Seeing Mac that night transform into one cemented my belief in the supernatural, going from imagined to real.

      “You doing all right, mate?” Mac asked me, breaking my reverie. 

      “If you mean am I still staying clear of the drugs, the answer is yes.”

      “You still hanging around with that succubus?”

      “Her name is Zee. You sound like my father with that tone.”

      “Sorry, mate. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “I’ve been reading your stories on the website,” he said, changing the subject. “I still don’t know why you insist on putting a target on your back like that. These people you’re writing about, some of them are major players. I’m surprised you haven’t been snuffed out yet.”

      “Some have tried. I can look after myself.”

      “It still mystifies me why you do it, Damion. Drawing attention to all this stuff isn’t going to change anything, you know. It just pisses people off.”

      “Like my father, you mean?”

      “Yeah, well. It’s no secret he hates what you do.”

      “That’s because he’s part of the conspiracy.”

      “What conspiracy?”

      “Don’t play dumb, Mac. You help maintain it.”

      “I do what—”

      “You’re told. Yeah, I know. That’s not an excuse.”

      “Look, mate,” Mac said. “The world is what it is. It’s controlled chaos and always has been. Railing against it like you do will change nothing. It’s just going to get you killed, and I’d hate to see that happen to you, mate. And I know you don’t want to hear this, but I’m going to say it anyway. You’re your father’s only son. You’re all he has left, and he wants nothing more than for you to return home and take your rightful place by his side. The work he does is important, and he believes you’ll see it as important too if you just give him a chance to explain—”

      “Jesus, Mac,” I said, cutting him off. “Did he tell you to say all that shit?”

      Mac stared at me before shaking his head. “No, he didn’t. The fact is, Damion, I’ve worked for your father for a long time now. I watched you and your sister grow up. I saw the devastating effect your sister’s disappearance had on you. I care for you as much as anyone, mate. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all.”

      “That’s very noble of you, Mac,” I said. “But I’m doing just fine on my own. Now, if you don’t mind, I got work to do.”

      Opening the door, Mac paused and said, “So what will I tell your father about tomorrow night?”

      “Tell him whatever you like.”

      Mac nodded. “All right, then. I’ll see you.”

      “Mac?” I said when he was outside.

      “Yeah?”

      “I didn’t mean to be a dick. I appreciate your concern.”

      Smiling, Mac said, “I know, mate,” before closing the door.

      Alone in the car now, I breathed deeply and sighed as I sat for a moment watching the rain hit off the windshield as my cravings for a cigarette hit peak levels again. To take my mind off things, I turned on the stereo to play the Tool CD that was already in there, turning the music up loud as I started the car up and drove away, wondering if I was ever going to be free from my father’s over-arching influence and my murky family history.
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      God—the supernatural entity that used to rule over the world, and who did a mighty shit job of it, I might add—was gone. God was dead or on vacation, or lounging in front of the TV smoking reefers and eating enormous bags of Cheetos, his long white beard covered in yellow dust. Whatever the case, the Big Guy was no longer around, and in His place, we now had His son, Lucifer. It was a situation nobody saw coming, made possible—from what I heard anyway—by Ethan Drake and his band of merry miscreants. Exactly how Drake was responsible for this change in the universal order, I don’t really know. But the rumors going around the Occult Underground seemed to suggest that Drake actually saved the world from ruin at the hands of Wendell Knightsbridge, the man who ran the Blackstar corporation, a company that was now no more. By all accounts, Knightsbridge was going to seriously fuck shit up for everyone until Drake stopped him. Word is, Drake ripped Knightsbridge’s heart from his chest, but that’s just a rumor someone posted on the DC forum, a rumor I had yet to corroborate.

      In a strange twist of fate, Christianity—the once prevalent religion in this country and many others—had now been driven underground. Taking center stage now was Luciferianism, and in Fairview, the main Church of Lucifer was located Downtown. Luciferianism now being the world’s dominant religion—and Fairview’s official one—the old Christian church Downtown was converted into a Luciferian house of worship. This sea change happened quickly. Most people believed it was because Lucifer had already many cultists and followers in place to make the transition, a transition that most people hardly questioned as the changes came from on high. Instrumental in making sure that people accepted the changes was the Vatican. The Pope came out one day and made a big speech about how Lucifer, the son of God, had learned the error of his ways, and that God Himself had willingly handed over the reins to his number one son. Of course, many would argue that the Vatican was always Luciferian in nature anyway. Now things were just made official. For a while, after the Pope made his speech, there was uproar across the world, with much rioting in the streets and more than a few deaths. But the authorities soon got things under control, and the people soon came to accept Lucifer as their new God. You know Sleepers. Anything for an easy life.

      Looking at the massive church as I drove past it, I was once again amazed by how goddamn Satanic it looked. The whole outside of the church had been painted black, the stained glass windows that used to display scenes from Christian lore now showed scenes from the life of Lucifer, including his Phoenix-like rise from the ashes of Hell as he ascended into Heaven. The Christian cross that sat atop the church’s roof had now been inverted and outlined in red neon. Indeed, there was neon everywhere, making the church look like some Goth nightclub. But regardless of how dark and Satanic the building looked, it was now the standard design for churches across the world. Even the priests, who many would argue looked Satanic enough already, were now decked out in black and red robes with a pentagram on the back, inverted crosses hanging around their necks.

      Outside the church, a small gathering of people stood protesting the new regime change, holding placards that said: STOP THE BLASPHEMY! and THERE IS ONLY ONE TRUE GOD! For the most part, passersby ignored these protesters, but some people made devil horns at the protestors, laughing as they did so, while others spat at them. Lucifer, you see, had all but bribed the people of Earth into giving him allegiance, and he did this by answering people’s prayers. If he didn’t appear to people directly when they prayed to him, he would sometimes grant their wishes, making some people rich, others beautiful, still others famous. This is how Lucifer was able to dominate the world with his new religion—he bribed people into becoming loyal. Once people knew there was a possibility all of their prayers might be answered—prayers the former God had turned a deaf ear to—they soon fell to their knees and proclaimed their love for the Beautiful Beast.

      I almost felt sorry for the small band of protestors as I drove past the church. They were desperately clinging to something that, for all intents and purposes, didn’t exist anymore. No doubt they already knew this deep down, but that didn’t stop them from trying to bring back that which they had lost. If I didn’t understand their plight, I might have ridiculed the protestors like everyone else did. As it was, to ridicule them would have been to ridicule myself.
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        * * *

      

      The offices of Intimate Contacts was located in a three-story building at a business park just past Downtown. The website was actually part of a larger company called GeekMind, which owned various porn websites, and also had its hand in a number of other ventures—via a complex web of subsidiaries—that one might describe as “seedy.” I only knew this because I had interviewed the head of the company—one Martin Phillips—twice before in relation to a couple of websites he owned that dealt in what you might call “horror porn” or “snuff lite.” Stuff that was distasteful bordering on sickening, involving various monsters doing nasty things to people. The monsters on the sites were meant to be fake—even though some clearly weren’t—but the things said monsters did to their “victims” often looked all too real, despite the websites’ saying it was all special effects and “wholesome entertainment for these trying times.” 

      The stories I wrote for the Midnight Inquirer got the sites shut down. A furious Martin Phillips threatened to get me shut down as well, but he never succeeded in that end, managing only to turn fans of the disgusting sites against me, who for months, sent me hate mail and threatening emails, which stopped suddenly one day. Later, I found out it was because the sites had started back up again, but now operated as closely screened membership sites that demanded a hefty fee from users. I could have gone after Phillips and his monster porn again, but I had bigger fish to fry at the time, so I let it all slide.

      Going into the offices of GeekMind, I wasn’t exactly expecting a warm reception once it became clear who I was. In fact, I expected to be escorted out of the building by the burly security guards in the lobby once the receptionist phoned through to Phillips to announce my presence. If this happened, I had another plan in mind to try and get the information I was after, one that involved a more backdoor method. But I decided to try the front door first, just in case Mr. Phillips was in a welcoming mood.

      “Who should I say is calling?” the receptionist—a young guy with impeccable dark hair and spotless skin—asked me as he picked up the phone to call through to his boss.

      “Damion Deadson,” I said. “I’m a journalist.”

      “Oh,” the receptionist said, suddenly losing his smile. “Don’t hold your breath then.”

      I smiled at him. “I won’t.”

      The receptionist flashed me a quick, humorless smile before speaking into the phone. “Mr. Phillips, sir, there’s a Damion Deadson here asking to see you. He says he’s a journalist.” The receptionist paused for a second. “Yes, sir. I’ll tell him, sir. Word for word. Of course, sir.”

      “Well?” I said after the receptionist put the phone down.

      “Mr. Phillips said for you to suck a big monster cock, and to get the fuck out of this building right now before security drags you out.” The receptionist beamed at me like he’d just told me to have a nice day. “Anything else I can help you with?”

      My hand was inside my coat pocket, and without even thinking about, one of the sigil cards inserted itself between my fingers. The knockout spell. Oh, what satisfaction it would have given me to use the card on the smug receptionist, but I held back. “Okay,” I said. “Pick up the phone again and tell your boss that if he doesn’t speak to me, he’s going to find his face splashed on the front page of the Midnight Inquirer, under the headline, ‘GeekMind Owner Investigated Over Child Porn Allegations.’ The story will explain how a known pedophile ring has been distributing child pornography on Mr. Phillips’ websites’ with his full knowledge. One credible source even alleges that Mr. Phillips himself is heavily involved with said pedophile ring, and can be seen in a number of the sickening videos.” I paused for a second as the disgust mounted on the receptionist’s smug face. “Tell Mr. Phillips if he doesn’t want his name dragged through the mud and his websites shut down pending a full investigation by the authorities, all he has to do is spare me ten minutes of his valuable time to discuss a murder case linked to his website, Intimate Connections. Can you do that, please?”

      The receptionist shook his head at me as he lifted the phone again. “You’re disgusting, you know that.”

      “I’m disgusting? Do you even know who you’re working for?”

      “Mr. Phillips is a reputable businessman who—yes, hello sir. It’s me again. The gutter journalist is still here…yes, I know you did, sir, but he’s being very insistent—”

      “Tell him what I said. Word for word.”

      His jaw tensing, the receptionist sighed and repeated everything I had said to him. To his credit, he did so with a hundred percent accuracy. When he’d finished, he held the phone away from his ear for a second as if his boss was yelling at him, then he said, “Yes, sir. Very good, Mr. Phillips.”

      “Well?” I said, knowing what his answer would be.

      “Mr. Phillips said to go up to his office,” the receptionist sneered.

      I smiled. “Thanks very much. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “There’s a special place in hell for people like you, you know,” the receptionist called after me.

      “I think I’m in it already,” I called back before getting into the elevator.
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        * * *

      

      Martin Phillips. Even his name sleazed me out, though not anywhere near as much as the man himself. His office, for one thing, was a shrine to his massive ego and complete lack of taste when it came to decorating an office that befitted the head of a probable billion dollar company. Then again, considering the kind of business he was in—and the kind of person he was—you could say Phillips’ office decor suited him just fine. 

      Double velvet-lined doors marked the entrance to Phillips’ office. When you walked inside, the first thing you noticed was the four white fluted pillars along the back wall, a huge white-rimmed circular wall light between each one. The next thing you noticed was the huge red leather chair behind the ridiculously expensive designer desk. And then you realized the office had no windows, and you wondered why. It’s not because Phillips was a vampire—although an argument could be made that he was a vampire, just not the traditional blood-sucking type, though it wouldn’t have surprised me to learn that the man partook in a little blood drinking action when the mood suited him, or when he had to partake in the occult rituals his kind used to keep themselves top of the pile. Top of the money pile, that is. In every other sense, a man like Phillips was definitely bottom of the pile. He had pornographic sculptures sitting in the huge room, for Christ’s sake, of devils fucking angels in not very pleasant ways. His walls held framed photographs of amateur porn stars. One huge picture showed a blond woman—a MILF, you might say, if you were to use the industry lingo—sucking a cock that I would’ve betted belonged to Phillips, only you couldn’t see his head in the picture as it was cropped out. Various porn awards were scattered about the place like ornaments, the closest to me reading: MOST POPULAR PORN SITE 2020 - PORNDOGS. He also had a large couch against one wall. God only knows how many poor girls he had screwed on that, figuratively and literally, probably in the sleaziest way possible.

      The pièce de résistance, however, was the plaster cast of a huge penis proudly displayed on the designer desk. That thing must have been eleven inches long and as thick as a baby’s arm. It was gross and in shockingly poor taste, especially since it was plainly a cast of Phillips’ own cock. Or perhaps just a fantasy version of it. Whatever the case, I couldn’t help but wonder what people thought when they walked into that office to be greeted by that veiny, bulbous-headed thing.

      As for Phillips himself, he didn’t seem to be around. I stood for a moment wondering if this was Phillips’ idea of a joke, calling me up to his office knowing he wouldn’t be there. But Phillips soon emerged from the wall, or at least appeared to as he walked out of what must have been a hidden room, the door to which blended perfectly with the dark green wall. Phillips—wearing a custom made purple Adidas tracksuit and wearing mirror sunglasses—didn’t even acknowledge my presence as he walked over and sat down in that oversized chair of his. There he sat for a second, smoothing his comb-over across his balding head, before opening a drawer and taking out a small mirror, on top of which was a pile of white powder and a bill of unknown denomination, though I guessed it was probably a hundred. Phillips then hoovered up two lines of the white powder before opening his mouth exaggeratedly to stretch his jaw, rubbing his nose at the same time. “Woo-ee!” he said before finally looking at me. “Can I interest you in a line, Deadson?”

      I shook my head as I walked over to the desk. “No thanks. You mind if I sit down?”

      “I don’t know, that depends,” he said.

      “Depends on what?”

      “On why you’re here. Are you here to screw me over again, Deadson?” He opened his desk drawer again and pulled out a silver-plated automatic this time, which he loosely pointed at me. “Cuz you know, from what that little fag downstairs on the front desk told me, I think you’re here to fuck me over, that’s what I think. You remember how you fucked me over before, don’t you, Deadson? You remember all the fucking trouble you caused me, you slimy fuck you?”

      “You can relax,” I said, smiling at him. “I’m not here to cause you any trouble.”

      “Oh yeah?” he said, waving the gun, his eyes hidden behind the mirror shades, briefly making me wonder how he even saw anything in the darkened room. “It didn’t fucking sound that way when you got my little front desk fag to deliver your fucking message. What was it again? ‘GeekMind Owner Investigated Over Child Porn Allegations.’ Yeah, that was it. You fucking prick. I could shoot you right now and have one of my people dump your body in the fucking river and nobody would know it was me. Hell, I should probably do that anyway considering the trouble you caused me before. And by the way, you don’t even work for that fucking piece of shit rag anymore. You vomit all your little lies onto that fucking website of yours now. What’s it called? Deadson Confidential? Yeah, that’s it. Fucking piece of shit.”

      Jesus. This guy needs to lay off whatever he was putting up his nose.

      “Listen, Martin—”

      “Don’t call me that,” he said loudly, still waving the gun, his finger on the goddamn trigger. “You don’t get to call me that. Only my friends call me Martin, and you’re not my fucking friend.”

      “Fine, then.” I forced a smile, losing patience with this slimeball. It probably would’ve been easier to forget about Plan A and go straight to Plan B. Least that way, I wouldn’t have had to listen to the prick. “Mr. Phillips then. How’s that?”

      “Don’t fucking mock me! I’ll fucking shoot you!”

      “Christ, I wasn’t mocking you. Will you just lower the damn gun for a second? We both know you’re not going to shoot me. You don’t have it in you to shoot me.”

      Phillips shot to his feet and pointed the gun out straight. “You don’t think I could fucking shoot you?”

      Me and my big mouth. 

      “I’m sure you could,” I said. “That’s not what I meant. I meant you don’t want to shoot me.”

      “That’s not what you fucking said. You said I didn’t have it in me.” He leaned forward as snot ran out of his nose. “I got news for you, pal. You have no clue what I’m capable of doing. No fucking clue! Take a look around. You think I built this empire you see before you without shedding a little blood, huh? You think I haven’t killed anybody?”

      No, I don’t asshole. I think you get your lackeys to do it for you.

      “You know I’m recording this conversation, right?” I said to him.

      Phillips stared at me for long seconds, my face reflected in his mirrors. “What the fuck you say?”

      “I’m recording this conversation. The audio streams directly to my computer at home.”

      “Bullshit!”

      “No bullshit. I record all my conversations to do with work. Look.” Slowly, I reached into my pocket and took out my phone. “The wonders of technology, huh? But then you’d know all about that, being a big tech mogul and all.”

      “Of course,” he practically spat.

      I nodded. “Okay then. If you don’t want a transcript of this conversation showing up on my website, you’d better lower that gun, sit down, and answer my questions.”

      Phillips shook his head after staring at me for a few seconds, and then finally lowered the gun, tossing it down on his desk. “You like my cock?” he asked as he sat down, taking a cigarette from the pack on his desk and lightening it up with a big fancy lighter. 

      Sitting down, I said, “You mean this…thing on your desk here?”

      “Yeah. You like it?”

      I stared at him. “Am I supposed to like it?”

      “I dunno. Are you a fag?”

      “No.”

      “You can still like it, even if you’re not a fag.”

      I nodded. “Good to know. Can we talk about why I came here now?”

      “Fine. Whatever. Ask whatever you’re gonna ask then.”

      “I’m investigating a murder that took place last night in Bricktown,” I told him. “The man who did it most likely met the woman he murdered through your website, Intimate Connections.”

      “So? What’s that got to do with me? What people do when they meet is up to them. I have no control over what these saddos do, nor do I care. People are just traffic to me, nothing more.”

      “That’s a very…progressive attitude, I guess.”

      “Progressive? I don’t even know what the fuck that means. Are we done now?”

      “Not yet. I’d like you to access your database and pull up the information on the man the murder victim met last night.”

      Phillips snorted as he wiped his nose with the side of his hand. “The fuck I will. Why should I? That’s confidential information. You got no right to see that shit.”

      “Maybe not,” I said. “But the cops do. They’ll land here with a warrant soon enough, and then they’ll search your databases, probably finding other stuff besides the information they’d be looking for. Stuff you probably don’t want them to see.”

      “Fuck the cops. I got nothing to hide.”

      You mean you’ve got everything well hidden.

      “Maybe not, but I’m sure you don’t want the cops up your ass, anymore than I want that thing on your desk up my ass.”

      Phillips laughed. “No, I guess not.”

      “Right. So I’m saying, get me the information I need, and then I can just pass it on to the cops, saving you an ass-fucking.”

      “Shit. You’re a real piece of work, aren’t you?” He sat back in his chair and took a long drag of his cigarette, blowing the smoke directly at me. Bastard. “I’ve checked out that website of yours, you know. It’s what I do. I like to acquire assets. Your site’s numbers are pretty impressive, considering.”

      “Considering what?”

      “Well, considering that you make shit up and pass it off as real. I mean, monsters and shit? The Occult Underground? What the fuck is that? Come on…”

      I couldn’t tell if he was serious or just making out that he knew nothing about the things he had just mentioned. The possibility of a man like Phillips, a man in his position with his money, being ignorant of the occult, was unlikely indeed. It was almost a rite of passage for the rich and powerful to become heavily involved in occultism. But then again, maybe this guy was too dumb to understand the esoteric principles behind the occult, or too insufferable for other occultists to bear. Either way, I didn’t give a shit. I just wanted access to his database. “It’s not made up, I can assure you of that.”

      “Okay, Kolchak,” he said. “It doesn’t matter anyway. People like what they like, and in my experience, the more fucked up the better, and your shit is plenty fucked up. Point is, though, I could help you increase your bottom line by getting you some high-paying advertisers on board. You’d triple your ad revenue overnight. I guarantee it.”

      “You mean you’d wanna fill my site with ads for your porn sites?”

      “Yeah. Don’t be so fucking prissy about it. Sex sells, man. And your traffic is probably gagging for it, especially for monster porn. Demons fucking women and shit. They’d love it. I could make you rich.”

      “And what would you want in return?” I asked purely out of interest.

      “Nothing too much. A controlling share in your site.”

      Smiling, I shook my head. “No thanks. The success of my website rests on its credibility. My credibility. Plastering monster porn ads all over the site won’t help that.”

      “Suit yourself,” Phillips said dismissively. “Fuck it, maybe I’ll start my own site. I got plenty of copy slaves who could write the shit you write, no problem. Then I could monetize the shit out of it.”

      “Good luck with that,” I said, astounded by his arrogance. “So are you gonna give me the information I need or not?”

      Shaking his head, Phillips said, “No.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Cuz I don’t have to, that’s why.”

      “That’s your reason? Because you don’t have to?”

      “What, you need another reason? How about this, then? I don’t help people who screwed me over, and you buddy, fucking screwed me over when you wrote that shit about my sites. You cost me a lot of money back then. Now you have the nerve to come here into my fucking office to ask me for a favor?” Shaking his head, he waved his hand at me. “Get the fuck outta here.”

      Sighing, I shook my head and stood up, knowing I wasn’t going to get anywhere with the guy. As I turned to leave, I accidentally on purpose knocked the plaster cast of Phillips’ penis from his desk. The cast fell onto the floor and broke into pieces.

      “What the fuck?!” Phillips screamed as he shot to his feet and came running around to inspect the damage to his prized possession. “You fucking asshole! You broke my cock!”

      “Oops,” I said. “Too many espressos this morning. It’s left me a bit jittery. My bad.”

      “Get out! Get the fuck out!”

      “Remember this moment,” I told him as I walked toward the door. “This is the moment you’ll think back on after I’m done.”

      “Done with what?” he shouted.

      I didn’t answer him as I walked out the door.

      Plan B it is then. 

      And then we’ll see if Mr. Phillips has anything to hide…
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      A bit peckish, I grabbed a sandwich from a local deli before getting into my car and driving to the nearby park. At the park, I went to a secluded corner where I liked to go to sometimes to watch the birds as they went about their business in the surrounding trees and bushes. As I ate my sandwich and sipped from a can of soda, I watched a Robin hop about in the grass before it flew off into the bushes, its spot soon taken by a group of sparrows. In the clearing sky above, a Red-Tailed Hawk soared, stopping to hover occasionally as it surveyed the ground below for its next meal. Over on the lake, Mallards and Mute Swans floated on the choppy surface of the water while gulls flew nosily overhead. With no other people around, it was a peaceful scene, and I soon forgot about Martin Phillips and his supreme arrogance, though I chuckled to myself when I pictured his face after I knocked his plaster cast cock from off his desk. I also wondered if he would get a new cast made to replace the one I broke, concluding that he probably would. His ego would demand it, and knowing Phillips, he would probably add an extra inch to the length as well. 

      When I was done eating my sandwich, I took out my phone and gave Zee a call to see how she was doing on her hunt for the incubus spawn. When she answered, she sounded annoyed. “Yeah?” she said curtly, making me wonder if she was still pissed at me.

      “Hey,” I said. “How goes the hunt?”

      “I tracked the thing to an empty tenement a couple blocks over.”

      “And?”

      “It got away before I could grab it. I think it was planning on staying there a while until it grew up. It’s increased in size already. It looks like a kid now.”

      “How’d you manage to lose it?”

      “Don’t give me shit over it,” she snapped. “It escaped through a vent in the wall. It’s a slippery little fucker.”

      “I wasn’t giving you shit. I was just asking. Are you still mad at me?”

      “What do you think? You called me a soul-sucker.”

      “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “Well, you did. You call someone a soul-sucker, even if they are, don’t expect a different reaction.”

      “How about I buy you dinner later?”

      “You think you can buy me off with dinner?”

      “No, but it’ll be a start, won’t it?”

      “I already have dinner plans. I plan on feeding on the CEO tonight.”

      “Okay. How about we curl up on the couch and watch something then, after you’re done with the CEO?”

      “Do I get to pick what we watch?”

      “Yeah, all right.”

      “The Exorcist then.”

      I suppressed a sigh. “You sure? You don’t want to watch something else instead? The Boys, maybe? I hear it’s good.”

      “What the hell is The Boys? You said I could pick.”

      “I know, but we’ve watched that movie like a hundred times. Don’t you ever get tired of it?”

      “It’s a funny movie. It makes me laugh.”

      I shook my head at a nearby pigeon as it seemed to coo at me in sympathy. “Okay. The Exorcist it is then. It’ll be late, though. I got something to do later as well.”

      “Yeah? What?”

      “A little breaking and entering. Shouldn’t take long.”

      “Okay,” Zee said. “I’ll stay on the incubus spawn’s trail then. I’ll call if I find it.”

      “Will do.”

      “Oh, and Damion?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Your mother sucks cocks in Hell.”

      Looking at the pigeon as I lowered the phone, I shook my head and said, “See what I gotta put up with?” The pigeon cooed and then flew away, leaving me alone on the bench. 

      For a brief time, my thoughts turned to my father as I wondered why he wanted to see me. It had been almost a year since I last spoke to him, a conversation that became an argument and ended with me storming out of the house in Woodsville. Maybe he thought by meeting on neutral ground this time, things would be different. Though I doubted it. I would probably turn up just to see what he had to say, more out of interest than anything else.

      In the meantime, I stood up and reluctantly walked away from my peaceful spot in the park, ambling down the pathway toward the main gates. As I passed a clump of bushes, a rustling within made me stop and look, thinking it might be a fox or something. I stood waiting on whatever it was to emerge, hoping it was a fox as I hadn’t seen one in a while. 

      But what emerged from the bushes wasn’t a fox, but a creature about the size of a small child. The creature was naked with pale skin and long pointed ears, with whitish hair that hung most of the way down its back. It was a Wyldefae, many of whom had a strong presence in the park, although they were normally better at staying concealed. This one didn’t seem too concerned I had seen it. It stopped and smiled, revealing pointed teeth. In its arms it held a blue bundle, like something wrapped in a blanket, which it clutched tightly to itself before bolting across the grass and into a larger clump of bushes that allowed it to cross into the woods unseen.

      Shaking my head, I carried on my way as I tried not to think about what was in the blue bundle held by the Wyldefae. I decided I would post a warning on the website later that day, telling people to be on their guard while in the park, or any other natural areas. The Fae were so good at hiding themselves, spending most of their time in Faerie, that I rarely gave them any thought. But they fucked with humans as much as the rest of the supernaturals that populated the city, and of all the supernaturals, the Fae were the ones who disturbed me the most, as alien as they were, and as wicked as they could be sometimes toward the unwary. Yes, I thought a friendly warning on the website for people to be on their guard wouldn’t go amiss.

      Upon leaving the park, I headed to my car and was about to get in when my phone rang. Thinking it was Zee, I took the phone out and checked the screen, but saw it was a call to the DC Hotline being redirected to my phone. Probably someone calling about the incubus spawn, I thought as I answered. “Hello?”

      “Hey,” said a gruff voice. “Is this Damion Deadson from Deadson Confidential?”

      “Yeah,” I said, frowning at the unfamiliar accent of the caller as I tried to work out if it was Spanish or some other European-based accent. “Who’s this?”

      “It doesn’t matter who I am yet,” the caller said cryptically. “What matters is, I have information you might be interested in.”

      “Oh yeah?” I said, thinking this might be another crank call, which I got all the time. “What information?”

      “I don’t want to say too much over the phone,” the caller said, his tone exaggeratedly conspiratorial as if the guy thought he was in a movie or something. “But it concerns Lucifer and that whole mess with Wendall Knightsbridge last year.”

      I frowned, the caller now having my full attention. “Is that right? What about it?”

      “Well,” the caller began, but stopped when someone in the background, sounding like a child almost, shouted something like, “Maka! Maka!” or “Waka! Waka!” And then the caller shouted, “Hey you little shit! Can’t you see I’m on the phone? Piss off!” Then he said to me, “Sorry about that. Kids, you know?”

      “Yeah,” I said, the strangeness of the call, and the caller, making me shake my head as I got inside the car. “Listen, buddy, I’m kinda busy, so if you have something to tell me—”

      “I do,” the caller said. “But not over the phone. We’ll have to meet in person.”

      “Okay.” I was always wary of these calls. More than once I had been lured into meeting people, only to find they—and usually several others—were waiting to beat the shit out of me instead. “Well, how about you give me something now, just so I know you aren’t wasting my time.”

      “Wasting your time? Buddy—” The caller paused for a second. “Okay, try this on for size then—this city was overrun with demons last year, and no one even remembers.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because Lucifer.”

      “But if no one remembers, how do you know it happened?”

      “I was there, obviously. Only a few of us kept our memories.”

      “Because Lucifer.”

      “Exactly. I can give you the whole scoop if you want.”

      Hmm…

      “And what do you want in return?”

      “I was thinking maybe a weekly post on your website, but we’ll talk about that when we meet.”

      “A weekly post?” I laughed at the caller’s presumptuousness. “I don’t usually—”

      “You will when you find out all the stuff I know. It’s damn juicy, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Does any of this involve Ethan Drake?” I asked on a hunch.

      “Involve him?” The caller made a strange guffawing noise, sounding almost like a horse. “He’s right at the center of it all!”

      “I see,” I said, intrigued now, thinking this guy might be worth meeting. “All right, I’ll meet you. Where and when?”

      “Tomorrow at midnight. The underground parking garage on Main Street.”

      “Fine, but just so you know, I’m always armed. Just in case you’re thinking of trying anything untoward.”

      “What? Do you think I’m going to rape you or something?”

      “Rape me? I sure hope not.”

      The caller laughed raucously. “Don’t worry. You’ll be safe with me.”

      “I’ll guess we’ll see, won’t we? Do you have a name?”

      “A name?” the caller said. “You can call me…Deep Throat.”

      The line went dead as the caller hung up. 

      “Honestly,” I said as I started the Corvette. “Sometimes I think I should’ve become a lawyer instead. At least they get paid for listening to people’s bullshit…”
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        * * *

      

      I stayed in the apartment for the rest of the daylight hours, working mostly, finishing up a few articles I’d been working on, and writing up a piece warning people to be on their guard against the Fae, and if possible, to always have a piece of iron handy, just in case…and to keep a good eye on their kids. I also gave people an update on the incubus spawn, explaining that the spawn had now increased in size and looked like a kid now. 

      On the DC forum, I answered some questions from people and gave advice on protecting against vampires after one poster said a person in their street was attacked and killed. To be honest, there wasn’t much you could do if a vampire set its sights on you. If you were going out, don’t go out alone. Numbers provided some safety. Also, if you were that worried, carry a stake. Or get religious. Vampires could still be repelled by strong religious conviction, though I wasn’t sure how that would play out now that Lucifer was on the Silver Throne. 

      But that was the thing about being asked for advice to protect against supernatural creatures and entities—there wasn’t much you could tell people. At the end of the day, the supernaturals had the advantage, and unless you were a seasoned hunter or knowledgeable magician, if a supernatural attacked you, you were a bit fucked. Attacks from supernaturals were like attacks from humans, or any other danger you could think of—it all came down to luck, mostly. Sure, you could learn to stay away from places where attacks were more likely to happen, but mostly, it was just a question of hoping you didn’t run into anything. Just as some people were unlucky enough to die in unfortunate accidents, some people were equally unlucky to die at the hands of a supernatural. It was simply the way of the world.

      To prepare for my infiltration mission into the offices of GeekMind, I spent some time charging up a physical disguise sigil, which I was going to need. The building were Martin Phillips worked was occupied around the clock by a skeleton staff, so I would not be able to just walk inside unchecked. I would have to disguise myself first, and magic was the best way to do that.
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      It was past dark by the time I had successfully charged up the sigil card, which took me a few hours to do. Once I was done, I headed out and drove to the GeekMind offices for the second time that day, parking a block away so no one would see my car and put two and two together. 

      Before I went inside, I called the front desk and asked in a stupid sounding voice if Martin Phillips was in, and the receptionist—the same guy I had spoken to earlier in the day—informed me Phillips was no longer in the building, which was exactly what I wanted to hear, as it would be his office I would be breaking into.

      While still in the car, I took out the sigil card for the physical disguise spell and held it up in front of me, concentrating on the disguise I wanted to take on. I needed to look like Martin Phillips to anyone who saw me, so I focused on the asshole’s appearance, and how he looked when I saw him earlier that day. When I had a clear picture of Phillips in my mind, I then said a few words which sounded completely nonsensical, but which were actually a condensed version—minus all repeat letters—of the sentence: IT IS MY WILL TO LOOK LIKE SOMEONE ELSE ENTIRELY.

      As soon as I said the “magic words” I felt a familiar shuddering wave of energy run through my body, which felt like a mild orgasm. Once I felt that sensation, I knew the spell had been activated. I hadn’t physically transformed myself, but merely cloaked myself in a glamor. To all outside observers, I would look like Martin Phillips, right down to the purple Adidas tracksuit and mirror shades. It was a trick of the mind that would last a couple of hours before it eventually wore off. If I had wanted to stay in disguise longer, I would’ve had to have spent more time channeling energy into the sigil card. An hour or two was all I needed, though. Just enough time to get in, check the computers, and then get out.

      Walking through the front doors into the lobby, I barely acknowledged the receptionist on the front desk, who said, “Mr. Phillips, sir. I thought you’d left. Did you forget something?”

      “I had left…obviously,” I said in my most arrogant, obnoxious voice. “I wouldn’t be coming back in again if I hadn’t left, would I?”

      “No, sir, I suppose not.”

      “Jesus, why’d I even hire you? Do you have a brain in that fag skull of yours?”

      All right, don’t overdo it or anything.

      The receptionist dropped his head, making me feel bad for him. “My apologies, sir.”

      I stopped halfway across the lobby and looked over at him. “No, it’s me. I’m a fucking asshole. In fact, I don’t deserve you…whatever your name is.”

      “It’s Brian, sir. Brian Connolly.”

      “Next time I give you shit, Brian, feel free to tell me to go fuck myself.”

      Brian looked shocked. “I’m sorry, sir?”

      “Stop apologizing, Brian. You heard what I said. Let’s try it. Tell me to go fuck myself.”

      “But, sir—”

      “Tell me to go fuck myself, Brian.”

      Brian sighed. “Go…fuck yourself…sir.”

      “That was pathetic, Brian. Say it again. Like you mean it this time.”

      “Go fuck yourself.”

      “I said, like you mean it, Brian. Come on!”

      “Go fuck yourself, you fucking asshole!” Brian suddenly screamed, spit flying from his mouth as he tapped into every grievance he ever had against his boss. Shocking himself, he covered his mouth with his hand for a second, and then said, “I’m sorry, Mr. Phillips. I didn’t—”

      “Hey,” I said. “What I just tell you about apologizing? Stop it. Now.”

      “Yes, sir,” Brian said, well and truly weirded out by this point.

      “Next time I give you shit or treat you like a second-class citizen, you have my permission to react just like you did a second ago.”

      “Are you…sure, sir?”

      “Of course I’m sure,” I said. “I’m going up to my office now. Have someone send me a burger up, will you? Just plain with ketchup. And a coke.”

      “Yes, Mr. Phillips. Right away.”

      “Good man, Brian.”

      Smiling, I walked into the elevator and pressed the button for the top floor, wishing I could be a fly on the wall the next time Martin Phillips gave his receptionist shit and Brian reacted in the way that I had told him to. Brian would probably get fired. If he did, I would have done him a favor, so I didn’t feel bad about it.

      Once I reached Phillips’ office, I wasn’t surprised to find it locked. God forbid anybody should break in and steal his plaster cast cock or anything. Taking out the sigil card I made for opening locked doors, I held the card against the door and said a brief incantation. Once the sigil on the card glowed with a faint red energy, I heard a click as the door unlocked, and I smiled as I opened the door and walked into the office, closing the door behind me before turning on the lights. 

      After taking a moment to once again be repulsed by the ghastly decor of the office—practically shuddering at the designer filth surrounding me—I went straight to Phillips’ desk and switched on his computer. As I waited on the computer booting up, I noticed the pile of plaster on the desk as well. It seemed Phillips couldn’t even bring himself to dispose of his broken cock ornament. What was he planning on doing, gluing it back together? For God’s sake. Or should that be, for Lucifer’s sake, a phrase that was slowly taking hold in this new post-God society?

      After the computer booted up, I was hit with the inevitable password screen. For a moment, I thought it might be fun to guess the password, but then decided I didn’t have the time for that. No sense messing about when I had a sigil card in my pocket that would crack the password in no time flat. I took the sigil card out and pressed it against the computer screen, watching the sigil glow as I said the incantation. Magically, the password entered itself on the screen and Phillips’ desktop soon popped up, the background of which was a photo of Phillips—what else?—posing within a red magic circle with a pentagram in the middle, dressed in black robes as he held up what looked like a human heart in both hands. Surrounding him were three naked women, all clutching at him like he was some dark messiah.

      “Jesus,” I said with disgust. “You’re in it up to your fucking neck, Phillips, aren’t you?”

      As I sat down in Phillips’ oversized but comfortable leather chair, the door knocked, and I asked who it was, using a tone that said I wasn’t happy about being disturbed.

      “It’s Brian, sir,” Brian called. “I have your burger, sir.”

      Oh yeah, I’d forgotten about that. My stomach growled at the thought of food. “Well, bring it in then, Brian. I’m fucking starving here.”

      The door opened, and Brian walked in with a brown paper bag and a large cup with a straw poking out the top. Slightly nervously, he brought the food and drink over and placed them on the desk. “Enjoy, sir.”

      “Thanks, Brian,” I said, reaching for the bag to get my burger out. “And Brian?”

      “Yes, sir?”

      “Why you such a useless fag, Brian?”

      Brian stared at me for a second, looking unsure of himself, before shouting, “Go fuck yourself, sir!”

      I smiled. “Good man, Brian. You can drop the sir, though.”

      “Go fuck yourself!”

      “That’s more like it. Our relationship is on a more equal footing already. Doesn’t that feel better, Brian, putting me in my place like that?”

      Brian smiled. “Yes, sir, it does.”

      “All right then. Get the fuck out of my office now.”

      “Go fuck yourself!”

      “Don’t push it, Brian.”

      “Sorry, sir.”

      “Don’t apologize either.”

      “Right. Enjoy your burger, sir.”

      After Brian left, I locked the door after him to guard against any unexpected intrusions. Then I started eating the burger—which tasted great—as I went through Phillips’ many files, accessing the Intimate Connections database first, shocked at how many users the site had. “Jesus. It’s like the whole country is into meaningless, casual sex now.”

      With a quick search, it wasn’t hard to find Angela Smith’s name in the database, and once I found it, I was able to see all the other users she had been in contact with through the site. In her two years as a member, Angela Smith had spoken to dozens of users, but her conversation history said she had only met about ten of those, the last of whom was someone called Rick Marino. “There you are,” I said to the screen as I munched on my burger. “Now let’s bring up your details, as false as they probably are.”

      Accessing Rick Marino’s profile, I saw he had only joined the site a few days ago. Angela Smith was the first person he had met. His date of birth showed he was twenty-eight years old, and his address was listed as being in Little Italy, if indeed that was his real address. As a demon, the incubus would’ve had to possess a human to exist in this world, just like every other demon had to. It was probable that Rick Marino was the person the incubus possessed, and the incubus had now taken on Marino’s personage. Looking at Marino’s profile picture, he was a handsome guy with dark hair and striking blue eyes, with a smile that could be described as sharkish, in that he looked like he wanted to eat you. Though that could’ve just been my imagination, given that I knew who Rick really was. Regardless, at least I now had a name and address for the incubus, and a face to go with the name as well. After printing out Marino’s profile, I folded up the paper and slipped it into my coat pocket.

      “Now,” I said after sipping on my coke. “Let’s see what other secrets Phillips has on here.”

      Most of the files on the computer were related to Phillips’ various businesses, containing facts and figures that held little interest unless you happened to be a forensic accountant, which I wasn’t. There was no question Phillips was as crooked as every other shark in the business world, but I wasn’t interested in getting the guy arrested for tax fraud or some other financial malpractice charge that his expensive lawyers would get overturned in an hour. No, I was looking for the juicer stuff I knew he had to have had on the computer somewhere.

      After nearly an hour of sifting through files and folders, I didn’t find anything juicy that related to Phillips personally, but I came across information on a website run by Phillips that at first glance seemed to be one of his infamous monster porn sites, only this one appeared to be hosted on the Dark Web. The files I saw relating to the website—which was called Monster Voyeur—contained the handles and personal details of everyone who paid a monthly membership fee for entry onto the site, a fee that can only be described as extortionate. But then, what did I know? Clearly there were plenty of people out there willing to pay such high prices to get their kicks. 

      When I put in the Dark Web address for Monster Voyeur, I was asked for a username and password, which I picked at random from the list in Phillips’ admin database. Upon gaining entry to the site, I was confronted by a series of windows that appeared to link to various videos. Clicking a video entitled “Bloody Kisses” brought up another window containing first person video footage of someone stalking a young boy—a rent boy perhaps—in a back alley somewhere, the young boy unaware that he was even being stalked until the person wearing the camera ran at him so fast that the footage was just a blur until the boy’s terrified face came into view in extreme close-up. Then the boy screamed as he was attacked by the camera-wearer, and a series of sucking sounds could be heard. When the camera drew back a few moments later to show the boy, he was dead, his face deathly-white like all the blood had been drained from him.

      “Jesus…” I said, realizing I had just watched a vampire stalk and kill their victim.

      What the hell?

      Closing the video, I checked out several other videos, all of which were first person views of supernaturals stalking and killing humans, sometimes even torturing them first. The torture videos had the most views, unsurprisingly, and contained scenes so sickening that I could barely even watch for longer than a few seconds. 

      Disgusted, I was about to close the website completely when I noticed a thumbnail for another video, the title of which drew my attention—”Demon Impregnator.” When I clicked on the video, I was shocked to see the face of Angela Smith on the screen as she sat in her apartment, smiling at the person wearing the hidden camera. It wasn’t hard to work out that the camera wearer was Rick Marino, though quite were the camera was hidden, I wasn’t sure, as it was like looking out of Marino’s eyes the way Angela Smith seemed to look right into the camera. I sat for ten minutes as I listened to the two of them talk, sounding just like two normal people who had met up for a casual date. Angela sounded shy, as I expected, and sweet as well, almost innocent. Marino sounded as suave as I thought he would—he was an incubus after all—saying all the right things to make Angela laugh and put her at ease. Clicking forward on the video soon had me looking at Angela Smith’s flushed face as Marino looked down upon her while they had sex. The sex was almost gentle until after Marino came, at which point he slashed his long claws across Angela’s throat, throwing her back on the bed and standing back to watch as her blood jetted everywhere. When Angela was dead—which didn’t take long—Marino used his demonic powers to raise her up and suspend her above the bed. “Be a good mother to my spawn now, won’t you?” Marino said with a cold chuckle, just before the video ended.

      “Fuck me,” I breathed, my heart beating like crazy because of what I’d just watched, and because I knew I had a killer story that was going to sink Martin Phillips and land him in jail where he belonged. All I had to do was download the files on to the thumb drive that I’d brought with me, and then give the files to Murtagh so he could do his thing and arrest Phillips. I could already picture the headline on the DC website: GeekMind Owner In Snuff Cam Shock! Something to that effect, anyway.

      But as I was about to insert the thumb drive to download the files, the door to the office knocked suddenly, causing me to freeze as I stared at the door. A second later, a loud, familiar voice shouted from the other side, “Open this fucking door, asshole! Whoever you are, you’re fucking dead! You hear me? My security guys are gonna tear your fucking head off, and then I’m gonna shit down your fucking neck!”

      “Fuck!” I hissed as I wondered what to do now, pissed that I wouldn’t be able to download the information from the computer. I hadn’t been expecting Phillips to show up. Damn it, I should’ve brought another sigil card, one that would allow me to escape from the office, like a spell to create a door for me to escape through.

      Outside, I heard Brian’s voice as he said, “I’m sorry, sir. I really thought it was you. It was you.”

      “How the fuck could it have been me when I’m standing right here, you stupid little fag?!”

      “Go fuck yourself!” Brian shouted.

      I couldn’t help but smile when I heard Brian say that. I almost felt bad for the onslaught of abuse he was about to endure from Phillips.

      “What the fuck did you just say to me?” Phillips roared.

      “I—I—I’m sorry—” Brian’s sentence was cut short as he screamed instead, sounding like he’d just been hit by something or someone, almost certainly Phillips.

      “You fucking little fag! I’ll fucking kill you for talking to me like that!”

      While the ruckus was happening outside, I stood up and scrambled to think how I was going to get out of the situation I was in. If Phillips came into the office and saw someone that looked just like him in every way, he’d either fuck me or kill me, the latter being the likely option, maybe after he fucked me because he seemed like the kind of guy that would’ve gotten off fucking himself if he had the opportunity. The spell was going to wear off soon anyway, and once Phillips saw it was really me, he’d go double psycho then. If he didn’t kill me himself, his security surely would.

      “Break the fucking door down!” Phillips bawled from outside, probably to his security. “Hurry up about it! You hear me in there? I’m coming in! You’re dead! You’re fucking dead! And if you’ve touched any of my shit, I’ll fuck your corpse after I’ve killed you!”

      Verging on panic now, I looked frantically around the room until my eyes fell upon the wall nearest to me, and then I remembered how Phillips had come walking out of a hidden door earlier today. I had no idea of what lay on the other side of the door, whether it was just a secret room or a secret exit, but it was the only option I had besides waiting for a bunch of security goons to come into the office and beat the hell out of me, followed by Phillips and his obnoxious attitude, which let’s be honest, would be worse than any beating. So wasting no more time, I ran to the wall and felt down the edge of the door, pushing on the wall until I heard a click and the door popped open slightly.

      Thank Lucifer…

      Just as the secret door opened, the doors to the office also opened in the most violent way possible as a massive security guy in a dark suit booted them open. Standing there for a second, the security guy’s face said it all—he was going to fucking kill me, as much for forcing him to incur the wrath of Phillips as anything else, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. 

      But I wasn’t going to make it easy for the security guy, so I grabbed the first thing that came to hand, which was one of Phillips’ porn awards, the metal penis gripped in a disembodied hand feeling surprisingly heavy in my own very much attached hand. Quickly, I threw the porn award at the security guy, my throw more of a reflex action than a carefully aimed one. Which was why I was surprised when the metal hand and penis hit the security guy square on the forehead, causing him to reel back for a second or two before falling back onto the floor, almost crashing into Phillips, who was standing behind him.

      “Congratulations on your award,” I said to the downed security guy, before looking at Phillips. For once, Phillips didn’t have his mirror shades on, his naked eyes making his face all the more comical as he stood staring at me. Or rather, at himself.

      “What the fuck?!” he said, Brian standing behind him with blood on his face from where Phillips had obviously hit him.

      “You like me, Martin?” I said to him, unable to help myself. “You wanna fuck me, Martin? The way you’re looking at me, it seems like you wanna fuck me. You wanna fuck yourself, Martin?”

      “What the fuck is this?” Phillips said, freaked out now. “Who are you?”

      “I’m you, Martin. Isn’t that obvious?” My hand had slipped into my pocket, the knockout sigil card leaping into my fingers. 

      Maybe I’ll get out of this after all…

      But I spoke too soon. For as I was about to unleash the sigil card on Phillips, another two security guys showed up, both with guns.

      Fuck.

      Quickly, I slipped into the secret room—the lights coming on automatically—and pulled the door closed, hoping there was a way to lock it from the inside, which thankfully there was. The door had a deadbolt, and I slid the bolt across before anyone could pull the door open from the other side. I heard the security guards cursing that they couldn’t open the door, and then, faintly, I heard Phillips screaming something about cutting me off.

      Cutting me off? There must be another door in here…

      I turned around to look for the door and stopped dead when I saw the rest of the room. “Jesus fucking Christ,” I breathed as I stared at shelves upon shelves of porn DVDs, and the entire wall filled with all manner of sex toys, not to mention the enormous round bed against the other wall. “Phillips, you fucking degenerate.”

      But I didn’t have time to ogle at Phillips’ secret sex room, nor to contemplate the man’s degeneracy. The longer I stood, the more time I was giving Phillips’ goons to come get me. The other door was on the far side of the large room, and I ran to it and pulled it open, revealing a short hallway that led to another door, which led to a set of stairs going down the west side of the building. I ran down the stairs as quickly as I could without falling and breaking my neck, but I wasn’t quick enough, for another security guard met me just as I reached the ground floor.

      “Stop!” the security guard barked, a young guy in a dark suit, his gun trained on me. “Don’t fucking move!”

      “Hey!” I said, raising my hands. “Take it easy!”

      “Get down on your knees!”

      As the security guy moved cautiously up the stairs toward me, I did as he said and got down on my knees, at the same time willing the knockout sigil card to fly from my coat pocket and into my hand where I caught it between my fingers.

      “What the fuck was that?” the security guy asked. “Drop it!”

      “Sure thing,” I said, and with a barely perceivable flick of my wrist, I sent the sigil card flying at him. The card tumbled through the air at speed and then stopped right in front of the security guy’s face, sparks flying as I activated the magic in the card with an incantation. Then a burst of energy exploded from the card and the security guy reeled back as surely as if he had been hit with a solid right cross, his eyes rolling up into their sockets as he fell back and down the stairs he had just raced up.

      Thank Lucifer for magic…

      Getting to my feet again, I bolted down the rest of the stairs until I came to a door on the ground floor. When I pulled the door open, I found it led out onto the street by the west side of the building.

      Where I encountered Phillips.

      The man was standing out on the street, probably waiting for his security to bring me out to him. When he saw I was alone, with no sign of his security guy, he swallowed nervously as he stared at me.

      “Hello, Martin,” I said, enjoying his obvious discomfort. 

      “What did you do with my security guy?”

      “He’s having a nap on the stairs inside.”

      Phillips swallowed again. “Who the hell are you? What do you want?”

      Obviously the disguise hadn’t worn off yet. But it soon would. The last thing I needed was for Phillips to know it was me who broke into his office. He would find out soon enough when I brought him down, but until then, I didn’t want the bastard coming after me. “Think of me as the embodiment of all your past sins, Martin,” I said. “I’m the past come back to haunt you. I’m your walking retribution. Time is running out for you, Martin.”

      “Why?“ he said, as if he had done nothing wrong.

      “If you have to ask, Martin,” I said, already moving down the street. “Then there’s really no hope for you.”

      As I ran down the street, heading for my car a block away, all I heard was Phillips shouting, “Why?“ over and over again, sounding like a child who’d just had his favorite toy confiscated.

      In response, I smiled and thought, I’m coming for you, Phillips…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I started driving out of Downtown, I gave Detective Murtagh a call. 

      “Yeah?” he said, gruffly as usual.

      “It’s Damion Deadson,” I said as I put the phone on speaker and placed it on the dash, driving slowly as I came to a stoplight.

      “I know. What do you want?”

      “I thought you should know, I got a name and address for the guy who killed Angela Smith. His name is Rick Marino. He lives in Little Italy. I’ll text you the address shortly.”

      “Okay. And how did you come across this information?”

      “I just did. And there’s more.”

      “Well, I got more for you as well. There was another murder tonight.”

      “What? Same MO?”

      “Yep. In your neck of the woods again, couple streets away from your building. Neighbors heard screaming and called it in.”

      “Shit. What about the spawn?”

      “It’s still inside her.”

      Christ. Another one.

      “You can’t allow it to be born, Murtagh. There’s already one running around out there.”

      “Your succubus girlfriend not catch it yet?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t spoken to her. I was busy.”

      “Busy snooping, I’m guessing. On who?”

      “Martin Phillips, the guy who owns the Intimate Connections website. He’s in this up to his neck.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, he has video footage of the Angela Smith murder on one of his websites,” I said as I drove away from the stoplight. “I saw it.”

      “You saw it? How?”

      “It doesn’t matter. He has this website that posts first-person videos of supernaturals killing humans. The incubus was one such creature. I don’t know if Phillips is recruiting these monsters or what. I’m not even sure how the videos are being done. It’s like looking through the creature’s eyes. You need to see the videos to know what I’m talking about.”

      “Christ,” Murtagh said. “So you think this Phillips guy is behind these murders?”

      “I don’t know, but he’s sure profiting from them. You need to get a warrant and search his work computer. That’s if he hasn’t wiped the files by now.”

      “And why would he do that?”

      “I may have got caught snooping in his office earlier.”

      “Chrissakes, Deadson. Sure as shit, he’s erased all the evidence then.”

      “Maybe. You can still take him in, though, right?”

      “On what grounds?”

      “Conspiracy to murder, maybe?”

      “Based on what evidence? Thanks to you, there probably isn’t any.” Murtagh sighed angrily. “You asshole, Deadson. Thanks to you, we probably won’t have a case against Phillips now.”

      “You can still get Marino. Maybe he’ll talk.”

      “Didn’t you say he’s a fucking demon? Even if we get him, he probably won’t say shit.”

      “Zee could get him to talk.”

      “Maybe, but that doesn’t take away from the fact that Phillips has probably covered his tracks by now, does it?”

      “Maybe for now. But if I know Phillips, he’ll start right back up again when the heat has died down. I’ll find a way to get to him, don’t worry.”

      “I’ll sleep like a fucking baby tonight knowing Damion Deadson is on the case.” In the background, I heard Huxley chuckle.

      Ignoring Murtagh’s sarcasm, I brought the conversation back to the latest spawn. “What are you going to do about the spawn? You’ll have to either contain it or destroy the woman’s body before the thing emerges.”

      “Jesus, do you hear yourself? This is an official investigation. We can’t just destroy the body of a murder victim.”

      “So you’re just gonna let the spawn go free? How are you going to explain it when that thing bursts from the dead woman’s belly?”

      Murtagh went silent, probably knowing I had a point. “How much time do you think we have, before that thing…gets born?”

      “I don’t know. A few hours at most. If the spawn thinks it’s in danger, it will tear its way out early.”

      “Christ, what a fuckup this is. Vinci, you have any suggestions on how to deal with this clusterfuck?”

      “We could put the body in cold storage,” I heard Huxley suggest in the background. “Freezing it would likely prevent a birth incident.”

      “That could work,” I said. “Just be careful when you’re moving the body. Don’t aggravate the spawn too much.”

      “Don’t aggravate the spawn too much,” Murtagh echoed. “Jesus Christ.”

      “One of these days, Murtagh, you’ll learn to accept all this.”

      “The day I do is the day I go as insane as you are, Deadson, and that’s not a day I’m looking forward to. Text me that address, and stay the fuck away from Phillips until we figure something out, you hear me?”

      “Yeah, I hear you, Detective.”

      “Something tells me you don’t,” he said before hanging up. “You never do.”
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      By the time I got to my apartment, the disguise had worn off. Thank Lucifer. Even though I actually didn’t resemble Martin Phillips in any physical way, knowing I looked like him to other people was enough. I couldn’t wait to get in the shower to wash the stench of his arrogance off of me.

      Speaking of stenches, as soon as I walked into the apartment, I almost gagged at the rotten smell that hit me like a wall of bricks. It was like burning meat, and it permeated the entire apartment. “What the fuck…”

      “Oh, hi,” Zee said as she emerged from the kitchen, wearing a bloodstained apron that had a pair of naked breasts printed on it. “You’re home.”

      “Yeah,” I said, covering my mouth and nose, afraid to even breathe in the toxic air surrounding me. “What is that smell, Zee?”

      “Oh, that,” she said with an almost wicked smile. “That’s just dinner.”

      “Dinner? What the hell are you cooking, spoiled meat?”

      “Not exactly. Promise you won’t be mad?”

      Jesus. Here we go.

      “Why should I be mad, Zee?”

      “Hold on.” She went into the kitchen and came back out with a large glass of Scotch, which she handed to me. “There you go, my love.”

      “Zee,” I said after drinking half the Scotch. “What the hell are you cooking? It smells suspiciously like…I don’t even want to say it.”

      “You can say it.”

      “Jesus…human meat.”

      Zee’s smile widened. “That’s exactly what it is. Well, demon meat would be a more accurate description.”

      “Demon meat? Wait, don’t tell me.” I shook my head. “You caught the incubus spawn, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” she said, nodding, looking pleased with herself. “I had to chase the little bastard through a ventilation system, but I got him. I got the little fucker good and proper.”

      “So, what? You brought it back here so you could…cook it? Are you fucking insane?”

      Zee’s face dropped. “Baby, you know such young flesh is a delicacy to me. It would’ve been a shame to waste it.”

      I shook my head and downed the rest of the whiskey. “Jesus, Zee. What if the neighbors smell it? I’m on thin ice with the landlord as it is. The rent is overdue.”

      “I told you I’d pay it.”

      “I don’t need you to pay it. I’ll pay it myself.”

      “What with? You have no money.”

      “I’ll pay it soon. Stop changing the subject.”

      “You were the one who mentioned the rent.”

      “Fine, whatever. I hope you don’t expect me to eat that…meat.”

      “Of course not. I’ve done you some roast chicken.”

      “Cooked in the same oven as the roast incubus spawn, I suppose?”

      “Yes. Where else would I cook it?”

      “I’m not hungry then.”

      Walking past her, I covered my mouth and nose again as I entered the kitchen to get the bottle of Scotch, grabbing it quickly but unable to keep from looking across at the glass oven, seeing what looked like a dismembered kid cooking away in there. It was all I could do not to vomit everywhere as I turned and practically ran out of the kitchen.

      “Are you okay?” Zee asked, all innocence.

      “No, Zee, I’m fucking not,” I said as I crossed the living room and opened the window to hang my head out of it, breathing in clean air to try and scour the stench from my lungs. “It’s disgusting in there.”

      She stared over at me. “You think I’m disgusting, don’t you?”

      “Did I say that? You can’t help your appetites.”

      “Okay. Maybe I’ll just eat a little bit and throw the rest out. I’m sure the rats in the alley will appreciate it. Waste of good meat, though.”

      I said nothing as she turned and went back into the kitchen, drinking Scotch straight from the bottle as I continued to stick my head out the window, staring down at the street outside, wondering how I ever came to live with a demon. It wasn’t the first time Zee had done something as crazy as that. One time, shortly after we first met, she brought some random guy back to the apartment and had sex with him, insisting that I watch. I went along with it, and even enjoyed watching her use her mad skills on the guy, until she suddenly bit the guy’s penis off, chewed it up, and swallowed it. Luckily, on my insistence, we got the poor guy to a hospital before he could bleed to death, Zee using her demonic hold over him to get him to keep his mouth shut about what happened. We had to move from that apartment because of all the screaming as the landlord threatened to call the cops. I very nearly severed our relationship after that, until Zee promised nothing like it would happen again.

      And then, a few months later, I get home one day to find her dining on the severed head of one of her victims. She was just sitting at the dining table with the head on a plate, the top of the skull ripped off as she used a fork to eat the brains within. I vomited that time, and afterward, told her I never wanted to see her again. But Zee being Zee, she persuaded me to let her stay, so I did. There had been several other similar incidents over the years, the incubus in the oven being just the latest. I had come to accept her peculiar, not to say disgusting, appetites by that point, though. It was just who she was, and she couldn’t help it any more than I could help shooting heroin into my veins at one time.

      When Zee next emerged from the kitchen, she was holding a small arm in her hands as she nibbled on it like a piece of chicken. “Are you sure I can’t fix you some chicken?” she said as bloody juices ran down her delicate chin. “I did a good job of cooking it.”

      “I’m sure you did,” I said, hardly looking at her. “I’ll stick with the whiskey for tonight, though.”

      “Okay.” 

      A moment or two later, I heard her say, “Damion?”

      “What?”

      “Look at me.”

      Sighing, I shook my head slightly and turned around to look at her, and as I did, I saw she had exchanged the incubus spawn’s arm for its small head, which she held in her hand like a large orange. With a look of wicked delight in her eyes, she bit into the roasted cheek flesh of the incubus spawn’s head. Slowly. Very, very slowly. Then she started chewing just as slowly, her dark, intense eyes on me all the time. And I’m almost ashamed to say, I was turned on by her, by what she was doing.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?
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        * * *

      

      Later, after Zee had disposed of the rest of her “meal” in the alley behind the building, certain it would all be gone by morning thanks to the rats, and after me spraying about three cans of air freshener around the apartment, which still didn’t mask the burned meat smell, we settled down in the living room to watch The Exorcist for the umpteenth time. I was half drunk by that stage, and I just sat staring at the screen, hardly taking in the movie as Zee predictably laughed her ass off at Linda Blair’s demon-possessed antics and the priests’ failed attempts to exorcise the demon from her. After a while, Zee saw I wasn’t really into the movie, and asked me what was wrong. “Are you still mad about dinner?”

      “No,” I said, though the lingering smell of cooked human flesh made it hard to forget.

      “Then what?” she asked, moving her head close to me.

      “I fucked up tonight,” I told her, before explaining what had happened at Phillips’ office. “I may have blown the whole story, not to mention Murtagh’s case.”

      “Well,” Zee said, raising her head to look at me. “You said you got the incubus’ address, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then let’s go there now and I will consume his soul.” On those last three words, Zee’s eyes glowed a deep orange, and her dark hair instantly became a fiery red. Twisting black horns also protruded from her skull. 

      Despite having seen Zee transform into her full demon self many times over the years, looking into those eyes never failed to unnerve me, for looking into them was like looking into the fires of Hell itself, even though Zee had informed me enough times that there was very little fire in Hell, except in the Outer Reaches, apparently. Still, the feeling had embedded itself into my subconscious. Seeing those eyes during sex with Zee was still unnerving, but at those times, looking into the fires of Hell also added to my excitement. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her. “Besides, can’t the incubus consume your soul just as easily?”

      “He could, but that would never happen.”

      “Why not?”

      A sinister smile crept across Zee’s face before she slowly opened her mouth, her jaws extending way beyond any human capability until all I saw was a dark chasm filled with needle-sharp teeth. Slowly, she moved her head to within two inches of mine before closing her mouth. “Because nothing eats me. I do the eating.”

      After swallowing slowly, I said, “You still scare the hell out of me, Zee.”

      With an almost casual flick of her head, Zee made her demon visage disappear, morphing back into her human form, which could be just as scary sometimes. With those deep-set dark eyes and hungry mouth, Zee couldn’t have chosen a better host body in which to house her demon spirit. The face and lithe body reflected her true self perfectly. Although don’t think because I used the word host that the woman whose body Zee inhabited had any choice in the matter. She didn’t. And because Zee, being a demon, had taken the woman’s body, the woman’s soul was still trapped in there. Not that such a thing ever bothered Zee. “Good,” she said. “I’d be worried if I didn’t. Besides—” Her hand went to my crotch and squeezed. “It still turns you on when you see my demon form, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded as I stared into her eyes, seeing depths in them that even after so many years, I still couldn’t fathom. “Yes.”

      Zee smiled as she got up off the sofa and stood before me, taking off all her clothes and letting them fall to the floor as I watched, captivated. A second later, she morphed into her demon form again, fully this time. On her red-skinned naked body, glowing orange tattoos wrapped around her like fiery snakes, shifting around her as if they were alive. From her back, crimson leathery wings emerged, and a long tail too, ending in a barbed point. Her feet were no longer feet, but cloven hooves. 

      As I sat gazing up at her, I should’ve been terrified, and a part of me was. But my desire for her outweighed any terror I felt, and when she spoke, her words were like honey, making it so I could think of nothing else but her. 

      And as she kneeled between my legs, the world around me faded as a familiar dome of warm pleasure encapsulated us both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      The following evening, I got a call from Detective Murtagh. I was on my way to meet my father at the restaurant, reluctantly driving over the bridge to Bedford, when Murtagh called, sounding even more pissed off than usual. 

      “I’m just letting you know we got a warrant to search Martin Phillips’ work computer,” he said. “We hit his office today and found nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I said, not really surprised. Phillips would’ve seen what I was looking at the previous night, and wouldn’t have taken the chance to keep the files on his computer. He would’ve moved them elsewhere immediately, to somewhere more secure. “What about the website? I sent you the address along with Marino’s.”

      “Nada. Taken down.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, fuck. I told you we’d find nothing. You spooked the guy, and now he knows we’re onto him.”

      Yeah, but he still doesn’t know it was me who was at his office last night.

      “What about Marino? Did you find him?”

      “Vinci and I went to his address this morning,” Murtagh said.

      “And? Did you arrest him?”

      “No. As soon as I kicked his door in, he jumped out the fucking third-story window and vanished.”

      “Shit.”

      “So basically, the whole case is a fucking bust. Thanks to you, Deadson.”

      “Hey, I didn’t lose Marino. You did.”

      “Fuck you, Deadson. You overstepped when you went to Phillips’ office like that. We could’ve had the guy if you hadn’t spooked him.”

      “Oh yeah?” I said, pissed off myself now. “And how do you figure that? You didn’t even know about Phillips until I told you.”

      “We would’ve questioned him because of the website link in the murder of Angela Smith,” he said. 

      “Yeah, and he would’ve told you to fuck off, or his lawyers would have. You’d still be in the dark.”

      Murtagh went silent for a moment, then said, “It’s been a long day, Deadson. I’m going home to get drunk. Don’t call me again.”

      “You called me!” I shouted, but he had already hung up. “Asshole!”

      Fuming, I gripped the steering wheel and pressed harder on the gas pedal as I sped along the road toward Bedford, angry at Murtagh for being such a dick, but mostly I was angry at myself for fucking up with Phillips. At the very least, I should’ve closed all the files I was looking at on his computer, and then maybe he wouldn’t have known I was on to him. But then again, Phillips seemed the paranoid type, so he probably would’ve taken precautionary measures anyway. Why else would someone break into his office if not to find dirt on him? That’s what he probably would’ve thought.

      No matter. Phillips hadn’t gotten away with anything yet. Not only would I find Marino—with Zee’s help—but I would also find a way to sink Phillips as well.

      Journalism 101: A good reporter finds the news. He doesn’t just wait for it to happen.
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      The restaurant I was supposed to meet my father at was called Catch 33, and it was located just outside the Financial District, near to where my father’s company building was. My father bought the restaurant years ago, like he bought everything else that took his fancy, even people. Though he never succeeded in buying me, and never would.

      My father was already waiting for me at a two-seater table in the shadowy, dimly lit interior of the restaurant. As soon as I went through the door, a maître de met me and offered to take my coat before escorting me to the table my father was sitting at. I said nothing as I sat down. My father never spoke either as he sipped on his martini. A glass of single malt was already waiting for me at the table. When the maître de left, I sat awkwardly for a moment as I stared around the empty restaurant. “Where’s Mac?” I asked, surprised he wasn’t standing around somewhere.

      “I gave him the night off,” my father said. “It’s a full moon.” He smiled. “Nature calls.”

      Picking up my drink, I took a sip, knowing how expensive the whiskey was. It was a delight on the palate, but I kept my face blank as I swallowed, wishing Mac was here, as I hated being alone with my father.

      “So,” he said, as if this was just another business meeting for him. “How have you been?”

      I took another sip of the whiskey before staring at my father. Unsurprisingly, he hadn’t changed a bit since I last saw him over a year ago. Like most magicians, he used magic to keep himself looking younger than he was. At sixty-two years old, he looked more like a man in his early fifties, an inch taller than me with swept back sandy-colored hair that, despite his youthfulness, had still receded a fair bit. As always, he wore a dark Saville Row three-piece suit that fit his broad shoulders perfectly. As he looked at me, his clear blue eyes gave nothing away, no clue as to how he was feeling or what was going on inside his head. As usual, I realized I would probably have to wait for him to explain himself in his own time. “Do you really care?” I asked him.

      He hardly blinked. “Of course I care. You’re my son.”

      Smiling without warmth, I shook my head a little and stared out at the empty room again, regretting, as I knew I would, even turning up. “Just tell me what you want. I’m sure we both have work to be getting on with. I know I do.”

      “Work?” he said, his tone making it clear that he didn’t class what I did for a living as work. 

      “Yes,” I said, staring at him. “Work.”

      “You know, Damion, back when you told me you were going into journalism instead of law as we’d agreed—”

      “We didn’t agree anything. That was you telling me what to do. I never wanted to go into law.”

      “In any case, when you told me you were going into journalism instead, I grudgingly accepted it because you were going to be working with a reputable newspaper.”

      “One that you owned.”

      “Yes. But then you left the newspaper and fell into…” He trailed off as he shook his head slightly.

      “You can say it. I was a junky.”

      “Yes, you were, and I helped you get cleaned up, only so you could go to work for that disgusting tabloid rag, the Midnight Inquirer. And now—”

      “Now what?”

      “Now you’ve started your own version of it online.”

      “It’s hardly the same. The Inquirer wasn’t much interested in the truth.”

      “Yes, you’re all about the truth, aren’t you, Damion? That little piece you published about me last year caused a lot of upset.”

      “For your business cronies, you mean?”

      “Yes, Damion. You caused a mess, and as usual, I was left to clean it up.”

      I threw him a hard look. “Don’t even go there. You’ve never done shit for me. Everything you do is to protect yourself and your precious reputation. Even when you paid for my rehab, it was just so I wouldn’t cause you any further embarrassment.”

      My father shook his head and sighed like I didn’t get it. “You of all people should understand that a man’s reputation is everything. And for the record, Damion, I paid for your rehab because I didn’t want my only son to kill himself by overdosing on heroin. All I’ve ever done is try to help you, Damion, but you seem so fixated on this idea that I’m the bad guy, and that I’m responsible for all your woes since—” He stopped and sighed.

      “Go on. You can say it.”

      “Since your mother died,” he finished.

      “Since you let her die, you mean.”

      My father drained his glass and signaled the maître de to bring him another. “When are you going to accept the truth, Damion? Your mother did what she did to save us all. She did it to save you and your sister, to ensure you both still had a future.”

      “And look how that worked out.”

      “What happened to your sister was…” He trailed off for a second and then shook his head. “There’s not a day goes by when I don’t think of her. But that still doesn’t change the fact that your mother died to ensure you both had a future.”

      “To ensure you still had a future, you mean,” I said, clenching my jaw as I waited for the maître de to walk away. When he did, I added, “I know you. You would’ve talked her into it, told her there was no choice, that she had to kill herself to save her family, when really, she was just saving you and your precious fucking company.”

      “You know, for a journalist, Damion, you really don’t have much of a grasp on the truth,” he said. 

      “The truth is whatever you say it is, Father. It always has been.”

      “You think you know what happened, Damion, but you don’t. Very dark forces were coming after me, and by extension, you and your sister as well. When your mother did what she did, the dark forces were on our doorstep. They would’ve killed us all if your mother hadn’t been brave enough to sacrifice herself.” He leaned across the table. “That’s who your mother was, Damion. She always put her family first.”

      “Unlike you,” I said, aware that we were now falling into the same pattern we always did when we had these meetings. “Why didn’t you sacrifice yourself instead, hmm?”

      “I would have, but your mother insisted—”

      “Then you should’ve insisted harder! It was your fault the wolves were at the door in the first place!”

      “I know.”

      “So why didn’t you do the ritual instead then?”

      “Because—”

      “Because what?”

      “Because your mother was dying anyway,” he said quietly, looking away for a second.

      I reeled back in my chair and stared at him in shock. “What?”

      My father sighed. “She had an incurable brain disease that she kept secret from everyone. It wasn’t even on her medical records.”

      “Then how—” I couldn’t even finish the sentence as I was still reeling from shock.

      “She told me just before the ritual. Later, I confirmed with Dr. White. He told me she had been diagnosed six months before everything happened.”

      I shook my head at him. “Why the hell haven’t you mentioned this before? You didn’t think it was pertinent information?”

      “I didn’t think it relevant.”

      “You didn’t think it relevant? Jesus Christ. Like you didn’t think it relevant to tell me or Ava the real circumstances of our mother’s death?” I leaned forward slightly. “You told us she killed herself! I had to find out the truth for myself years later!”

      “You were young, Damion, you wouldn’t have understood—”

      “So you just lied to us for years?”

      “Yes. I did what I thought was necessary, just as I’ve always done.”

      “No, you kept the truth from us because you knew we would hate you for it, hate you for letting her die like that, even if she was sick.”

      My father shook his head and looked away for a moment. “I didn’t ask you here so we could have the same old argument, Damion. The past is the past, and you need to move on from it.”

      “Just like that,” I said bitterly.

      “You can’t change anything that happened.”

      “And what about Ava? Are you even still looking for her?”

      “Of course,” he said, looking straight at me.

      “I wish I could believe that.”

      “Believe what you want, Damion,” he said dismissively. “You always do.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” he said. “Look, son, I asked you here tonight so we could try to patch things up between us, and in that spirit of reconciliation, I’d like to offer you an opportunity to come work with me.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh as I shook my head. “Really? And what would you expect me to do for you?”

      “Be my right hand, as you always should have been.”

      “So shadow you as you teach me how to play power games and fuck people over?”

      Anger flashed across my father’s face, though he contained it. “What is it you think I do, Damion?”

      “You’re head of a huge financial services corporation with your finger in god knows how many other pies,” I said. “You are also a member of at least one cabal that I know of, and no doubt, a fair few other secret societies. None of which I have any interest in unless they are part of the Illuminati Conspiracy, which I’m sure you have a hand in.”

      “The Illuminati, Damion? You don’t honestly believe in that hokum, do you?”

      “Somebody runs things behind the scenes. That’s just what I call them for now.”

      “And you think you can oust these people? Then what?”

      “Then the whole conspiracy falls apart once people learn the truth.”

      My father puffed his cheeks out and shook his head. “Your naivety is astounding.”

      “Why? Because you believe all the secrecy is necessary? That people can’t handle the truth?”

      “That’s exactly what I believe, because it’s true. You give the masses too much credit. The world is how it is for a reason. The people need to be ruled.”

      “I agree, but not from the shadows by people with selfish motives and hidden agendas. People like you, Father.”

      “I know you see yourself as some moral crusader, son, but that’s not what you are,” he said. “You’re just another person pointlessly raging against the machine, the machine that keeps order in the world and prevents it from falling into chaos. If you came to work with me, you would soon see that.”

      For a second, I actually gave his offer some thought. Maybe I could’ve gone to work with him just to see the inner workings of the machine he spoke of, and then expose the whole thing down the line. But even that wasn’t worth spending so much time with my father, and probably risking becoming like him; becoming indoctrinated into his way of thinking; becoming another cog, however big, in the great machine. No thanks. I had already found my calling, and I was sticking with it. “Your business is your own, Father. I’ll just stick with what I’m doing.”

      My father stared at me for long seconds and then nodded as if he wasn’t surprised by my answer. “All right, fine. If you insist on sticking with what you are doing, then perhaps you can do something else for me. Something more in line with your current skillset.”

      This should be good.

      “Do what exactly?”

      “There’s something I’d like you to investigate.”

      “Don’t you have your own people for doing that?”

      My father nodded. “I do, but this a personal matter, and I need someone I can trust to handle it for me. Can I trust you, Damion?”

      I wasn’t sure I liked where this was going. It felt like I was being pulled into the dragon’s den, inch by inch. “We have our differences, Father, but you can still trust me.”

      “I wouldn’t have believed so last year when you published that story on me.”

      “That was business.”

      “So I can trust you not to write about whatever you find?”

      “That depends how many people it effects.”

      “Just us, Damion. It effects just us. For now.”

      I frowned. “Us? What do you mean?”

      My father paused as he rested his elbows on the table and interlocked his fingers. “The investigation would concern your sister.”

      “Ava? How? I thought you’d given up on trying to find her.”

      My father stared at me. “She’s my daughter, Damion. Don’t be a shit. I’ve never given up on trying to find her. It’s just that leads are thin on the ground after all this time, as you well know.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m sorry. Tell me what you’ve found out and I’ll look into it.”

      “Word reached me recently that a young woman had gone missing, a gifted music student who was attending Fairview University,” he said. “Her name is Elisa Lopez. She was last seen by witnesses walking to her dorm room, after which she disappeared and hasn’t been seen nor heard from for the last three weeks.”

      “Jesus,” I said, remembering how it felt when Ava disappeared, how torn up I was by the mystery of her vanishing. “I’m taking it the police have investigated her disappearance?”

      “Yes, they have, but as with Ava, they didn’t get anywhere with their investigation,” my father said. “If you can even call their brief and rudimentary search an investigation. The case has now been added to the slush pile with all the rest of the unsolved cases.”

      “What about the witnesses? Did they see anything?”

      “Two of the girl’s classmates saw her walk to her dorm room. She waved at them. One of the witnesses reported seeing a strange man sitting on a bench. As Ms. Lopez passed, the man got up and walked in her direction, entering the dormitory a moment after she did.”

      “I see,” I said. “And I’m taking it you found out who the man is?”

      “I’ve read every missing person’s report to have been filed over the last twelve years,” he said. “In half a dozen of the cases, witnesses have reported seeing a strange man in the vicinity of the missing person’s last known whereabouts. All the witnesses used that word to describe the man—strange. Yet none of the witnesses defined how the man was strange.”

      “Which is a little strange in itself.”

      “Yes. I didn’t pick up on the pattern until after this latest girl’s disappearance. So I had Mac look deeper into things.”

      “Okay,” I said, silently cursing myself for not picking up on the stranger’s presence myself. “What did he find?”

      “He spoke with some of the witnesses again, including the most recent ones.”

      “And?”

      “Well, this is where things get a little murky,” my father said, and I knew by his tone that he had done something that had crossed the moral line, though his tone also indicated he was unrepentant about whatever he had done. As always, he was doing what was necessary. To him, anyway. 

      “Define murky,” I said.

      “I had Mac bring one of the witnesses to the house.”

      “You mean you had him kidnap someone?”

      “I prefer to think of it as merely borrowing them for a time,” he said, in all seriousness. “I used magic on them so they wouldn’t remember what happened.”

      I shook my head. “Who was this person? A young girl?”

      “Yes.”

      “Jesus, Father.”

      “No harm came to the girl,” he said. “I merely needed to tap her mind so I could see exactly what she saw that day Ms. Lopez disappeared. I also left a no doubt welcome surprise in her bank account afterward.”

      “Okay,” I said, shaking my head at his methods. “You see, this is exactly why I could never work with you. The line doesn’t even exist for you.” My father didn’t comment as he sipped on his martini. His capacity for shame was non-existent too. “So what did you see then, when you tapped the girl’s mind?”

      “I saw the man who followed Ms. Lopez, of course.”

      “Could you identity him?”

      “He was wearing a hood, so I couldn’t see his face, unfortunately. I did, however, get a glimpse of a tattoo on his hand.” My father reached inside his jacket and took out a folded piece of paper, unfolding it before handing it to me. “Do you recognize it?”

      I shook my head as I stared at the symbol on the paper, a black circle with a horizontal crescent shape on top. Two crossed daggers also pierced the black circle. “Can’t say that I do.”

      My father closed his eyes for a second as if trying to conceal his disappointment. “That’s unfortunate. I was hoping you might know something about that symbol, given your knowledge of the occult.”

      “You think this is an occult symbol?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “Perhaps. This man has been seen several times by witnesses. The symbol on his hand has to mean something.”

      “Are you even sure it’s the same man?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      My father shifted in his seat as he raised his hand to signal the maître de. “Another drink?” he asked me.

      I nodded, wondering at his sudden shiftiness. “Sure.”

      After signaling the maître de again, our drinks soon arrived at the table. When the maître de left, I asked my father again how he knew it was the same man spotted by all the witnesses.

      “I tapped all the witnesses’ minds,” he said eventually. “I had to know.”

      “Jesus. How many?”

      “Seven. Including the last person to see your sister.”

      “Ava’s girlfriend? Rita Jenkins?”

      My father nodded. “Yes. Her memory was hazy after so long, but I caught a glimpse of the man in question.”

      “And you’re sure it was the same man?”

      “I saw the tattoo.”

      “But not his face?”

      “No, and that’s what’s also strange,” he said. “Given the angle I was looking at him from, his face should have been visible, but it was cloaked in shadow, almost like someone had gone into Miss Jenkins’ mind and blacked the face out.”

      “Is that even possible?”

      “Anything is possible, but my gut feeling on the matter tells me that the stalker was using some form of magic to conceal his identity from anyone who saw him.”

      “Christ,” I said before sipping my single malt. “So we’re dealing with someone well-versed in magic?”

      “It appears that way, doesn’t it?”

      “Meaning the guy is a goddamn ghost.”

      “Yes, at least until we can identity the tattoo. That should lead us to him.”

      “Have you researched it?”

      My father nodded. “I’ve searched through every book I have and asked every knowledgeable person I know.”

      “Maybe the tattoo is unique to him then,” I said. “Something he designed himself for whatever reason.”

      “Possibly.”

      “He may even have done the tattoo himself. It wouldn’t be hard with a bottle of Indian ink.”

      “Well,” my father said, “if that’s the case, then I doubt we’ll ever find him then.”

      I stared down at the piece of paper on the table again. “Leave it with me,” I said. “I’ll try my best to find out what it is.”

      Smiling slightly, my father said, “I know you will, son.”

      Our eyes met for long seconds, and in that time I saw my father, not the man I had grown to despise, but the man who had carried me in his arms when I was a child, and had read to me at bedtime every night without fail until everything changed. I wished he could be that man again, but there was too much water under the bridge. “Do you think she’s still out there?” I asked him in a quiet voice.

      My father sighed and gave me a wan smile. “For both our sakes, son, I hope she is.”
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      Before leaving the restaurant, my father persuaded me to have dinner with him. I was starving anyway, so I took little persuading, eventually ordering a steak while my father had a salad. The conversation throughout dinner was mundane, sometimes strained, but for the most part, it was pleasant. We even laughed once or twice about things that happened when Ava and I were young, like the time Ava swapped all of our parents’ clothes around, putting our mother’s clothes in our father’s drawers, and also mismatching all their shoes. Ava and I had hidden outside in the hallway as we peeked around the bedroom door, tittering to ourselves as we watched our parents’ confusion and then frustration as they tried to find their clothes and shoes.

      Ava was always doing stuff like that, playing practical jokes. Even when she was older, she still did it. One time she snuck into my apartment and filled the bath, and then dumped about a hundred small rubber ducks into the water for me to find. And then there was the junk mail war between us, which went on for weeks until I finally had to call an end to it, admitting defeat after I got home one day and could barely open the front door there were was so much mail piled up against it. My father and I smiled and chuckled about these things as we ate, and at one point, my father’s eyes seemed wet until he excused himself and went to the washroom. Upon his return, he merely smiled and continued eating.

      When I left the restaurant, it was only a half hour from midnight. In the car, I sat and stared at the piece of paper with the symbol on it, wondering as to its meaning before I remembered I had to meet the mystery caller calling himself Deep Throat over in Downtown. Doubting I would make it there by midnight, I hoped Deep Throat would wait for me, for he sounded on the phone like he had some good information. But then, I thought as I pulled off, they all do, don’t they?
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        * * *

      

      Traffic was light on the roads, but it was still ten after midnight by the time I drove into the underground parking garage in Downtown, driving to the bottom level where I said I would meet Deep Throat, who by the way, had clearly seen a certain movie too many times if he was calling himself that, making me wonder what kind of clown I was about to meet. I parked the Corvette in a free space, and before getting out, I took out my Glock 19 and checked it over for a second before re-holstering it, just in case.

      In the dimly lit, deathly silent parking garage, I stood for a moment and looked around for signs of anyone else being there. There wasn’t many cars parked, and all of them appeared to be empty. “Hello?” I said, my voice echoing off the concrete. “Are you here…Deep Throat?”

      A second after I spoke, someone said, “Psst. Over here.”

      Sighing slightly at all this over the top cloak and dagger stuff, I turned toward the voice, which seemed to come from behind a large concrete pillar. “You might as well come out,” I said as I walked toward the pillar. “We’re alone down here.”

      I stood waiting on the contact to show himself, which he did a moment later, stepping out from behind the concrete pillar to stand under an overhead strip light. I don’t know what kind of person I expected to meet down there, but the person who emerged from behind the pillar was certainly not it. This guy was over six feet tall and built like a brick shithouse. He wore tight black leather pants and a white shirt that was half open to reveal a tanned, hairless chest. A black leather jacket completed the rockstar getup, as did his long, flowing dark hair with the blond highlights, and the smoldering blue eyes. In fact, this guy reminded me so much of Fabio, it was uncanny. He really looked like he had just stepped off the cover of a romance novel. Slightly stunned by his appearance, I could only stand staring at him, thinking this was possibly some sort of joke. If Ava were still around, this was precisely the sort of practical joke she would revel in playing on me, setting up a clandestine meeting only to have someone like this Fabio-looking dude show up.

      “Hello there,” the guy said in a deep voice, flicking his mane of hair back as he stood with his huge chest sticking out. 

      “Hello there, yourself,” I said back, trying not to laugh, still unsure if this was all a joke or not. “You must be Deep Throat.”

      “Yes. That’s right. And you must be Damion Deadson, proprietor of Deadson Confidential.” He looked me up and down for a second. “You look how I expected you to look.”

      “Okay,” I said, nodding, unsure of how to take this guy. “You…don’t.”

      “Yes, well,” he said, running his hand through his silken hair. “My beauty can be overwhelming to some.”

      It was all I could do not to laugh. Was this guy for real? “So, you said you had information for me. On Ethan Drake. How do you know him?”

      “How do I know him?” Deep Throat pressed his fist against his chest. “Ethan and I are brothers.”

      “Really? You don’t look like him.”

      “What? No, not blood brothers. God forbid we should share the same genes. I’m too good looking to be his real brother. Please.”

      “Of course you are.”

      “No, we’re, how you say, brothers from another mother. Even though my mother was a—”

      “A what?”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. The point is, I know Ethan better than anyone.”

      “Where is he?” I asked. “No one’s seen him lately.”

      “Ethan is off on, shall we say, a sabbatical at the moment. He needed a break.”

      “A break from saving the world, is that it?”

      “Yes, exactly,” he said, coming closer to me. “You have no idea the kind of hell you and everyone else would be living right now if it weren’t for Ethan, and me, of course.”

      “Are you referring to what happened with Wendell Knightsbridge?”

      “Yes. Ethan sorted that bastard good and proper. Ripped his heart right out of his chest.”

      “So the rumors are true then?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I should know. I started the rumors on your website forum.”

      “You posted all that?”

      “Yes, well, I thought Ethan deserved a little credit, especially given that no one knows what he did to save everybody. And me, of course.”

      “It’s funny,” I said. “I don’t know you. I’ve never seen you around.”

      Deep Throat smiled. “I’d wager you have.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’d remember if I saw you, believe me.”

      “Yes, I do stand out from the crowd a bit, don’t I? Perhaps you saw my acting debut?”

      “You’re acting debut?” I said smiling.

      “I made a movie some months back.”

      “What was it called?”

      “The Stud.”

      “You made a movie called The Stud? What kind of movie was it?”

      “Well, it was marketed as an erotic mystery thriller drama, but it quickly got labeled as porn, which I thought denigrated my nuanced performance, but there we go. It still made a lot of money. I have a large online following now. I’ll send you a copy if you like.” I stood staring at him, still unsure of what to make of this person. There was something off about him, like he was one sandwich short of a picnic. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

      “Because I can’t figure you out,” I said. “I feel like I’m being pranked here or something.”

      “Pranked?” He shoved his chest out. “Do I look like a prank to you?”

      I wanted to say yes, but I decided not to antagonize him just yet. “How about you tell me exactly what happened between Wendell Knightsbridge and Ethan Drake? I mean, that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

      “Okay,” he said. “I thought perhaps we could ease into it, but since you’re being so insistent, I’ll fill you in. Will you be writing up everything I say?”

      “Depends on what you say.” I took out my phone and turned on the voice recorder. “Depends if any of it is true or not.”

      “Oh, I can assure you, little man, it’s all true.”

      For the next fifteen minutes, I listened as Deep Throat told me a story about Ethan Drake and his arch nemesis, Wendell Knightsbridge, who apparently had Drake’s wife and daughter killed because Drake had the gall to blackmail his way out of Blackstar, whom he used to work for. It then transpired that Knightsbridge was actually the son of a demon called Mephistopheles, and was supposed to be a kind of antichrist figure who would help bring about Hell on Earth by helping his father kill God, which he almost succeeded in doing. With the help of Lucifer and a load of angels, Drake was able to avert this crisis, killing Knightsbridge in the process. Death apparently reaped Mephisto’s spirit, and Lucifer made sure everything was settled in Hell again before ascending to Heaven and claiming the Silver Throne that he currently sat upon. When I asked how Lucifer came to be involved, Deep Throat told me about Drake’s trip to Hell, and about how Drake stole some of Lucifer’s energy, which Drake then stupidly gave to Knightsbridge, allowing Knightsbridge to gain the power he needed to kill God and take over the world.

      “Bit silly of Drake to hand over Lucifer’s energy to Knightsbridge, wasn’t it?” I said.

      “Yes, well,” Deep Throat said. “He wasn’t thinking straight, and he also feared for his daughter’s soul. Though as it turned out, Knightsbridge was playing him on that front as well.”

      “Seems to me like Lucifer played everybody.”

      Deep Throat nodded. “Yes, we all realized that afterward. Still, everything worked out in the end, didn’t it?”

      “If you can call Lucifer being in charge of the world now working out, then yeah, I guess so.”

      “You have a problem with Our Lord Lucifer?”

      “Not so far. I guess we’ll see how he works out. He’s no worse than his father at this point.”

      “He’s a good kind soul is what he is.”

      “You seem very enamored with him. May I ask why?”

      Deep Throat shifted his weight slightly. “He may have granted me my wish.”

      “Lucifer the genie. What wish did he grant you?”

      “This magnificent body, of course.”

      “I see,” I said. Things were making a little more sense now. “So what did you look like before you looked like…that?”

      “Do you really want to know?” he asked, fixing his smoldering blue eyes on me.

      I hesitated a second, then said, “Yeah. I do.”

      “Okay. Stand back then and prepare yourself for even more magnificence.”

      Jesus, this guy, I thought as I took a step back, not really expecting him to do anything, expecting him to start laughing, in fact, before saying he was just joking. But my jaw soon dropped as Fabio guy morphed in an instant into a massive black steed that had a long, razor-sharp horn protruding from the center of its forehead. “Jesus Christ,” I said as the steed, or whatever it was, snorted and stared at me with blazing red eyes.

      “Not quite,” the steed said, shocking me again when it spoke. “The name’s Haedemus. Haedemus Sassoon.”

      As I stood gawping at the awe-inspiring beast before me, the penny soon dropped. “You’re Drake’s Hellicorn,” I said. “I heard the stories, but I never actually saw him ride you.”

      “Am I every bit as awesome as they say I am?” Haedemus said as he scraped the concrete with a huge hoof.

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “You are. Though I thought you were supposed to be all rotted and more…hellish looking.”

      “I was once,” he said. “Until Adrielis breathed life back into me.”

      “Adrielis? Who’s that?”

      “It’s complicated. A story for another time.”

      “Okay. Can I take a picture for the website? People on the forum have been talking about your existence for a while now. They all want to see what you look like.”

      “Hmm,” Haedemus said. “I’m not sure. Ethan insists we all keep a low profile, especially me.”

      “Only believers read my site. It won’t matter.”

      “Wait. Are you saying I have fans?”

      I nodded. “Have you not read the threads on the forum? There’s an entire section dedicated to you. There are also many wild rumors floating around as well. Something about a ranch massacre…”

      Haedemus cleared his throat and looked away for a second. “Yes, well, I’m sure I don’t know anything about that.”

      “Well, regardless, you should jump on the forum and introduce yourself. I’m sure you’ll get a lot of questions. Maybe we could set up a Q&A session at some point.”

      “Maybe. I’d have to think about it.”

      “So can I take your picture?”

      He thought for a moment. “Fuck it. Why not? It’s not like Ethan is even here to get annoyed, is it?”

      “Where is he anyway?” I asked as I set up the camera on my phone.

      “On sabbatical, as I said. With Vic Belford.”

      “Victoria Belford? The leader of the Valkyries?”

      “Not anymore. Daisy Donovan leads the Valkyries now.”

      “Daisy Donovan? I don’t think I know her. Who is she?”

      “My sister.”

      I stared at him in surprise. “Your sister?”

      “Not my real sister. She’s my sister in the way that Ethan is my brother.”

      “Okay. But who is she?”

      “Just an awesome person.”

      “I’d like to meet her.”

      “Daisy is like Ethan in that she likes to keep herself to herself, know what I mean? But I can put a word in for you, if you’d like.”

      “That would be great,” I said, having now sorted the camera on the phone. “The Valkyries are very active these days. The criminal elements fear the hell out of them. I’d like to hear their side of the story.”

      “We’ll see,” he said. “Now, how do you want me posed? I could rear up on my hind legs if you want something dramatic. Or I could just look smolderingly into the camera. Whatever you want.”

      “We’ll go with the first option,” I said. “Might as well do something that fits your fearsome reputation.”

      “I have a fearsome reputation?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      Haedemus peeled back his lips to reveal his large white teeth. “Fan-friggin-tastic.”

      I shook my head at him as I held the phone aloft. “Whenever you’re ready, big guy.”

      As Haedemus reared up on his hind legs, he made a great neighing sound that reverberated around the parking garage, and his eyes blazed right into the camera as I took the shot. “Let me see,” he said as I walked toward him and showed him the picture. “Awesome. I take a great picture, don’t I?”

      “I’m sure people will love it.”

      “People can’t help loving me,” he said, flicking his mane. “It’s just who I am.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re not the humble type either, are you?”

      “Humble? Please.” In a flash, he morphed back into his human form again. “Humbleness is for losers.”

      “So how does that work then?” I asked him. “You can change back and forth whenever you please?”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “Originally, Lucifer was going to make it so I could only change on a full moon like some stinking werewolf, but I said, ‘Lucifer, hold on a second there, you big usurper you.’”

      “You called Lucifer a usurper?”

      “Yes, well, he needed telling, and I take no shit from anyone, not even the son of God.”

      “Brave of you.”

      “Anyway, I explained to him how instrumental I was in helping Ethan, and thus, in helping him get to the position he’s now in.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “What could he say? He knew I was right. So he relented and made my capabilities limitless. Except for one thing, that is.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I still have certain…appetites, you might say.”

      “What kind of appetites?”

      “It’s best you don’t know. You don’t look like you have a very strong stomach.”

      “You’d be surprised at some of the things I’ve had to stomach,” I told him.

      “Anyway,” he said, dropping the subject. “I must go now. There are two supermodels and an eight-ball of coke waiting for me at home, and I don’t like to keep people waiting, unlike some I could mention.”

      “Where’s home?” I asked. “Drake’s scrapyard?”

      “Yes, but I also have a fancy apartment in Bedford when I need a little alone time and a break from babysitting.”

      “Babysitting? Like kids?”

      “Kids?” he said. “Maybe not the kind of kids you are thinking of, but they sure do act like kids.”

      “Is that who I heard on the phone when you called yesterday?”

      “Yes, that was them. One of them, anyway.”

      “You know, I also heard that Drake could summon demons. Is that true?”

      “I’ve said enough for now. I’m going. I look forward to reading your story on the website. Oh, and Damion,” he said, walking right up to me, his eyes now glowing red. “If you try to fuck me or Ethan, I will find you and I will eat you. Are we clear?”

      I nodded, realizing he was completely serious. “I’ll keep that mind.”

      He smiled as his eyes returned to normal. “Great. Glad we’re on the same page. Smell you later then.”

      As he went to walk across the parking garage, I had a thought and called out to him, “Wait!”

      “What is it?” he said, stopping and turning around.

      Taking the piece of paper out that my father had given me, I unfolded it and showed it to Haedemus. “Do you recognize this symbol, by any chance?”

      Looking at the piece of paper, Haedemus shook his head. “No, sorry.”

      “Okay,” I said, disappointed. “Worth a shot, I suppose.”

      Haedemus stared at me for a second. “It seems important to you.”

      “It is. It may be the only link I have to my sister. She’s been missing for the last twelve years.”

      “I’m sorry. That’s a long time to be missing.”

      “Yeah. It is.”

      “I may know who can help you.”

      “Really?” I said, surprised and hopeful now. “Who?”

      “Two guys I know. They are both crazy, but they might just be able to help you. How about I give you a call tomorrow, and then I’ll take you to see them?”

      “Sounds good. Thanks, Haedemus.”

      “Don’t mention it. Just remember what I told you.”

      “I’ll just state the facts. Nothing more.”

      “Good man. I’ll call you tomorrow then. And don’t be afraid to make my picture large, like full screen large. None of this thumbnail nonsense where you can hardly see me.”

      Smiling, I said, “Sure, okay.”

      With his back to me, he raised his hand and waved. “Fare well then, Damion Deadson.”

      I watched him cross to the other side of the garage and then get into a white Lamborghini, his choice of car not surprising me at all. When he started it up, the engine was massively loud in the confines of the garage, especially since he was revving the shit out of it. When he drove off, he did so like a maniac, screeching around the corner as he flew up the ramp to the next level, sounding his horn at me as he did so.

      “What a night,” I said to myself as I walked back to my own car, and that was when I felt something hard hit me on the back of the head and then I fell into unconsciousness.
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      I awoke with a splitting headache, feeling like my skull had been cleaved in two. When I opened my eyes, I wasn’t surprised to see Martin Phillips sitting across from me. On either side of me sat two men in dark suits, one of whom I recognized as the guy I knocked out with the sigil card.

      “Finally, he’s awake,” Phillips said. “I thought maybe my guy had hit you too hard or something, put you in a coma. Maybe he fucking should have.”

      “What the fuck, Phillips?” I groaned as I looked around the interior I was sitting in. It seemed like we were in a limo. A hummer limo. “What’s going on here?”

      “What’s going on?” Phillips said, wearing a red tracksuit, holding a drink in his hand. “You tell me, asshole. Why’d you break into my fucking office last night?”

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about Phi—” The guy to my left cut my sentence short by punching me in the gut, knocking the wind out of me.

      “Next time, he’ll punch you in the fucking face,” Phillips warned. “There’s no point in lying to me, Deadson. I know it was you in my office last night. You used some sort of magic to make yourself look like me. I didn’t have you down as a magic guy, but there you go.”

      “As I said, I have no idea—”

      Hard knuckles cracked the right side of my face, almost knocking me unconscious again.

      “Keep it up,” Phillips said. “We can do this all night. I’m not bothered. I enjoy seeing you in pain anyway.” He held a gun up and waved it at me. “And don’t bother looking for this either.”

      “Fuck you, Phillips,” I said as blood ran from my mouth. “What are you playing at here?”

      “What am I playing at?” he said, leaning forward exaggeratedly. “You’re the one who broke into my fucking office. I wanna know what the fuck you’re playing at Deadson. And not only that, you put the fucking cops on me!” He looked at the guy on my left. “Hit him again for putting the cops on me.”

      “Wait—”

      An elbow struck my chest, causing me to cry out in pain, and Phillips to laugh, the fucking asshole.

      “What did you think would happen, Deadson?” Phillips said. “Did you think the cops would arrest me and I’d go to jail or something? Fuck you! Did you think I’d be stupid enough to keep the files on my system? I moved them as soon as I saw you were looking at them. So all that running around you did was for nothing. All you did was cause me more hassle. Hit him again, Barry,” he said, and Barry wrapped his knuckles across my face. “You too, Eric. Cause this motherfucker more pain. I wanna hear him squeal.”

      Eric turned slightly before I could even protest and punched me hard in the crotch, making sure Phillips got his squeal from me.

      “I suppose you’re wondering how I know it was you,” Phillips said as I sat clutching my crotch. “I gotta admit, your little ruse was a good one. It sure had me fooled, and that little fag Brian, who I fired, by the way. Eric, tell him how we found out it was really him.”

      “We checked the security cameras out on the street,” Eric said, like he was some sort of fucking genius.

      “That’s right,” Phillips said. “We tracked you to your fucking car, you stupid asshole. To your stupid fucking Corvette. You probably thought you were smart, parking a block away, but you weren’t, were you, asshole?”

      In a world of pain, I uttered, “You’re killing people for…entertainment.”

      “I’m not killing anyone,” Phillips said. “The fucking monsters do all the killing. I just put it up online. I mean, they’re gonna kill people anyway, right? So why not get them to record their kills using cutting-edge tech that they can wear like a contact lens? That was my thinking. And it turns out, there are a lot of people out there willing to pay large sums of money to watch those kills. I’m just a facilitator, that’s all.”

      I shook my head at him. “You make me sick.”

      “Oh, do I?” Phillips said, and then suddenly shot forward and punched me, his knuckles hitting my forehead. “Ow, fuck!” He sat back in his seat as he held his hand. “You prick! That fucking hurt! See, this is why I get these guys to do all the hurting. Show him.”

      “No, wait—”

      Another elbow to the chest was swiftly followed by some sort of palm strike to my right ear, both of which hurt like a motherfucker.

      “This is what you get for interfering in my business, Deadson,” Phillips said. “No one interferes with my business and gets away with it. I let your transgressions slide before, but not this time. This time you’re paying for them.”

      “Shall we hit him again, Boss?” Barry said, sounding like he couldn’t wait to cause me more pain.

      “No, Barry,” Phillips said. “I think he’s had enough.” He paused. “Actually, fuck it. Hit him again…just because.”

      As Barry went to elbow me in the chest again, I blocked the blow with my forearm this time before using my other hand to punch him in the face, my knuckles cracking his nose, instantly drawing blood. “Motherfucker!” Barry shouted as he held his nose, and then Eric punched me in the ribs, cutting short my brief retaliation, causing me to slump down in the leather seat again.

      “Jesus, all this fucking blood in here now,” Phillips said. “All right, boys, get this piece of trash out of here.” As Barry and Eric grabbed a hold of me, Phillips came forward and stuck his head close to mine. “This was your one and only warning, Deadson. Stay outta my fucking business, or next time, I’ll fucking kill you. Get him out of here!”

      Barry opened the door to the hummer and then he and Eric roughly pulled me out of the seat and tossed me outside where I landed hard on the concrete. A second later, my gun was tossed out as well, where it landed before skidding across the ground. As I lay there groaning, the door to the hummer slammed shut and then the oversized vehicle drove off. “Bastards…” I moaned as I hauled myself painfully to my feet, looking around to see that I was still in the underground parking garage.

      After retrieving my gun, I made my way toward the car, wincing at the stabbing pains in my ribs and chest as I opened the door and got inside, wincing again as I stretched across to close the door. I sat for a few minutes inside the car, taking a second to examine my face in the rearview mirror, shaking my head at the blood and bruises I’d been left with, badly needing a cigarette.

      Motherfucker, I thought as I gritted my teeth in anger. If that asshole Phillips thought he was going to get away with threatening me like that, he had another thing coming. All he had achieved by pulling that little stunt was to make me even more determined to take him down. Which I would do, threats or no threats. 

      He could count on that.
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        * * *

      

      Zee was there when I got home. When she saw the state of me, she rushed up and coddled me, demanding to know what had happened. As soon as I told her about Phillips, her eyes went deep orange and her claws came out. “I’ll fucking kill him for doing this to you!” she said, her fiery tattoos showing on her skin as they snaked agitatedly around her. “I’ll drain the motherfucker dry and then eat his insides!”

      “Calm down, Zee,” I said. “You’re not killing anybody. Just help me get to the bath, will you?”

      She stared at me for a second as I struggled to take my coat off, and then came over and helped me. “I can’t stand the thought of anyone hurting you, Damion. It ignites my rage.”

      “I know, Zee. We’ll talk about it when I’m in the bath.”

      Five minutes later, I was lying in a hot bath, a glass of Scotch in my hand as Zee gently wiped the blood from my face with a sponge and then inspected the various bruises on me. The biggest bruise was on my chest where Barry had stuck his elbow in me. The right side of my ribs was ripening nicely too, as was my right ear from the palm strike. My crotch throbbed also, along with my entire face. “You need icepacks,” Zee said.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, feeling a little better thanks to the hot water I was soaking in. “It’s mostly just bruising. My rib feels cracked, though.”

      Zee sighed in annoyance. “You can’t let those motherfuckers get away with this. Let me kill them all. Please.”

      “No, Zee, we’re not killing anyone. You know that’s not how I do things.”

      “So, what, you’re going to just write a story about them?” She snorted as she shook her head. “What good will that do?”

      I took a large swallow of the Scotch as Zee rubbed my back with the sponge. “I’m not just going to write a story, although that will happen. I need to prove Phillips is guilty first, which means finding the evidence.”

      “What evidence?”

      “The videos of the murders, and whatever else Phillips has.”

      “And how are you going to get this evidence?”

      “That’s were you come in, Zee,” I said. “You’re going to befriend Phillips. He seems to have a thing for porn stars, so you’re going to become one and then use your wiles to get him to tell you where he keeps all his files.”

      “And then once he does, I can kill him.”

      “No, Zee. I told you, nobody is killing anybody. We get the cops involved and let them take Phillips down—by the book. I want that bastard to rot in jail.”

      “And you think that will happen?” Zee said. “I know guys like that. They have so much money they can buy their way out of anything. Trust me, this guy Phillips will not go to jail, or if he does, it won’t be for long. That’s why we should just kill him. He doesn’t get away with anything then.”

      “Well, he kinda does if he’s dead, Zee. He should be punished, not killed.”

      “And what if you do all this and he goes free anyway? What then? And what if he decides to have you killed for setting him up?”

      “That’s a chance I’m willing to take.”

      “It’s stupid. You should just let me kill him.”

      I sighed at Zee’s overzealousness. “Would you just listen to me? No killing. We do this my way.”

      “Okay, baby,” Zee said as she continued to rub my back. “But if your way doesn’t work out, then I’m doing it my way, starting with ripping his eyeballs out and then pissing in the sockets. Deal?”

      Lying back in the bath, I looked up at her and nodded. “Okay.”

      Zee smiled. “Good. Now tell me what you need me to do, baby.”

      “First things first,” I said after sipping my drink. “We need to find Rick Marino before he kills any more innocent women. Phillips has a lot of supernaturals on his payroll, but Marino is the only one we know right now.”

      “What about the rest?”

      I shrugged, a movement which caused me pain. “I’m only interested in Marino. We can’t catch them all. Once Phillips goes down, the rest of the supernaturals will go away too.”

      “You mean, they’ll continue killing people, just not on camera for Phillips.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “There’s nothing we can do about that. That’s just the world we live in.”

      “So why bother even going after the incubus if it makes no difference?”

      “Because I saw Angela Smith’s body, that’s why. I saw what he did to her.”

      “So it’s personal for you, is that it?”

      “You choose your battles, Zee. I’m choosing this one.”

      “Even after knowing you for so long,” Zee said as she gently sponged my face, “I still don’t understand why you bother, Damion. You can’t change things, no matter how hard you try.”

      “You sound like my father,” I said, pushing the sponge away from my face.

      “Do I? I don’t mean to. I’ve just been around a lot longer than you have, baby, and what I know is, the more things change, the more they stay the same.”

      “So you think I should just quit what I’m doing and do something else instead?”

      “You could write novels or something,” she said. “Do something that makes you happy.”

      “Happiness is an illusion, Zee.”

      “Is it? I wouldn’t know. I just do what I do and have fun doing it. Is that what happiness is?”

      “Maybe.”

      “You need to have more fun then.”

      Fun. I couldn’t remember the last time I had fun. Probably before Ava disappeared. Certainly not after. How could I?

      “I’ll have fun taking Phillips down,” I said.

      “I don’t see how if you aren’t going to kill him.”

      “Because you don’t have to kill people to have fun, Zee.”

      “I beg to differ. I have the most fun when I know I have someone under my sway, knowing their death will be inevitable.”

      I went silent as I drank my whiskey, deciding to steer the subject away from death and killing. “I met with my father earlier.”

      “How did that go?” Zee had never met my father. I never saw any point in introducing them. My father knew about Zee, and naturally disapproved of my being with her, but that wasn’t the real reason I hadn’t introduced them. I was just afraid that my father would say the wrong thing to me and Zee would kill him.

      “Okay, I guess. Better than usual. He gave me a lead on Ava.”

      “What lead?”

      “A picture of a tattoo.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “Knock yourself out. It’s in my coat pocket.”

      Zee left and returned a moment later with the piece of paper and sat on the toilet staring at it. “I’ve never seen this symbol before.”

      “I don’t think many have.”

      “Who does it belong to?”

      “A man who was present at the scene before a number of people went missing, including my sister.”

      “So you think this man is the one who took them?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ll have to find him first.”

      “I can ask around if you like. I know plenty of occultists.”

      “Sure, but keep it low key. I don’t want the guy getting wind that we’re after him. Not yet.”

      Zee smiled. “I can do low key.”

      “I’m going to see some people tomorrow that might be able to help.”

      Folding the paper up, Zee sat staring at me. “Do you think your sister is still alive?”

      I didn’t even know why she was asking that. She knew I wouldn’t give up on Ava until I had concrete proof that she was dead. Maybe it was because Zee had spent a long time searching for Ava shortly after we met. She had seen how much it was affecting me, so she had used her tracking skills to search for Ava, but got nowhere. Her helping had only made me feel worse, for we had tried everything by that point. Even magic got us nowhere. It was like Ava had just vanished off the face of the earth. “You know better than to ask me that question, Zee.”

      “I know,” she said. “I just want you to have closure.”

      “Well, that can’t happen yet, can it?”

      “What about this other girl who disappeared recently, the one your father mentioned? Perhaps we should look into that. I can do that for you, if you like.”

      I nodded. “Sure, okay.”

      Zee stared at me for another moment before she slid off the toilet and kneeled down by the side of the bath. Then she put her arms carefully around me and hugged me, stroking the back of my head. “My baby…” she said as I stared emptily down at the bath water.
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      The next morning I wrote up the story on Ethan Drake, first giving some background on the guy before detailing exactly what happened a year ago with Wendell Knightsbridge, quoting Haedemus extensively, knowing as I did so that Drake himself would probably find out about the website article at some point and tear Haedemus a new asshole. From everything I knew about the man, I guessed he liked his privacy. But that was no concern of mine. If you want privacy, don’t do things that are in the public interest, like save the world, or help get Lucifer on the Silver Throne. These are things that just can’t be ignored by a journo like myself. Besides, I didn’t paint Drake in a bad light. If anything, I made him out to be a hero, which I guess he was in a way. His methods may have been questionable, but the fact was, he got the job done when nobody else could.

      As expected, the article drew a lot of attention on the website, especially the picture I took of Haedemus. Within minutes of uploading the picture, the forum went wild, with people unable to believe they were finally getting to see Drake’s famous beast in all its glory. It didn’t take long for the memes to emerge either, with one stating: ALWAYS BE YOURSELF. UNLESS YOU CAN BE A HELLICORN. THEN ALWAYS BE A HELLICORN. Another said simply: THE STUD.

      I smiled at the memes, knowing Haedemus would probably revel in them. He seemed the type to want adoration, though I wasn’t sure how Drake would feel if his Hellicorn ended up as some kind of superstar. People on the forum were already demanding a live Q&A with Haedemus. I posted I would think about it.

      With Zee off doing her own thing, I spent some time charging up a few sigil cards, though I was still in so much pain, I had to forego the katas and charge the cards up through mediation only. Five minutes after I was done, I got a call from Haedemus.

      “I’m surprised it took you this long to phone,” I said to him as I drank a cup of coffee by the window in the living room. “I take it you saw the article?”

      “Yes, I saw,” Haedemus said excitedly. “Excellent work. The photo looked great. I’ve never looked so majestic. Did you touch it up on Photoshop? Are my eyes really that intense?”

      I shook my head at his vanity. “No Photoshop. What about the article? Did you even read it, or were you too busy gazing at your picture?”

      “No, I read it. I skimmed over it anyway. It seemed fine.”

      “What do you think Drake will make of it?”

      “He’ll probably have a fit when he sees it,” Haedemus said. “He’ll probably come looking for you, in fact.”

      “What?”

      “Only if he sees it, though. Ethan doesn’t spend too much time online. He’s not that type of guy.”

      “Lucky for me, I guess.”

      “Yeah. So I see your fans or whatever want a Q&A with me. We should totally do that.”

      “You think?”

      “Of course! Why deprive all those people of a wonderful time, that’s what I say.”

      “And you would do this in your human form—”

      “Goodness no! As a Hellicorn of course! Give the people what they want, that’s what I say.”

      “I’m sure you say a lot of stuff.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Nothing. So I take it you’re not just phoning about your legions of adoring fans? Are you still taking me to see your friends today?”

      “Well, I was just calling about the article—and those memes! Did you see them? I liked the stud one the best.”

      “Yeah, I saw them. Very funny.”

      “Do you think they’ll go viral?”

      “I guess we’ll see. So what about—”

      “My god, I just realized.”

      “What?”

      “I could be world famous!”

      Puffing my cheeks out, I shook my head. “Most people who see those memes won’t believe you’re real, Haedemus. You know that, right?”

      “Oh, sure, I know that.” He paused. “Why wouldn’t they think I was real?”

      “Because most people don’t believe in supernatural creatures, Haedemus,” I said. “Only believers can actually see you in real life. You’re invisible to everyone else.”

      “But maybe, right, if I do the Q&A with you, it could go viral, and then people would believe because they’d see me.”

      “No, they would think it was fake.”

      “Jesus nelly bells, what’s wrong with people? All this crazy stuff happening around them and they still don’t believe.”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s what I’m trying to change. The website gets more believers every day, though, so maybe one day, Haedemus, you can be a real superstar.”

      “You really think so?”

      No, you’re a friggin’ Hellicorn, for Lucifer’s sake.

      “Sure, but while you’re waiting for people to get stars in their eyes, why don’t you take me to see your friends?”

      “Okay. Meet me in Bedford now then. I’ll text you the address. And don’t keep me waiting,” he added. “I have a busy day ahead replying to all those comments on your forum.”

      “I’ll try not to be late then,” I said, rolling my eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I met Haedemus about an hour later outside a luxury apartment building in Bedford, thinking his friends must be rich upper-class types to be living in such a grand building where I knew a few movie stars and business moguls resided. But my assumption couldn’t have been more wrong.

      “What happened to your face?” he asked me.

      “I had a run in with a few people in the parking garage after I spoke to you last night,” I said.

      “Wanna borrow my Ray Bans to cover that bruise on your eye?”

      “No thanks, I’m fine.”

      “You sure? I have many pairs in the Lamborghini.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      Dressed as he was the night before, Haedemus took me up to the penthouse floor. In the elevator on the way up, he asked me, “Do you like coke?”

      “Coke?” I said frowning. “I take it you don’t mean the drink?”

      “No, I mean cocaine.”

      “I don’t do drugs.”

      Anymore.

      “Okay. How about death metal? Do you like death metal?”

      My frown deepened. “I like metal, but not death metal. What does that have to do with anything?”

      Haedemus said nothing as we exited the elevator and walked down the corridor before knocking on the penthouse door. From out in the hallway, I could hear the muffled sound of furious drum beats and razor guitar riffs. When the door finally opened, I almost recoiled at the sonic blast of death metal coming from inside. The guy who had opened the door was rakish, with long blonde hair and geeky eye glasses, reminding me immediately of Garth from Waynes World.

      “Artemis,” Haedemus said cooly. “How goes it?”

      “Haedemus, my man,” Artemis said as the two clasped hands. “It’s been a while, dude. Still rocking the new body, I see.”

      “You know it. This is—” Haedemus went to say, but Artemis cut him off.

      “Damion Deadson,” said Artemis, holding his hand out for me to shake, sniffing loudly at the same time. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, dude. Big fan of your work.”

      “Thanks,” I said, shaking his sweaty hand, realizing he was coked off his head. 

      “Come in,” he said. “We got a party going on here.”

      “Excellent,” Haedemus said as he strode past Artemis. “I can always rely on you guys. I was just thinking on the way here that I’m a little pent up today. Too much excitement. Did you see my picture on Damion’s website?”

      “Sure did,” Artemis said, turning to walk back into the room, leaving me to close the door behind me and wince at the volume of the death metal coming through the speakers, feeling like I had just entered some sweaty club.

      “Didn’t I look fabulous?” I barely heard Haedemus say.

      “Like a fucking hella Hellicorn!” Artemis shouted over the music.

      After closing the door, I paused for a moment to take in the penthouse’s interior, which shocked me even more than the ridiculously loud music. “Jesus Christ,” I breathed as I stared into the massive room. Despite the grandeur of the space, the inside of the penthouse reminded me of a dungeon from some tacky theme park. The walls were painted black, the large windows covered by thick, dark curtains, the only light coming from dozens of lit candles spread around the place, and the glow of the computer monitors in the center of the living room. In one corner there was a coffin with what appeared to be a life-sized vampire inside, which I assumed was fake, but something told me it might not have been. In another corner, there was a stuffed werewolf. In its clawed hands, someone had placed an electric guitar, and a studded collar around the werewolf’s thick neck. Much of the furniture in the massive penthouse was fashioned from skulls and bones, or carved from dark wood, like the two huge thrones aligned along the back wall, one of which had a Union Jack flag draped over it. One wall was also completely plastered with posters from metal and porn magazines. Everywhere I looked, empty bottles sat and ashtrays brimmed over with cigarette butts and half-smoked joints. 

      It’s like a teenager’s bedroom, I thought, almost in wonder.

      And then there were the scantily clad women lying casually around the place, at least four of them, all beautiful, all with drinks in their hands, eyes like saucers, probably from all the coke in their system.

      “I see you got entertainment in,” Haedemus shouted over the music at Artemis. “Mind if I help myself?”

      “Knock yourself out, bro,” Artemis shouted back.

      Still standing by the door, wondering if I should leave now while I still could, I watched Haedemus walk over to one of the women—who was obviously an escort—and unzip his pants as he stood in front of her, the girl smiling up at him as she immediately took hold of his cock and started tugging and massaging it before putting it in her mouth.

      Jesus, Zee would have a field day here…

      “Hey there,” a different guy said as I tore my gaze away from Haedemus. This guy was tall and thin with long dark brown hair, looking like an emaciated rock star in dark jeans and T-shirt. “You look a little…lost.” He held his hand out. “Name’s Pan Demic. You must be Damion.”

      “Yeah,” I said, shaking his hand, which was just as sweaty as his friend’s hand. “How’s it going?”

      “Fucking great!” Pan Demic said with a stoned smile. “Take a look around. How could I not be great in here?”

      I nodded as I forced a smile. “Yeah.”

      “Come,” he said. “Sit with me.”

      I followed Pan Demic over to the bank of computer screens as he sat in a chair that had bat wings on the back of it.

      Who the fuck are these guys? I wondered, failing to see how they could help anyone. I felt like I had stumbled into the home of a couple teenagers whose parents had gone on vacation and now their sons were partying hard in their absence, using their parent’s credit card to pay for hookers and coke.

      But as soon as I sat down and saw their computer setup, and the reams of data running across the large screens, I realized these guys were serious. And when I watched Pan Demic’s fingers fly across his keyboard, hints of magical energy wafting from his fingertips, I knew he must be some sort of cybermancer. “Help yourself to anything you see here,” he said as he stared at the screen in front of him, the data streaming across it incomprehensible to my eyes. “We got plenty girls and coke to go around.”

      “No thanks,” I said as I stared at the pile of coke sitting next to him, tempted despite myself. The white powder used to be my drug of choice before I moved on to heroine. Staring at its cold whiteness, I could almost feel the ghost of its effects, how it made me feel invincible, like a winner. There was nothing else like Grade A coke. Nothing at all.

      “You sure?” Pan Demic said, now looking at me looking at the coke. “You seem like you want to.”

      I smiled. “I’m good. Really.”

      “Who you trying to convince, me or yourself?”

      My smile tightened. “Both.”

      He nodded. “Okay,” he said, throwing what looked like a bandanna over the coke to cover it. “Gotcha.”

      Christ, Haedemus, you couldn’t have brought me to a worse place.

      I sat for another minute, staring around me, glancing over at Haedemus who was still getting a blowjob from one of the hookers. Then Pan Demic finally finished typing and turned in his chair to face me just as the other guy, Artemis, came and sat next to him, a large joint in his hand, which he passed to Pan Demic. “So,” Pan Demic said after taking a puff from the joint. “Haedemus said we might be able to help you. We’re both big fans of Deadson Confidential, by the way.”

      “Yeah,” Artemis said. “To be honest, we’ve thought about contacting you a few times. We have access to so much information, man. Information you could totally publish on your site.”

      “We get what you’re doing,” Pan Demic said. “Trying to show the world what’s really going on? That’s sort of what we do as well sometimes.”

      “Hard to get people’s attention, though.” Artemis puffed on the joint, blowing the pungent smoke in my direction, which smelled nice, I have to say. “It’s like, a while ago, we found out Big Pharma had a full-fledged cure for cancer, but they were hiding it. So we stole the formula for the drug and released it online. It’s a really simple formula actually, anyone could make the drug with stuff you could buy at the pharmacy. But you know what happened?”

      “I’m guessing people thought it was bullshit,” I said, wishing they would turn the damn music down a bit.

      “Fucking right they did,” Artemis said. “And Big Pharma ran a propaganda campaign warning everybody not to use the formula or they would die from it, so most people didn’t use it. It sucks, man.”

      “We’ve released loads of footage of supernaturals online too,” Pan Demic said. “But the dumb people out there think it’s all fake, or their brains just won’t allow them to believe that supernatural shit exists. We hardly bother now.”

      “Yeah,” Artemis said. “Mostly we just party now, and find information for whoever needs it.”

      “My sister, though, she shares your goal of enlightening the world,” Pan Demic said.

      “Your sister?” I said.

      “Yeah. That Illuminati shit you always talk about on your site? My sister is totally into that, and a lot more besides. You should really talk to her sometime.”

      “Maybe I will,” I said, feeling like my ears were bleeding at this point. “Hey, could you maybe turn the music down a little. It’s just, I can hardly hear myself talk.”

      Pan Demic smiled. “Not a Cannibal Corpse fan then?”

      I shook my head as I smiled politely. “Not really.”

      “You don’t even like Hammer Smashed Face? That song is a classic.”

      “I’m sure it is.”

      “No worries, bro.” Pan Demic turned and tapped a button on his keyboard and the volume of the music blessedly dropped, just in time for everyone to hear Haedemus let out a long, agonized groan as he orgasmed.

      “Jesus fucking nelly!” Haedemus shouted. “Oh…oh god…”

      “Having fun there, Haedemus?” Pan Demic called over.

      “Goddamn, I needed that,” Haedemus shouted back. “This girl is like a fucking human vacuum, I tell you.”

      Artemus and Pan Demic both laughed. “We love that guy,” Artemis said. “First time we met him, when he was still a Hellicorn, we gave him a load of coke and he went fucking crazy.”

      “Yeah,” Pan Demic said. “You know what he did? He—”

      “Eh, I think that’s enough there, boys,” Haedemus said, suddenly standing behind me as he zipped himself up, grossing me out slightly. “I don’t think Damion here wants to hear about my misadventures.”

      “But what you did was Ctrl-Alt-Crazy, dude,” Artemis said.

      Haedemus laughed then said, “Yeah, tell him and you’ll end up like those mares.”

      “What mares?” I said.

      “Nothing, dude,” Pan Demic said. “Forget we said anything.”

      “Good advice,” Haedemus said. “Damion, why don’t you ask the boys what you came here to ask so we can go. I have a lot on today, as I said earlier.”

      “Yeah, all right,” I said, taking the piece of paper with the symbol drawn on it out of my pocket and handing it to Pan Demic. “I’m trying to find out what this symbol is. Maybe you guys know, or could possibly find out?”

      Pan Demic took the piece of paper from me, looked at it, and then his stoned smile disappeared, indicating to me that he recognized the symbol. Saying nothing, he handed the piece of paper to Artemis, whose face also dropped when he saw the symbol.

      “Fuck me, dude,” Artemis said, shaking his head.

      “What?” I said. “Have you seen that symbol before? Where? What does it mean?”

      Pan Demic sighed heavily. “It means, dude, that you’re in deep shit if you’re looking into this.”

      “Why? What the hell is it?”

      “Where’d you come across this?” he asked, having taken the piece of paper back from Artemis.

      “The symbol was tattooed on somebody’s hand,” I said. “I’m trying to track down the man the tattoo belongs to.”

      “You want our advice?” he said, handing me the piece of paper back. “Drop this right now. Forget you ever saw it.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because,” Pan Demic said, “that symbol right there belongs to a group of people you definitely don’t want to fuck with, not if you value your life.”

      Sighing in frustration, I asked, “What group? Who are you talking about? I need to know.”

      “Why do you need to know?” Artemis asked.

      “My sister disappeared twelve years ago,” I said, staring at them. “And I think these people you’re talking about are responsible for her disappearance, along with the disappearance of many other people over the years.”

      Pan Demic nodded. “I see,” he said. “I can see why you would want to know, why you want to go after these people, but I’m telling you, dude, these aren’t the kind of people you go chasing after for any reason. These people are—”

      “For fuck’s sake!” I snapped, unable to contain my anger any longer. “Just fucking tell me who they are! I need to know!”

      Pan Demic and Artemis both stared at me, apparently not put out by my loss of temper.

      “O-kay,” Haedemus said, walking around to the side of me. “Before things get any more heated here, why don’t you two just tell Damion what he wants to know. Damion, can I get you a drink, or something else perhaps—”

      “I’m fine,” I said, still staring at Pan Demic and Artemis. “Look, I get that you are just trying to look out for me, and I appreciate your concern, but it’s very important that I know who this symbol belongs to. This is my sister we’re talking about here. You understand? Pan Demic, you said you had a sister, didn’t you? Well, imagine if she vanished off the face of the earth. Wouldn’t you do anything to try and find her? Anything?“

      Pan Demic nodded. “Yeah, I would.”

      “Well then,” I said, calming down a little. “No more discussion. Tell me what you know.”

      Pan Demic raised his hands. “Okay, dude. Don’t say we didn’t warn you. Artemis, show him what we got.”

      Artemis turned to his computer and tapped on the keys for a moment, bringing up various folders before opening one of them to reveal a series of images, one of which was the dreaded symbol I showed them a minute ago, only this one was crimson on a black background. “That right there,” Artemis said, “is the symbol for a cult called the Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin.“

      “What is that, Irish or something?” I said.

      “Spot on,” Artemis said. “Translated, the name means Order of the Murderous One. The cult is made up of very bad people—”

      “Very fucking bad,” Pan Demic added.

      “What do you mean bad?” I said. “How bad?”

      “Well, nearly all of them are serial killers,” Artemis said. 

      “And torturers,” Pan Demic said.

      “To even become a member of the cult, you have to present the leader with three human heads,” said Artemis. “Then you have to go through the initiation rites, which involves days of torture. If you survive the torture, then you get to be a member of the Order, or the ODA as it’s known in the Underground.”

      “But first you have to be branded,” Artemis said.

      “Branded?”

      “By the creature they worship.”

      “What creature?”

      “Apparently, it’s a Fae creature, but it doesn’t belong to any court.”

      “We don’t know its true name,” Pan Demic said. “But the rumors suggest this creature is so dark and evil that the rest of the Fae want nothing to do with it.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said as I rubbed my forehead.

      “We did warn you, dude.”

      “You’re saying that’s who took my sister? These fucking psychos?”

      “Well, only members of the Order would have that tattoo, so yeah, it seems likely.”

      “Between them,” Artemis said, now looking at a text file on his computer screen, “these guys are responsible for hundreds of murders and disappearances over the years.”

      “That we know of,” Pan Demic added.

      “How do you know?” I asked, my throat dry and tight now.

      “Well, we’re sort of serial killer buffs,” he said. “We go to serial killer cons and stuff. You may have heard of them?”

      “Yeah, I know about them.”

      “Cool. The ODA got talked about a lot at the cons.”

      “That stopped when people started to go missing,” Artemis said. “Now nobody talks about the ODA. People are too afraid they’ll go missing as well.”

      “So no one knows anything?” I said.

      “Well, one guy found out something before he went missing,” Artemis said. “He told a few of us at a con one time that he spoke to someone on a message board who claimed to be a member of the ODA, going by the handle—” He glanced at the screen. “FSGG74. No idea what that means, but we naturally checked this person out. In the conversation FSGG74 claimed to have killed over two dozen people, men and women alike. This person also said to our missing friend that the ODA had a place near the Great Woods where they met once a month to hand over ‘captured humans’ to this Fae creature, though he didn’t say what for.”

      “Wait,” I said. “He said that? That they hand over the people they kidnap?”

      “Yeah. They could be like sacrificial lambs or something, I don’t know.”

      “I’m gonna need a transcription of that conversation.”

      “Sorry, bro, no can do. It was deleted. Even we can’t get it back.”

      “After our friend went missing,” Pan Demic said, “we looked deeper into FSGG74. We even managed to get the person’s real name.”

      Artemis stared at the screen as he read, “Alexander Milton, a construction contractor out of North Elmview.”

      “But two days after we discovered this,” Pan Demic said, “Milton goes missing, never to be heard from again.”

      “We can only guess that the ODA found out about his indiscretions and killed him for it,” Artemis said. “Which is why we’re saying going after these guys is like a death sentence. The only reason they don’t know about us is because we made sure to cover our tracks well.”

      “If you start looking into these guys,” Pan Demic added, “they’ll hear about about it, and then they’ll come after you.”

      “And to be fair, dude,” said Artemis, “your sister went missing twelve years ago. It’s highly unlikely she’s—”

      “Stop!” My heart beat madly against my chest as if I was on the verge of a panic attack. At that point, it was either stick my nose into the pile of coke on the table, or leave the penthouse to get some air. Standing up, I chose to leave the penthouse, Haedemus calling after me as I headed up to the roof, hardly able to breathe now my chest was so tight. When I burst out onto the roof, I took a few more steps before stopping and doubling over like I was going to be sick.

      “Are you all right?” Haedemus said as he came walking up to me. 

      “No, I’m fucking not all right,” I said, shaking my head. “Do you have cigarettes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Give me one.”

      Haedemus produced a pack of cigarettes and handed me one of the cancer sticks, which I jabbed between my lips before he lit it for me, the first draw sending me into a coughing fit, but I didn’t care as I recovered and took another drag. With tears streaming down my face now, I walked across the roof to the edge and stared out at the surrounding buildings, looking across to the ominous hills and mountains at the edge of the city, and the Great Woods beyond.

      “I’m sorry, man, I really am,” Haedemus said as he came to stand beside me.

      “Yeah,” I said as I stared out at the city through wet eyes. “So am I.”
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      A few hours later, I was sitting in some pretentious bar where everyone in it was tanned and wore power suits and talked endlessly about trading and money and their favorite expensive restaurants and their gym memberships and preferred tanning salon and on and on and on like characters who had just stepped out of the pages of American Psycho. 

      I sat in a corner with a scowl on my face and an overpriced Scotch on the table in front of me, on my sixth or seventh drink by now, at times wishing I had chosen a different bar to sit in, especially when I got blatant stares from the power suits who probably deemed me too scruffy—and poor—to be sitting in such a trendy establishment. Their stares were even more annoying because I knew my family’s fortune would dwarf all of their net worth put together. Not that I gave a shit about money, which I suppose is easy to say when you grew up not having to worry about it. But even as I was just scraping by, I still cared little about it, nor the supposed power that came with it. Power that did more harm than good at the end of the day.

      As I was ordering another drink from the waitress serving me, I got a phone call from Detective Murtagh. I hesitated before answering, not really in the mood for talking with him, especially after our last conversation when he all but blamed me for the case against Martin Phillips going nowhere, and for the fact that Rick Marino escaped his grasp. I let the phone ring, hoping it would stop. When it didn’t, I sighed and answered it. “Yeah?”

      “Deadson,” Murtagh said. “Our friend Marino left us another body.”

      “And you’re telling me this why?”

      “Because I thought you’d want to know,” he said. “What’s up with you? You sound depressed. Is it your time of the month or something?”

      “Fuck off, Murtagh. Why are you phoning me? You made it clear last time we talked you didn’t want anymore to do with me.”

      “That was then. We need your help to catch this guy now.”

      “My help?”

      “Your girlfriend’s help. Whatever. You said she could track him. Can she?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Deadson. People are dying here, or don’t you give a shit anymore?”

      I sighed as the waitress brought me my drink. “Course I care. What about the other victim? Did you freeze the body like you said you were going to? Did it work?”

      “Yeah, it worked,” he said. “Thank God. But now we got a body in the freezer with a monster inside it we don’t know what to do with, soon to be joined by another one.”

      “Incinerate them. It’s the best way.”

      “And what about the victims’ families? What do we tell them, genius?”

      “Whatever the hell you want, Murtagh,” I said. “I really don’t care. That’s not my concern.”

      “Jesus, you really are on your fucking period, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck you, Murtagh.” I hung up on him, slamming the phone down on the table before lifting my drink and downing it in one, drawing a few stares from the power suits sitting nearby, which I ignored. A moment later, Murtagh rang back, and reluctantly, I answered.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with you today, Deadson,” he said. “But whatever it is, I hope you can see past it so you can help catch this fucking incubus guy before he kills and impregnates some other poor woman.”

      “It’s not just him.”

      “What?”

      “There’s more out there, all monsters doing their thing for Phillips’ website.”

      “Yeah, you said, but we can’t catch them all, can we? Not until we have IDs on them, and right now, Marino is the only one we know, so let’s focus on him for now.”

      “Fine, but I’m still going after Phillips.”

      “You gotta a plan?”

      “It’s in motion.”

      “What is it?”

      “I’ll let you know when it comes to fruition.”

      “Jesus, right, okay. In the meantime…shit, don’t make me repeat myself, Deadson. I hate repeating myself.”

      “Fine,” I said. “Don’t get your panties in a twist, Murtagh. I’ll grab Zee, wherever she is, and start the search. As long as you know, you won’t be able to officially question the guy if we get him. You can’t hold a demon in custody.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’ll kill his way out of whatever prison or cell you put him in, that’s why. You need to take a leaf out of Ethan Drake’s book, Detective.”

      “Oh yeah? I saw your little article on your website, fawning over the guy like he’s some kind of hero.”

      “I’m just saying, when you’re dealing with monsters like this incubus, the rules are different, Detective.”

      “You mean you have to kill them?”

      “Or let them go. There is no holding them. The Feds used to have a special unit that captured them, but I don’t think they bother anymore. Too much trouble.”

      “You and your girlfriend do whatever you have to,” he said. “I won’t stand in your way, but I wanna question the guy first if possible, see what else he knows about Phillips’ little enterprise. Maybe he knows the other monsters involved.”

      “And what if he does? Are you going to go after them, Detective?”

      Murtagh went silent for a few seconds before he said, “Let me know when you have him.” 

      I stood up on slightly unsteady legs, probably having drank more than I should have. As I was moving past a table full of power suits, one of them said, “Hey guy, where’d you get that coat? It’s just I saw a homeless bum wearing the same coat earlier. He wants it back.”

      The entire table burst out laughing as if what the guy just said was hilariously funny. Without even thinking, my hand went into my coat pocket and a sigil card inserted itself between my fingers. It would’ve been so easy to just toss the card onto the table they were all sitting at and let the magic do its work, knocking every one of them unconscious. But I was in a crowded bar full of Sleepers, and to do so would’ve been unwise. So despite wanting to punch the guy in the face, I simply leaned calmly toward him and said, “Don’t you have some videotapes to bring back or something?” 

      Then, leaving him with a quizzical look on his tanned face, I walked away.
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      Out in the car, I gave my father a ring to tell him what I’d learned about the tattoo. It wasn’t a call I was looking forward to. Despite my antagonism toward him, I knew the information I had uncovered would hurt him as much as it hurt me, if not more so. When he answered, I told him everything I’d found about the ODA, and he listened in silence until I had finished, at which point he said, “I see.”

      “That’s it?” I said after waiting a few seconds. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say, Damion?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe be angry, fucking sad…anything except your usual indifference.”

      My father sighed. “This isn’t indifference, Damion. I’m simply trying to assimilate the information you gave me.”

      “Well, when you’re done assimilating, maybe you can find time to look further into this psychotic fucking Order.”

      “I will, don’t worry.”

      I closed my eyes for a second, trying to hold back tears. “She’s—”

      “Don’t, Damion.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t say it. Not yet. I’m not ready to hear that yet.”

      For once, I knew how he felt. “Neither am I.”

      A silence elapsed between us for a moment, during which I felt like I was trapped in some weird state, unable or unwilling to face the truth staring me in the face. “Until we know for sure,” I said, “we shouldn’t assume anything.”

      “Of course,” my father said, sounding grateful for the line I just threw him. 

      “I’ll look deeper into things on my end. See what I can find out.”

      “I’ll do the same.”

      We both fell silent again for a moment, before I said, “Be careful, Father. These people are dangerous.”

      “I know,” he said, before hanging up. “But so am I.”
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        * * *

      

      Despite wanting to buy a pack of cigarettes, I resisted the urge and drove home, thinking I would find Zee there, but she wasn’t in. Then I remembered she was probably out stalking Phillips, figuring out a plan before she made a move on him. After running to the bathroom to empty my full bladder, I took out my phone and gave Zee a call.

      “I’m busy here,” she said upon answering. “What is it?”

      “Have you made a move on Phillips yet?” I asked her.

      “No, I watched him earlier from the Etherera, to see what kind of man he was before I introduce myself to him, which I was about to do now.”

      “What was he doing earlier when you were watching him?”

      “He was inside his little secret room by his office, performing a blood magic ritual. He has many scars on his body from all the cuts he’s made on himself.”

      “What was the ritual for?”

      “I’m not sure. Perhaps to make his cock bigger?”

      “Are you joking?”

      “No. He was pulling on it as he did the ritual.”

      “Jesus,” I said, not wanting to know. “Listen, I need you now. Murtagh said Marino killed another woman. He wants us to track Marino down.”

      “And then what?”

      “Question him.”

      “And then what?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I get to kill him?”

      I paused, still uncomfortable with the notion of killing, even if it was a murderous incubus. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Where are you? I’ll meet you.”

      “I’m at home,” I said. “But you can meet me in Little Italy. We can start the search at Marino’s apartment. Who knows, he might even be there.”

      “I hope so,” she said, before hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t leave to meet Zee right away. Instead, I went into my office and drew out a sigil on a blank card, one that when used, would cast an energy net over an enemy combatant, in this case, an incubus. I had already tried the spell out on Zee before just to see if it would hold her, and it did, for a few minutes at least before she tore her way out of it. If I ran into Marino, that would be the spell I would use on him, which would hold him long enough for me to draw a magic circle around him, trapping him for as long as I needed to. 

      As I was in a hurry, I used music to charge up the card. It was a simple spell that didn’t require a great deal of energy, so music would do the job. Over the years, I’d found metal to work best, and out of all the bands I had used for this purpose, Meshuggah seemed to work the best. I’m not sure if it was the band’s intense energy or use of complicated polyrhythms in their songs, but Meshuggah’s music always got the job done. Using my phone and Bose Bluetooth speaker, I put two songs on repeat: Bleed and Clockworks. As the frantic music came on, I headbanged and danced around the room like a maniac, building up as much energy as I could, which wasn’t hard, given the intensity of the music and mad rhythms going on. It only took two plays of each song, and a lot of sweat on my part, before the sigil card became fully charged. Sweating like a bitch, I grabbed a towel from the bathroom and dried myself off before grabbing the sigil card and leaving the apartment.

      As soon as I opened the door, though, I almost ran into my landlord, a cantankerous son of a bitch in his sixties named Jackie Dent, an ex-mob enforcer who thought he was still in the mob the way he treated people. Or at least, the way he treated me.

      “Deadson,” he said, standing in the middle of the hallway, blocking my way. “Going somewhere, are we?”

      “Mr. Dent,” I said, cursing my bad luck for running into him. “Yeah, I was just heading out. Listen, about the rent—”

      “We’ll talk about the rent in a second,” he said. “First, what the fuck are you playing at, blasting that shitty fucking music everywhere? I just got three separate complaints from the other tenants. I don’t need that shit when I’m trying to watch fucking Goodfellas.”

      “I’m sorry, Mr. Dent, I just got a little carried away. You know how it is.”

      “No, Deadson, I don’t actually. Now—” He jabbed his finger at my chest. “Where’s my fucking rent? You owe me for two months.”

      “It’s coming,” I said. “Just give me another week and I’ll—”

      “You got two days.”

      “Two days? That’s not—”

      “Two fucking days! If I don’t have it by then, you’re out. You hear me?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I hear you.”

      “I hope you don’t hear me,” he said. “To be honest, Deadson, I’m sick of the fucking complaints about you and that slut you’re shacked up with in there. I got old ladies complaining about the screaming all the time.”

      “The screaming?”

      “Yeah, your girlfriend screaming like she’s being assaulted, according to your neighbors. You beating on her?”

      “What? No, it’s not like that—”

      “I could care less. She looks like she deserves it anyway.”

      Jesus, what an asshole.

      “Two days,” he said, barging past me. “That’s all you got, Deadson.”

      Sighing, I walked on down the hallway and out to my car, thinking that one of these days, Mr. Dent was going to get a short, sharp, shock, and all he would have to do is bump into Zee. Hell, I would’ve given an extra month’s rent just to watch that encounter.
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        * * *

      

      Zee got around in a black and gray Nissan 350Z, which she drove around town like a maniac most of the time. The car was parked outside the building where Rick Marino lived—or more likely, used to live, since he had probably relocated after Murtagh kicked his door in. I pulled my Corvette up behind Zee’s car and got out, just as a young blond woman wearing tight Daisy Dukes, high heels, and a white halter top climbed out of the Nissan, startling me for a second until I realized it was Zee.

      “You took your time,” she said, speaking with a hint of a southern accent now.

      “I had to charge up a sigil card,” I said, a little uncomfortable as I stared at her, more so because of how young she looked. She looked barely eighteen, though I knew why. Phillips liked them young, as all men of his ilk seemed to. For whatever reason, the more rich and powerful a man becomes in today’s society, the younger they liked their “meat.” “You look…highly provocative.”

      “I do, don’t I?” she said, fondling her large breasts, almost causing the male passersby to walk into things as they couldn’t keep their eyes off her. Perhaps to fuck with said passersby, she came up and kissed me on the mouth, finishing by licking my lips with her long tongue. “Do you like this body? I can wear it later, just for you, baby.”

      “Maybe you should change into something a little more suitable for the hunt,” I said, a little embarrassed by all the stares we were getting now.

      “Un-uh,” she said. “I need to be comfortable in this skin for Phillips. I’m not changing.”

      “Okay, fine. Let’s go then, before all the guys here cum in their pants.”

      Zee smiled and pushed her large breasts out as she strutted in her high-heels across the sidewalk, enjoying the attention she was getting. “Humans are so easy.”

      “Thanks,” I said as I opened the door to the apartment building.

      “Not you, baby. I had to work on you, didn’t I?”

      “Yeah, you did.”

      She reached down and squeezed my cock after walking inside the building. “Not anymore, though.”

      I smiled and shook my head at her. “Come on. Let’s go.”

      A few minutes later, we were standing by the door of Marino’s apartment, which seemed to have been fixed since Murtagh kicked it in. “I doubt he’s in there,” I said. “But maybe you should check first before we break in.”

      “Okay,” Zee said, her form seeming to shimmer for a second before she disappeared. That was her entering the Etherea as she called it, another plane of existence just outside of this one. She could move within the Etherea like a ghost, looking through the thin veil into this plane of existence without being seen. It was how she usually stalked her victims, following them around as she observed them, sometimes for days at a time, getting to know their every trait and habit, their likes and dislikes, before she approached them in person. It was how she was able to pull them into her sway almost immediately upon meeting them because she knew exactly what to say to them, and how to treat them in order to gain their confidence and trust.

      She appeared beside me barely a minute later in the hallway again. “He’s not in there,” she said.

      “Surprise surprise,” I said. “Let’s go in and see what we can find anyway. You wanna do the honors?”

      “Sure thing, baby,” she said in a ditsy voice as if she was practicing for meeting Phillips. One thing was for sure, Phillips wouldn’t be able to resist her, and once he gave in, it would be all over for him.

      Placing her hand on the door near to the lock, Zee seemed to give only the gentlest of pushes, which resulted in the door cracking against the wood frame and flying open, her almost casual strength amazing me as always.

      We walked inside the small apartment and started looking around. The place was a sparsely furnished bachelor pad containing nothing out of the ordinary. On the coffee table was a laptop. When I opened it, I wasn’t surprised to find the Intimate Connections website open in the browser. “He had already picked his next victim before Murtagh got here,” I said. “Why the hell didn’t Murtagh check this computer? He could’ve warned the woman Marino killed last.”

      “Incompetence,” Zee said as she picked up items of clothing scattered around and sniffed them as if getting Marino’s scent. “Or laziness.”

      “I don’t think Murtagh considers this a real case,” I said, closing the computer. “He doesn’t know what to do with it because he still can’t wrap his head around the supernatural aspects.”

      “You should work with that other guy instead.”

      “Who?”

      “That guy you wrote about in that article.”

      “Ethan Drake?”

      “Yeah. Him. He sounds more like someone who gets shit done.”

      “You read my article?”

      “Of course. I read all your articles, baby.”

      “I didn’t think you bothered anymore. You never mention them.”

      Zee shrugged. “I dunno. I just thought you knew.”

      “Anyway,” I said. “Drake isn’t around at the moment. He’s off on some sabbatical. Maybe I’ll go see him once he comes back, though.”

      “You do that, baby,” Zee said, before inhaling deeply on a pair of soiled boxer shorts.

      “Gross,” I said as I went to look at some pictures hanging on the wall.

      “I’m just getting his scent.” She held out the boxers. “You wanna smell?”

      “No thanks.” My attention was on a picture of Marino—the real Marino before he got possessed by the incubus—posing by a large white boat. “Look at this.”

      Zee came strutting over and stood beside me with her hands on her young hips. “What is it, baby? You find something?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “That looks like Marino’s boat, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Well, it’s called The Ricky, so I’m guessing yeah, it is.”

      “Maybe that’s where he is then, hiding out on the boat. It would be a good place to stay out of sight.”

      “I agree,” Zee said. “You wanna go check it out?”

      “We don’t have any other leads, so yeah, let’s go.”

      “We’ll take my car,” Zee said.

      “I’ll drive myself,” I said.

      “Something wrong with my driving?”

      “You drive like a demon, Zee.”

      “Well, duh, that’s cuz I am a demon.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      “Suit yourself, scaredy cat,” she said, strutting on ahead of me, deliberately swinging her hips as she walked, tormenting me with her perfectly shaped ass as it strained against her denim shorts.

      Phillips isn’t gonna know what hit him.
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      From the picture in Marino’s apartment, I was able to work out from the background that the boat was docked at Pierpoint Marina, which was across town from Little Italy. I led the way at first in my Corvette, until Zee recklessly overtook me on a busy street and zoomed on ahead, leaving chaos in her wake. “Jesus, Zee,” I said as I watched her speed around a corner, the back end of the Nissan skidding out behind her. “How the hell you haven’t killed anybody yet, I’ll never know.”

      As I continued driving toward the marina, I gave Murtagh a call. “Hey,” I said. “Just to let you know, I’m on my way with Zee to Pierpoint Marina. We think Marino may be hiding out there on a boat that the real Rick Marino owned. I’m surprised you missed it, actually. Not to mention the conversation he had with his last victim on the Intimate Connections website. You could’ve warned the woman not to meet him.”

      “We did,” Murtagh said indignantly. “Whatta you take us for, a couple clowns? We warned the woman of the danger.”

      “So what happened then?”

      “Obviously Marino went to see her anyway. There were signs of a struggle at the woman’s apartment.”

      “Christ, you should’ve been watching her place,” I said.

      “Fuck you, Deadson,” Murtagh barked. “We’re stretched to high heaven at the moment, not that you would know. There are other cases besides this one, you know. We can’t be everywhere at once.”

      “Fine, whatever. I’ll call if we find Marino. We’ll hold him for you, unless you have better things to do.”

      “Fuck off, Deadson,” he said before hanging up.

      Shaking my head, I speeded up as I drove the last few miles to the marina, eventually pulling up in the parking lot to find Zee sitting on the hood of her car like she was posing for some glamor photoshoot.

      “What kept you?” she said, smiling as I got out of my car.

      “I was driving normally, unlike you,” I said. “I don’t know how you didn’t cause an accident earlier with that stunt you pulled.”

      “Yeah, that was fun. I love driving.”

      “You catch this guy’s scent yet?”

      “Not yet. Maybe when we get closer.”

      “Let’s go look for the boat then.”

      It was actually quite beautiful down by the marina. The late afternoon sun was shining, even though it was still cold, and the water was calm as there was little wind. Overhead, gulls squawked and squealed as they circled over the water. As we walked onto the wooden dock, the water lapped gently against the sides, and in the distance, a bell rang occasionally. Once we were on the dock, Zee paused to stare out over the sea to the distant horizon. “Wow,” she said wistfully. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? All that water. So clean, so fresh.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s pretty awesome.”

      “We should get a boat. What do you think? We could sail off to distant shores and explore deserted islands and make love in the sand.”

      Smiling, I shook my head at her. “You’d get bored quickly, Zee. I don’t think you’re built for the peaceful life.”

      “Hmm.” She nodded. “I suppose you’re right. I need stimulation, don’t I?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Oh well. Let’s go get stimulated then.”

      We spent the next ten minutes walking along the dock looking at dozens of boats until we finally found The Ricky. It was a Cabin Cruiser boat, which is about all I could say about it, for I knew nothing about boats. Myself and Ava used to sail with my father on his yacht occasionally, but after falling overboard and almost drowning one time as a child, I never went back near it, or any other boat for that matter. I couldn’t even swim. Just staring at the dark blue water lapping up against the boat’s side was enough to fill me with dread and anxiety.

      “So how do you wanna play this?” Zee said as she took off her high heels and placed them down on the dock next to a thick wooden support post. “If he’s there, and he sees me, he’ll recognize me immediately for what I am, and then he’ll probably run.”

      “Okay,” I said. “I’ll go in first then. I’ll try to use a sigil card on him. If I miss and he runs, you can be here to catch him. Will you be able to handle him if he does?”

      “Please,” Zee said. “I can handle one of Asmodeus’ little bitches.”

      “I love your confidence, Zee,” I said as I walked away from her, heading along the dock to the boat. “Stay out of sight.”

      When I was up alongside the boat, I had a look to see if Marino was up on deck, which he wasn’t. So I called out his name. “Rick Marino?”

      I gave it a minute, and when Marino didn’t appear, I took a chance and boarded the boat, nervously stretching across and climbing awkwardly aboard, pausing for a second to look around. “Rick Marino?” I said again, not even sure what I would say to the guy if he appeared. Maybe that I was a journalist working on a story about the marina and if he wouldn’t mind talking to me—

      By the time I saw him, it was too late. 

      Marino came charging up from below deck. My hand went to my pocket to get the sigil card I’d come prepared with, but even before my hand could slip inside my pocket, Marino was on me, such was the speed he was moving at. He didn’t even say anything as he charged into me, his face frightening in its blank intensity as he lifted me and continued forward, me realizing with utter terror what he was going to do. “Wait!” I shouted. “I just wanna talk!”

      I tried to pull the sigil card out of my pocket, but he had my arms clamped to my sides. There was nothing I could do but await the inevitable, which came all too soon as he threw me out of the boat and into the shockingly cold water below. 

      My back hit the water first, and then the cruel sea seemed to suck me down as I sank like a stone. After a few seconds of sinking, I began to struggle, flailing with my arms and legs to get back to the surface where I could breathe again. Having little air in them to begin with, my lungs were already burning. Panic set in as I tried to claw my way to the surface, and all I could think about was that time I had fallen off my father’s yacht. I remembered how cold and dark it was under the water, how it felt like I was being sucked down into Hell, and then my father’s face coming toward me like some underwater ghost and his arms wrapping around me.

      But my father wasn’t there to save me this time. No one was. I had to save myself, so I kept struggling, my arms and legs like lead now, until I finally broke the surface and took a huge gasp of air; air that I used to shout for help before I went under again, sinking a few feet before frantically clawing my way to the surface once more, my head bobbing out of the water so I could get more air. This time I did my best to tread water, but my limbs didn’t know what they were doing. They were just flailing around madly, tiring me out all too quickly. “Zee!” I shouted, hoping she would hear me. “Help me!”

      My whole body felt like it was made of concrete now, and despite my will to stay above water, I soon sank again with an almost calm resignation, thinking to myself, This is it, this is the moment I’m going to die, drowned because I never learned to fucking swim…

      Sinking deeper, my arms and legs still now, I watched the light above the surface get farther and farther away as I sank toward the cold depths, my lungs filling with sea water, my vision becoming as black as the depths I was sinking toward…
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      When I started taking heroin for the first time, it was just after my sister had disappeared. Because of the situation, I got depressed, with no one to turn to. I had few friends and as friends do when you’re going through desperate times, they leave you alone, and then they stop being your friend altogether because who wants to be friends with someone who’s depressed all the time? I wasn’t on good terms with my father either. When Ava disappeared, he threw himself into his work, and seemed to expect me to do the same thing, as if there was nothing that could be done except to carry on and work. 

      Alone, I needed a break from my endless sadness. I thought if I could just get out of my own head for a while, I could get some distance and maybe come to terms with what had happened. I drank alcohol, but that only made me feel worse most of the time, though I kept drinking because I didn’t know what else to do. This was on top of the coke I was already snorting constantly, which didn’t really help me much either.

      And then one day, I was walking back from the liquor store and for whatever reason I took a shortcut through an alley and happened across a guy sitting there doing something that I later learned was known as “chasing the dragon.” He was smoking heroin, and I stood and watched him, the guy almost oblivious to me as he closed his eyes and seemed to drift away to some other world, just checking out like he was no longer there anymore, and I remember being envious of his ability to escape because I wanted to do exactly that, but couldn’t. So I hung around for a while and waited on the guy to come back and notice me, and when he did, I asked him where he had scored the heroin. He directed me to a block away to where the dealers were, and I went there immediately and bought a small bag of brown powder.

      When I got home, I discarded the whiskey I had bought and immediately started smoking the heroin, and oh my god, I had found it. I had found the escape I was looking for. As soon as I inhaled those sweet fumes, I was immediately transported somewhere else, to a place where I no longer felt any pain or depression. Everything was outside of me, kept at a distance where it could no longer hurt me. Inside my little bubble of bliss, I was okay again.

      Until smoking it stopped being enough. I wanted to go deeper, to go farther away from everything, and the only way to do that was to inject the heroin straight into my veins. So that’s what I did. I started shooting up, and as soon as I did that, I found that special place again, that place where no pain existed and everything that could hurt me was far, far away.

      Unfortunately, that feeling of blissful escapism didn’t last very long either, and before I knew it, I was a full-blown addict, spending much of my day scoring my next fix because I needed it just to feel almost normal. I went on like this for a year, my depression hanging over me like a dark cloud at all times. I did little in the way of work, or anything else. All I did was score heroin and get high.

      To this day, I’m still not sure if my overdose was accidental or deliberate. I’m not sure it even matters. I just know my father came to visit me one day and found me on the floor in a pool of my own vomit, on the brink of death. He apparently used a magic spell to keep me alive until he and Mac got me to a hospital. In the hospital, the doctors revived me, and I remember the shock of being conscious again, followed by an intense feeling of gratitude that I was still alive, that I was going to get another chance at living.
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      When I came to lying on the dock that day at Pierpoint Marina, I felt that same shock as I hurtled back into full consciousness again, spewing out the briny water that had been in my lungs, and then feeling that intense, almost joyous feeling once more, that feeling of being alive and breathing when you thought you were a goner.

      “You really need to learn to fucking swim.”

      Looking up, I saw Detective Murtagh standing over me, and Huxley as well.

      “What…what are you doing here?” I said, realizing Murtagh was soaking wet. “Did you…save me?”

      “Yeah, I did,” he said. “Feel free to thank me if you want.”

      “Thanks,” I said, sitting up. “Where’s Zee?”

      “She went after Marino after Vinci here shot the guy four times in the chest.”

      “He just kept running at me,” Huxley said, staring down at me through his round eyeglasses like I was some strange creature that had washed up on the shore. 

      “So you don’t know where Zee is?” I said, still half in a daze, still unable to believe I was still alive.

      “They were both moving fast,” Murtagh said. “Faster than what should be possible.”

      “Their both demons,” I said, standing up, suddenly realizing how cold I was as I shivered. “We need to find them.”

      “You need to get warmed up, that’s what you need to do,” Murtagh said. “Before you fucking die from the cold.”

      “You should take your clothes off,” Huxley said. 

      “You know, Vinci, I just don’t think we’re at stage of our relationship yet, you know what I mean?”

      Murtagh laughed. “Yeah, probably best to keep your clothes on, Deadson.”

      “I’m going to find Zee,” I said. “Which way did she go?”

      “I believe she went that way,” Huxley said, pointing in an easterly direction toward the nearby shipyards.

      I moved past them, heading to my car, my feet squelching as I walked, my body shivering uncontrollably to warm me up.

      “Wait,” Murtagh shouted behind me. “You’re in no state to drive, Deadson. We’ll all go in my car.”

      “Fine by me,” I said as I hurried along the dock to the parking lot, the two detectives walking alongside me before we all climbed inside Murtagh’s car. “Turn the heat on, will you?”

      Murtagh turned the heat on full before starting the car and peeling out of the parking lot, turning on his siren as he drove at speed toward the shipyards, all of us keeping an eye out for Zee and Marino, but seeing no sign of either of them. It was only when we drove into the shipyards did Huxley suddenly lean forward as he looked upward. “Right there,” he said.

      “Where?” I said as I looked out the side window, eventually seeing what he was talking about. “Jesus. I see them.”

      Zee and the incubus had transformed into their full demon forms and were currently spiraling upward in the air next to a container crane as they fought, holding onto each other with one hand while beating the shit out of one another with the other.

      “I can’t believe I’m seeing this,” Murtagh said as he drove the car at speed toward the container crane. “This place is full of people, for Christ’s sake!”

      “Most will be too busy working to notice anything,” Huxley said. “The rest probably won’t believe their eyes, or be too scared to believe. Besides, it’s getting dark.”

      “Stop the car!” I said to Murtagh.

      Murtagh hit the brakes near the container crane and I jumped out straight away, craning my neck upward to see what was happening between Zee and the incubus. Both were now standing on top of the crane, facing off for a moment as they seemed to speak to one another, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying. Then Zee flew at Marino, who stopped her with a powerful kick that sent her flying back along the top of the crane. Marino then ran at her, pouncing on Zee before she could get back up, and proceeded to pummel the hell out of her, raining down blow after blow on her head and body.

      “Zee!” I shouted, panicking that Marino was going to kill her, or at least, destroy the body that housed her spirit, which in this world, was the same thing.

      From his high up position atop the crane, Marino stopped hitting Zee and stared down at me, and even from my low vantage point, I could tell the bastard was smiling. 

      “Your girlfriend’s getting her ass kicked up there,” Murtagh said as he and Huxley stood near me, both of them holding their guns at this point.

      Despite Murtagh’s irritating tone, he was right. Zee had clearly underestimated the incubus’ strength, and now she was paying for her arrogance.

      Helplessly, I watched the incubus lift Zee up by the neck and hold her aloft as Zee made a useless attempt to fight back, but she was clearly too damaged to put up much of a fight. Marino then threw Zee suddenly, sending her sailing through the air as she careened toward the roof of a nearby warehouse building. I could only watch in horror as she tumbled through the air and then crashed through the roof of the warehouse, disappearing from sight.

      “Zee!” I cried, thinking that was it, she was fucking dead.

      “Deadson!” Murtagh shouted, making me spin around. “Look out!”

      As I looked up, I saw the incubus come barreling toward me, his arms outstretched as he clearly intended to snatch me up or drive me into the concrete. As Murtagh and Huxley started shooting at the incubus, my hand went into my pocket for the sigil card, which was still there, but it was now soaking wet. It was fifty/fifty whether the sigil card still held the power I had charged it with, and that’s if the sigil ink itself hadn’t dissolved in the sea water too much. But with the demon still hurtling toward me, I had no other choice but to use the card.

      So with the card between my fingers, I waited another split second for the incubus to get close enough, and then I tossed the sodden card into the air and jumped back out of the way. To my relief there was a sudden flash of blue energy before the incubus found itself trapped within a net of the same blue energy, and a second later, the demon crashed into the concrete with a heavy thud before laying still.

      “Jesus Christ!” Murtagh exclaimed. “How did you do that?”

      But I hardly heard his question, for I had already turned and started sprinting toward the warehouse across the way, knowing the energy net would hold the incubus for a while. That and the damage it had done to itself when it crash-landed would ensure the demon wouldn’t be going anywhere soon.

      As I ran toward the warehouse, which was thankfully open, I called out Zee’s name as I sprinted inside. A few workers were in there, their faces white with shock as they all pointed toward the back of the warehouse. Running past them, I entered a maze of wooden crates, wondering how I was ever going to find Zee among them. “Zee! Zee! Can you hear me?”

      There was no answer, and I continued to make my way through the maze of crates until I noticed the large hole in the roof about two-thirds of the way into the building, knowing that must have been where Zee had crashed through. It took me a few more minutes, but I finally found my way to her, finding her lying on a stack of broken crates, polystyrene foam shells scattered everywhere.

      “Zee! Jesus Christ!” I ran up to her and saw straight away the large sliver of wood sticking out of her stomach as she lay there, unmoving.

      Oh Christ, she’s fucking dead…

      That was my first thought upon seeing her. She was still in her demon form, one of her wings broken, jutting out at an odd angle. Her face and body was also covered in dark blood, and one of her horns had snapped in half.

      When I reached her, I was almost afraid to touch her, sick to my stomach at the notion that she might be dead.

      But then she opened her eyes and stared up at me, and I allowed myself a small sigh of relief.

      “Hey…baby,” she said as she tried to smile, blood coming out of her mouth. “I…fucked up…huh?”

      “No,” I said, clasping her hand. “You didn’t. We got him, Zee. He’s outside.”

      “You…did?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why…”

      “Why?”

      “Why…you all…wet?”

      I shook my head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll explain later. Right now, we need to get you out of here so you can heal. Can you move?”

      Zee looked down at the piece of crate penetrating her abdomen. “What…do you think?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Dumb question.” I stared at the bloodstained sliver of wood for a second. “We don’t have a choice. I’ll have to get you up so I can pull that out of you.”

      “Okay, baby,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. Just…do it.”

      Nodding grimly, I put my arms under her, and she did her best to hang onto me. “Ready?” I asked her.

      “Do it,” she breathed.

      As soon as I lifted her up, she screamed in pain, but I didn’t stop lifting until she was on her feet, and I held her there for a moment until she could stand mostly by herself. “Now for the painful part. You ready?”

      Zee nodded. “Do it quick, okay, baby?”

      “Okay,” I said, grabbing the length of wood at her back. “On three. One—” I didn’t wait till three. I just ripped that sucker out of her before she had a chance to protest. Thankfully, the wood came out easily, but so too did a load more of Zee’s blood and a long piercing scream from her mouth. “That’s it. It’s out. It’s out, baby. Now we need to get you home so you can heal. Come on.”

      Holding her arm across my shoulders, I walked with her through the maze of crates as we headed for the exit.

      “Dee?” Zee said as we walked.

      “Yeah, Zee?”

      “I let you down. I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t let me down, Zee,” I said. “And those are two words you never have to say to me, alright?”

      “Alright. How about, I love you. Can I say those three words?”

      I stopped walking and stared at her bloody, demonic face, shocked because she had never said those words to me before, and I had never said them to her either. It just wasn’t who we were. All the same, I knew she meant it. 

      And so did I when I said back, “I love you too, Zee.”
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      After exiting the warehouse, I helped Zee lie down in the back of Murtagh’s car, who didn’t look too happy that his back seat was going to end up covered in blood, though he didn’t pass comment, probably knowing I’d just get angry if he did. Once Zee was in the car, she told me to go take care of Marino. “I’ll be fine, baby,” she said. “You go…do what you have to do.”

      Kissing her on the forehead, I said, “I won’t be long. Then we can go home. I’ll take care of you then, okay?”

      Zee smiled up at me, still in her demon form, her vermillion eyes barely glowing. “I know you will, baby,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.

      After leaving Zee, Murtagh and Huxley dragged the still unconscious incubus toward a nearby shipping crate, hauling him inside the empty crate and pulling the door closed, Huxley taking out a small flashlight so we could all see. Using the two detectives’ handcuffs, I secured Marino’s wrists and ankles just as the energy net around him began to wear off. I had planned on using chalk to draw a magic circle around the demon, but the chalk that had been in my pocket had now gone, and was probably lying at the bottom of the sea. Standing back, I leaned against the cold metal of the shipping crate. “Can I get a cigarette?” I asked Murtagh.

      Murtagh nodded as he took his cigarettes out and handed me one, lighting it for me. “You must be freezing,” he said.

      “I’m looking forward to a hot bath, that’s for sure,” I said. “Just as soon as we deal with this asshole.”

      “And by deal, you mean..?”

      “I mean we question him when he wakes up.”

      “And then what?” Murtagh asked as he stood staring down at the unmoving incubus, who was now naked, back in his human form.

      I stood drawing on my cigarette, enjoying the calming effect of the nicotine on my nerves. “That’s up to you,” I said.

      “Meaning?”

      “He means he wants us to decide if we should kill him or not,” Huxley said.

      At the mention of killing, Marino’s demon Visage reared up over him, barely visible in the darkness of the shipping container. “His Visage is getting nervous,” I said.

      “His what?” Murtagh said.

      “All demons have a Visage that follows them around,” I said. “It’s the shadow of their true forms.”

      “I don’t see nothing.”

      “Most don’t, or if they do, they dismiss it as a trick of the mind.” I looked at Murtagh. “That’s your trouble. Despite everything you’ve seen, you still refuse to see what’s in front of you.”

      “I can see it,” Huxley said casually.

      “No surprise there,” Murtagh said. “You can be a dark motherfucker at times too, Vinci.”

      I stared at Marino’s demon Visage for another moment, then said, “So what’s it to be, Murtagh? Are you gonna put this scum down or what?”

      Murtagh shook his head. “You want us, two serving police officers, to murder this guy in cold blood?”

      “He’s not a guy,” I said, noticing Marino was waking up. “He’s a demon from Hell, and a scourge on society to boot. You’d be doing the world a favor.”

      “Then why don’t you kill him then?” Murtagh said. 

      “He’s not a killer, that’s why,” Huxley said, aiming the flashlight at me. “Are you, Mr. Deadson?”

      Squinting at the light, I stared over at Huxley. “I might make an exception in this case.”

      “Uh…what the fuck?” Marino said as he came around and realized he was handcuffed.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Huxley said as he shone the flashlight beam in Marino’s eyes, who turned his head away like the light was harmful to him.

      “Get that fucking light off of me!”

      “I know you can break those cuffs,” I said to him as I tossed my cigarette away. “But if you do, these two will shoot you in the head, and we’ll lock you in this container so you can’t go looking for another host body. And we both know what happens after a while when you don’t find another body, don’t we?”

      “What happens?” Murtagh asked.

      “He get’s sucked back to Hell.”

      “What’s to stop him possessing one of us?”

      “He can’t. He needs someone weak of spirit, preferably on the verge of death.” I looked at Marino again. “Isn’t that right…what’s your real name?”

      “Fuck you!” Marino spat. “I’m not telling you anything.” He stared at me and then smiled. “That succubus was your girlfriend, wasn’t she? You like what I done to her?”

      My jaw clenched as I refrained from running over and kicking the demon in the head. “Tell us what you know about Martin Phillips and his website operation.”

      “Martin Phillips? Never heard of him.”

      I sighed. This would not be easy. “Don’t play dumb. You’re one of many supernaturals who work for him, killing people and filming it for the viewing pleasure of the sickos who pay to see it on the Dark Web.”

      Marino smiled. “Hey, even demons gotta make a living. What can I say?”

      “How much does he pay you?” Huxley asked, his pistol trained on Marino.

      “Five thousand a kill,” Marino said. “It’s a good earner.”

      “You sick fuck,” Murtagh said. “You killed all those women just for money?”

      “I would’ve killed them anyway. Might as well get paid for it, right?”

      Murtagh shot forward and punched Marino in the face, who merely smiled as blood trickled from his mouth.

      “I wouldn’t bother,” I said to Murtagh. “He has a high pain tolerance.”

      “He’s right,” Marino taunted Murtagh. “You could beat me all day and night and I’d hardly feel it.”

      “There’s no way this guy is gonna talk,” Murtagh said, backing away from Marino.

      “We’ll see about that.” Reaching down, I took the commando knife from out of its ankle sheath and held it up for Marino to see, who didn’t seem too concerned by the sight of the double-edged blade.

      “What the hell are you gonna do with that?” Murtagh said.

      Saying nothing, I went around behind Marino and hunkered down. “You think us humans are all dumb, don’t you?” I said to him.

      “Yeah, I do actually,” he said. “Especially if you think cutting me is going to hurt me, or even scare me. It isn’t. I spent more time than you could fathom down in the pits getting tortured in ways you couldn’t even imagine. That’s how Asmodeus toughened us up after he spawned us. You wanna cut me? Go ahead, asshole. I’ll enjoy every second.”

      “Bring the light around here,” I said to Huxley, and he walked around and shone the beam on Marino’s muscular back.

      “What are you going to do?” Huxley asked as if I was about to do some interesting experiment.

      “Prove this demon asshole wrong,” I said as I started cutting into his back with the tip of my knife.

      “Oh yeah,” Marino said. “That feels nice.”

      “Jesus Christ,” Murtagh said. “I don’t know who’s worse—you for doing it, Deadson, or him for fucking enjoying it.”

      I said nothing as I continued cutting into the demon’s back, taking no pleasure in doing so, disgusted that I had to do it, but not so disgusted that I was going to stop.

      “What are you drawing back there?” Marino asked. “A pretty picture?”

      “You’ll see,” I said.

      Huxley leaned forward so he could gaze at the markings I was making. “Ah,” he said after a moment. “I see.”

      “See what?” Murtagh said as he came around behind Marino as well. “Jesus Christ, Deadson. Is there any need for this sickness?”

      “There,” I said, finally finished. Standing up, I walked around to face Marino again, his blood dripping from the tip of my knife.

      “That was fun,” Marino said, smiling. “Draw something else. A pretty picture of your girlfriend, maybe.”

      I smiled at him, for he had no idea of what was about to happen to him. Then, under my breath, I said a brief incantation, and barely a second later, Marino’s eyes widened as if he was suddenly feeling something. Which he was.

      Pain.

      When he screamed, it echoed loudly around the inside of the shipping container.

      “Jesus,” Murtagh exclaimed. “What the hell did you to do him?”

      “I engraved a pain sigil into his back,” I said. “The pain won’t stop until I break the sigil.”

      “Ahhhhh…fuck!” Marino screamed, tensing and squirming like his blood had been replaced by acid. “Make it stop! Make it stop!”

      “No,” I said, pointing the knife at him, hating him for what he did to Zee, for what he did to Angela Smith and those other women. “You make it stop.”

      “I can’t! I—”

      “Yes you can!” I shouted. “Tell me about Phillips. How did he recruit you?”

      Marino screamed as the sigil in his back sent more and more pain shooting around his body. “The Dark Web! The fucking Dark Web! There’s...there’s a forum.”

      “The address. Gimme the address.”

      “I…I don’t—”

      “You’re a demon,” I said. “Your memory is perfect. Give me the address.”

      After another long, agonized scream, Marino shouted out the Dark Web address for the forum. 

      “You get that, Vinci?” I said.

      “Got it,” Huxley said.

      “What else do you know?” I asked Marino.

      “Nothing!” he screamed. “Make it stop! Please!”

      “I thought you were used to pain?” I said mockingly, unable to help myself.

      “Jesus, Deadson,” Murtagh said. “I didn’t have you down as a fucking sadist.”

      “Tell me what else you know,” I said to Marino, ignoring Murtagh’s comment, realizing the detective would never understand what was happening inside the shipping container, would never understand that when it comes to demons and other supernaturals, the rules were different.

      “I swear, I don’t know anything!” Marino screeched. “I replied to the post on the forum, and then—”

      “And then what?”

      “Some guy met me…he gave me…he gave me a contact lens with a camera in it and told me…told me to go kill somebody.”

      “How did you get paid?”

      “Cash! I got paid cash after! Oh fuck…please…I’m begging you!”

      “I think that’s all he knows,” Huxley said.

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think you’re right, Vinci.”

      “What about the eyes?” Murtagh asked Marino. “Why did you take their eyes?”

      “Because…” Marino barely said.

      “Because what?”

      “Because they fucking tasted good!”

      Huxley tutted in disgust.

      “Now what?” Murtagh said, although we all knew the answer to that question, even Marino, who seemed like he didn’t mind if he got put out of his misery at this point.

      “I think you know what, Detective,” I said.

      Murtagh shook his head. “I’m not shooting the guy. I’m a fucking—”

      There was a bang inside the container and then Marino stopped screaming and fell over.

      “Fuck!” Murtagh shouted. “Vinci! What the fuck?”

      “Mr. Deadson was right,” Huxley said as wisps of smoke came from the barrel of his pistol. “There wasn’t much of a choice in this situation. Don’t worry. I didn’t use my service pistol. I used my back up gun.”

      “Oh, well that’s all right then,” Murtagh said, shaking his head. “Fuck.”

      With the demon’s host body now dead, the demon’s spirit was now hovering over it, its shadowy eyes seeming to glare at me, knowing there was nothing it could do now to hurt me.

      “Now what?” Murtagh said. “What about the body?”

      “I suggest you toss it in the river,” I said.

      “Oh, just like that? Toss a body in the fucking river? We’re cops, Deadson! Why don’t you fucking do it?”

      “Hold on,” Huxley said as he came walking forward, the flashlight trained on Marino’s dead body. “There’s a better option here. We call it in.”

      “What?” Murtagh said. “Are you fucking crazy, Vinci?”

      “No,” I said. “He’s right. Think about it, Murtagh. This is the guy that murdered three women. You already had him as a suspect. Just say you chased him down and then shot him.”

      Murtagh shook his head. “Chased a naked suspect into a shipping container and then shot him dead?”

      “You’ll have to do some creative thinking,” I said. “But I’m sure Vinci here will think of something. Right, Vinci?”

      Huxley nodded as if the whole situation didn’t bother him. “By the time I’m done, this will look like a legitimate use of force, and we’ll get credit for catching a serial killer.”

      “There you go, Murtagh,” I said. “Think of how good that will look on your record.”

      Murtagh didn’t seem entirely convinced, but he nodded anyway. “Vinci, you better make this shit air-tight, you hear me?”

      Huxley nodded. “Don’t worry. It will be.” He looked up at the demon Visage cowering in the corner. “What about that?”

      “Lock it in here for a while,” I said. “Hell will come calling soon enough.”

      “I still can’t see anything,” Murtagh said as he took out his cigarettes. “I don’t think I want to either.”

      “If we’re done here,” I said. “I need to get back to Zee. I also need a lift to my car.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Murtagh said. “Vinci, you stay here and figure out what we’re gonna say about this mess before we call it in.”

      “And text me the address for that forum,” I said.

      Out in the car, I sat in the back seat with Zee, who had fallen into a restful state. It would take a few days, but she would eventually heal completely. One of the benefits of being a demon in a human body.

      “What are you gonna do about Phillips then?” Murtagh asked after he’d helped me get Zee into the Corvette. “I’d like that motherfucker behind bars.”

      “Well,” I said as I leaned against the car, “I was going to go on to that forum of his and put a bounty on his head for half a million dollars.”

      “You’re fucking crazy, Deadson. Where would you even get that kind of money?”

      “I could get it if I had to. But I don’t think I’ll need it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’ve thought of another way to get Phillips.”

      “Which is?”

      I smiled as I turned to get into the car. “Good old-fashioned investigative journalism, Detective.”
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      The next two days I spent at home with Zee, helping her heal. She spent most of that time in bed sleeping as her body repaired itself. It turned out the incubus had done her more damage than I initially thought. When I got her home that night after dealing with Marino, I gasped in horror as I viewed her naked body, having never seen such extensive bruising, never mind the puncture wound in her abdomen. Marino had really gone to town on her, breaking ribs, causing internal bleeding, even biting a lump out of her back. If Zee had been just a human, she would’ve been fucked. She would have died the same night from her injuries. 

      Luckily for me, she wasn’t just human, though. After I got her home, I allowed her to siphon off some of my energy—my life force, you might say—so she could kickstart the healing process. She could’ve probably healed in much less time if she had had the opportunity to drain a whole person dry, but I wasn’t about to go out and find her a victim. So instead, she periodically fed on me, leaving me temporarily weak, but unharmed. 

      As Zee slept, I spent a lot of time lying beside her, gazing at her, wondering what my life would be like without her, wondering if she really meant it when she said she loved me. I had always taken it for granted that she cared deeply about me, as I did her, but I never really considered if she actually loved me. To be honest, I wasn’t sure if she had a grasp of the concept, or whether she was capable of feeling such deep emotions. 

      But the thing about demons was, when they possessed a host body, who they were as demons merged with the person they were possessing. Zee’s personality wasn’t just her own, it was also the woman’s she had possessed. So when possession happens, a new kind of entity is born. Often, the demon spirit will eventually subsume the soul and personality of the human host, becoming as they were in Hell. But just as often, the demon will become more human than they ever planned to be, or thought they could be. Many demons embraced their new human selves, only wanting to fit in to the new world in which they now found themselves. Zee was somewhere in between. For the most part, she maintained the traits that made her a formidable demon—ruthless, manipulative, often arrogant and uncaring towards others. But she also had strictly human traits as well. She could be kind, gentle, loving, and empathetic when she wanted to be. All these traits combined made her taciturn at times, but more often than not, they made her as complicated as most humans. More importantly for me, they made her somebody I could rely on to be there for me, and they made her somebody I could genuinely love, perhaps more than I’ve loved anybody. Ava being an exception, of course.

      When I wasn’t seeing to Zee, I was spending a lot of time thinking about the Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin, not so much thinking about what they could’ve done to Ava—for I could barely contemplate that—but how I was going to find out what they had done. I spent hours researching the Order online, and searching for references in the various books that I owned, but nowhere did I see the ODA mentioned, not even in forums on the Dark Web. It was as if the ODA had wiped all mention of themselves from existence, which these days was a massive feat. It made me fearful of their power, and I inevitably wondered if they had any connection to the greater Illuminati Conspiracy. When I contacted my father and asked him if he had found anything, and he said that he hadn’t, it became clear, if it wasn’t abundantly clear before, that I would struggle to find anything on the bastards. After a while, the entire investigation started to seem like a lost cause, another dead end. 

      Maybe it’s time to give up, I thought, hating myself for even thinking that.

      But it had been twelve years. Surely she couldn’t be alive after being missing for so long? After being abducted by a serial killer cult, of all things?

      Surely…

      Surely…
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        * * *

      

      The morning after the shipping container incident, I called Murtagh to find out what had happened after. What he told me, I wrote an article around for Deadson Confidential:

      

      
        
        INCUBUS SERIAL KILLER PUT DOWN BY HEROIC DETECTIVES!

      

      

      Fearless FPD detectives have finally caught and killed the incubus serial killer responsible for the recent brutal deaths of three women.

      The incubus, possessing the body of a man named Rick Marino, killed his victims in order to impregnate them with his seed and produce killer spawn just like him.

      The first spawn was captured and exterminated, and the bodies of the other two victims were frozen before the spawn could emerge. It is expected the spawn will be surgically removed from the frozen corpses before the women’s bodies are handed over to family.

      Last night, acting on a tipoff, Detectives John Murtagh and William Huxley heroically chased down the murderous incubus to Bayside Shipyards, eventually cornering the incubus in an empty shipping container.

      “The suspect was trying to hide from us,” said Detective Murtagh. “But we soon found the bastard.”

      Upon finding the incubus, the demon tried to attack the two detectives. Fortunately, Detective Huxley was quick on the draw and shot the demon in the head, killing it.

      As readers are probably aware, if you do enough damage to a host body, a demon’s spirit will be forced to leave its vessel. In this case, the incubus’ spirit left the body of Rick Marino and then was eventually sucked back down to Hell where it belongs.

      “We’re just glad we got the guy before he could kill any more innocent victims,” Detective Murtagh said.

      Detective Murtagh also thanked yours truly for his help in solving the case, saying: “We couldn’t have done it without you.”
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        * * *

      

      I smiled at that last part of the story. Murtagh never said any such thing. I’m sure he thought it, though.
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        * * *

      

      As he said he would, my landlord Mr. Dent came banging on my door after two days demanding his rent. With him were two burly looking men in leather jackets who I assumed were enforcers. “Time’s up, Deadson,” Dent barked as he pointed at me, a thick cigar between his pudgy fingers. “Gimme what you owe me, or these two guys are going to throw you and all your stuff out the fucking window. And I’m not exaggerating when I say that, am I boys?”

      “No sir,” one of the enforcers said as he glared at me.

      “Definitely not,” the other one agreed.

      I of course didn’t have the money Dent was after, and to be honest, I had completely forgotten about his ultimatum, so I had to improvise and try to get rid of the man before he woke Zee up and she came out and killed all three of them. Which she would do, even if she was still weak. “I don’t have the money,” I said, holding my hands up to stop him from butting in before I’d finished. “But—I can give you something else that will more than cover what I owe you. Just gimme a second.”

      Going into the living room while Dent and his two goons waited out in the hallway, I went and took down a large abstract expressionist painting from off the wall and carried it out with me to the front door, holding it up so Dent could see it.

      “What the fuck, Deadson?” Dent said before I could say anything. “If you think I’m—”

      “Just wait,” I said, cutting him off. “This is an original painting by an up-and-coming artist on the scene. It’s worth thousands if you find the right buyer, a lot more than what I owe you.”

      Dent stared at the painting like it was dog shit smeared over a white canvas. “How could that piece of shit be worth thousands of dollars? What do you take me for, Deadson?”

      “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “If I may, sir,” one of the enforcers said as he leaned in and examined the painting for a moment, before whispering something in Dent’s ear.

      Dent then nodded and said, “Okay, my boy here says the painting might actually be worth something.”

      “Your boy has a good eye,” I said, glad we were getting somewhere.

      “I tell you what, Deadson,” Dent said. “I’ll take the painting, but it only buys you another month.”

      “What? This should cover me for the rest of the year!”

      “Yeah, well, I gotta sell the thing, which incurs risk because no doubt that thing was stolen. Am I right? Yeah, that’s what I thought. One month. That’s all I’m willing to give you. Take it or leave it.”

      “Three months,” I said, hardly able to believe I was haggling with my damn landlord.

      Dent sighed as he stuck his fat cigar in his mouth. “Two months, and that’s my final offer.”

      Fucking gangster.

      “Fine,” I said, just wanting him off my back now as I handed one of the goons the painting. “Two months it is then.”

      Smiling, Dent said, “Pleasure doing business with you. I’ll see you, Deadson.”

      “Asshole,” I muttered as I slammed the door on him.
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        * * *

      

      Naturally, I checked out the forum where Marino mentioned he got “work” from Phillips. The forum was basically for supernaturals who were looking to make money using their unusual abilities. As Marino said himself, even supernaturals have to earn a living. Despite being fearsome monsters in many cases, these creatures still had to exist within human society, and no one could properly exist in human society without money. For most supernaturals, this meant turning to crime. Many of the posts on the forum were from organized criminal gangs looking for muscle, or for supernaturals with specific skills to help with particular jobs. I mean, why go to the expense of paying a whole gang of humans to be muscle when you could just employ one single werewolf or vampire to do the same job? Need hard to find information or a system hacked? Employ a cybermancer. Need new, unusual porn actors to satisfy the market’s increasingly jaded appetites? Take your pick. Secret government department looking to hire hitmen or espionage stringers? Plenty on the forum to choose from.

      I browsed through the various posts for a while before I saw the one posted by Phillips, or at least by one of his minions. The post title read: Lucrative gig for those willing to get their hands dirty—cash only!

      The post itself was brief, and read: Would you like to get paid to do what you do best? Would you be willing to record yourself while doing it? Completely secure and well-paid gig. PM for details.

      For a while I sat wondering if I should go with my initial idea of offering my own gig—an open bounty on Martin Phillips. The half million dollars I would offer would come from the sale of one of the paintings hanging in the apartment, which I could easily fence. But then I thought death would be too good for Phillips. Besides, if I wanted him dead, I could’ve just gotten Zee to do it, who was more than willing. I’ve never killed anyone myself, least not outside of self defense. Cold-blooded murder was not my style. I’d rather take monsters down in other ways.

      So I gave my new friends a call, Artemis and Pan Demic. Even though they were clearly two slackers with an out-of-control coke habit, they proved to me when I met them they still knew their shit.

      When Artemis answered the phone, I asked him to look into Martin Phillips. What I needed was a link that proved he was the main proprietor of the network of sites he ran on the Dark Web, all hosted through the same company—Liberty Hosting—that hosted drug markets, money-laundering operations, hacking groups, millions of images of child abuse, and a whole slew of snuff videos and images. If Artemis and Pan Demic could establish a direct line from Phillips—or his other company, GeekMind—to Liberty Hosting, I could hand over the proof to the Feds and they could arrest Phillips, hopefully putting him in jail for a very long time. I already knew the Feds were after Phillips, and had been for some time in their effort to crack down on illegal Dark Web activity. The problem was, the Feds could never prove Phillips had anything to do with Liberty Hosting, or any other illegal activity. Like many tech billionaires, he was protected from on high, and could afford to cover his tracks well.

      “So,” Artemis said on the phone, “you want us to succeed where the Feds have failed miserably, despite all their unlimited resources, NSA tech, and world class talent?”

      “Yeah, that’s about the size of it,” I said.

      “Challenge accepted!” they both said at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      I was working in my office when Zee finally emerged from bed and came to see me. She walked into the office naked, her body still sporting a few bruises here and there, her puncture wound closed over but still healing. “Hey, baby,” she said almost sheepishly as she came and sat on my lap, snuggling into me for a moment before sitting up a little to look at me and smile. “Thank you for taking care of me.”

      I smiled back and stroked her cheek with the back of my hand. “You don’t have to thank me,” I said. “I’m always here for you.”

      Zee smiled again, with tears in her eyes this time, which was something I’d never seen before in her. “You almost died because of me.”

      “What? No. A fucking incubus threw me off a boat. That wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yeah, but I went chasing after him, didn’t I? I was so caught up in wanting to get him, I didn’t even consider you’d be in trouble.”

      “It’s fine, Zee, honestly. I was probably stupid for boarding that boat in the first place.”

      “You’re not mad at me?”

      “I could never be mad at you, Zee,” I said as I wiped her tears, looking at them like they were some wondrously rare substance as they dampened my finger.

      “I thought he was going to kill me.”

      “So did I. What happened?”

      “I chased him to the shipyards,” she said. “When I finally jumped him, I thought it was going to be easy, but…he was too strong. Stronger than he should’ve been.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I was just over-confident, and I paid for my arrogance.”

      “You certainly paid all right.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      I nodded. “I hope not. I don’t want to lose you.”

      She smiled as she gently poked my chest. “You got him, though, didn’t you?”

      “Just about,” I said. “Vinci finished the job.”

      “Speaking of finishing the job,” she said. “I need energy to heal. I think I’ll go out tonight and find somebody. Then later, when I get back, I can show you how grateful I really am. How’s that sound, Mr. Hero?”

      “I’m no hero, but it sounds great.”

      “Good,” she said, kissing me on the lips. “I’m going to get cleaned up before I go out.”

      “Okay, baby.”

      When she walked to the door, I said, “Zee?”

      Zee turned. “Yeah, baby?”

      “Did you mean what you said the other night at the warehouse?”

      She stared at me for a moment and then smiled. “Every word, baby,” she said. “Every word.”
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        * * *

      

      Later, after Zee had gone out on the hunt, I got an unexpected call from my father asking to meet at the restaurant. When I met him, he seemed anxious as he sat at the table drinking whiskey instead of his usual martini. The only time my father drank whiskey was when there was something wrong, so it was with some trepidation that I went and sat down at the table, ordering my own whiskey from the maître d’. 

      “What’s going on?” I asked my father. “You seem…stressed.”

      My father smiled tightly as if he could barely keep a handle on his emotions. “I have bad news, I’m afraid,” he said before downing the rest of his whiskey and raising his hand for the maître d’ to bring him another.

      A sinking feeling occurred in my stomach as I observed my father’s anxious behavior, and I knew whatever bad news he had to impart, it had to be about Ava. “What bad news? Did you find something out about Ava?”

      He nodded grimly as the maître d’ brought our drinks and then hurried off again. “I’m afraid so.”

      After a pause, I said, “Well, Jesus, Father, tell me. What did you find out?”

      “It’s more what I found,” he said. “Or rather, what Mac found in the Great Woods.”

      I stared at him. “Please don’t tell me he found a body…”

      “He found several bodies, all in a mass grave.”

      “But you don’t know—”

      “At least one of the bodies is from someone who went missing around the same time as your sister.”

      Fuck me.

      It felt like I’d been hit with a sledgehammer, and for a moment, I was dumbstruck, and all I could do was stare at him. “And…the rest?” I almost whispered.

      “Still undergoing testing,” he said.

      “So we don’t know if Ava is one of them yet?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. I’ll know by morning.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I breathed as I rubbed my forehead.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay, Father.” I paused for a moment, trying to process what was happening. “What was Mac doing there in the Great Woods?”

      “Based on your source’s information, I sent him to search for this Order’s hideout, or whatever you want to call it.”

      “Did he find it?”

      “No. It’s much too large of an area for one man, even a weredingo, to cover.”

      “But he found the mass grave.”

      “Yes, deep in the woods.”

      “Which must mean the ODA hideout is somewhere close by.”

      “Not necessarily,” he said. “I doubt the Order would’ve buried the bodies so close to their hideout. Mac searched the surrounding area and found nothing.”

      “My source is pretty sure the ODA has a place in the woods somewhere.”

      “Maybe so. If they did, they wouldn’t make it easy to find. They are likely using magic to conceal it.”

      “Makes sense.”

      My father let out a shuddering breath, looking as close to breaking point as I’d ever seen him. “This isn’t looking good, Damion.”

      “I know,” I said in a quiet voice. “But I’m not giving up yet, and neither should you.”

      My father finished his drink and stood up suddenly. “Maybe it’s time to face the truth,” he said.

      “Father—”

      “I’ll let you know the outcome of the other tests as soon as I find out.”

      “Father—” I said again, but he was already walking away.
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      Needless to say, I never slept a wink all night. Even after Zee came back reinvigorated and made love to me, I could hardly concentrate, and Zee noticed, eventually giving up trying to please me. Once I explained to her what had happened, she held me for a while in bed until I got up and paced around the apartment for a while before heading out and aimlessly walking the streets until daybreak. 

      When I got back, I tried to do some work, but couldn’t concentrate. In the end, I went back out again and bought a pack of cigarettes, spending the next few hours smoking most of them as I paced agitatedly around the apartment, Zee knowing there wasn’t much she could say to me, for the most part staying out of my way.

      And then, sometime after 10.00 a.m. my father called me. When I heard the phone ring, I felt sick, almost afraid to answer it.

      But I had to answer it.

      “Hello?” I said, staring hard at the floor as Zee watched me from a distance.

      “None of them were her,” my father said. “Ava’s body was not among them.”

      A huge sigh of relief left me. “Jesus Christ…”

      “There were ten bodies,” my father said. “Six women, four men. All went missing around the same time as Ava.”

      “So it was an old grave.”

      “Yes.”

      “Which means there must be…more.”

      “Probably,” he said quietly. “I’m organizing a crew to go out to the woods to conduct a more extensive search.”

      “Do you know if there was any evidence found along with the bodies? DNA evidence, perhaps?”

      “Tests are still being done. I’ll let you know if anything turns up.” He paused for long seconds. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said distantly. “I don’t know how to feel now.”

      “You were expecting closure?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I’m sorry you have to go through this, Damion.”

      “Yeah,” I said before hanging up. “You too.”

      Zee came walking over after I set the phone down. “It wasn’t her?” she asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, conflicting emotions running through me. I obviously didn’t want confirmation that Ava was dead, but a part of me was hoping for closure, that the whole thing would finally be over and I could move on. Instead, the situation had just become intensified.

      “Come here, baby,” Zee said, as she pulled me into an embrace, and I held her tight as tears ran down my face.
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        * * *

      

      I spent the next few hours in my office trying to work, but I could hardly concentrate. I told myself that I couldn’t just sit around in limbo waiting for something to happen. That I had to get on with things as I continued to hope for the best. But it wasn’t easy to do that when I now had the expectation that the body of my missing sister was going to turn up in a mass grave somewhere. I was about to hit the bottle early when I got a phone call from Artemis, almost sighing with relief when I sat down to take the call.

      “I hope you’re calling with good news,” I said as I took one of the few remaining cigarettes from out of the packet I had bought that morning, shaking my head at how many I’d smoked.

      “Having a bad day?” Artemis asked.

      “It hasn’t been fucking great, I’ll tell you that much.” I lit up the cigarette. “What have you got for me, Artemis?”

      “Well,” Artemis said. “Good news, I guess!”

      “Really? You found something on Phillips?”

      “Dude, we found enough to put the guy away for life.”

      “Jesus,” I said, sitting up straight in my chair, everything else forgotten about for the moment. “Tell me what you found.”

      “Everything. We found everything. We hacked his computer network and copied all his databases—every image, every video, every illegal transaction.”

      “But did you link any of it to him?“ I asked, knowing the rest meant shit if nothing could be linked to Phillips personally.

      “Well, we’ve spent the last twenty-four hours wading through layers of anonymity, and I mean, fucking layers and layers, dude. We’ve never seen anything like it. This guy Phillips knows his shit. It’s no wonder the Feds couldn’t get him.”

      “So you have proof he’s behind all of it?”

      “Yep,” Artemis said before sniffing loudly. “It all came down to a single server in Texas, the server at the center of it all, which we can definitively show belongs to Phillips.”

      “Yes!” I said, clenching my fist, delighted at the prospect of finally taking Phillips down. “Is it all admissible?”

      “We’ve created a path for the Feds to follow,” Artemis said. “No illegal turns. All they have to do is follow it for themselves.”

      “You’re a fucking star, Artemis. You both are. I can’t thank you both enough.”

      “It’s our pleasure, man. It’s what we do.”

      “Fucking A!” Pan Demic shouted in the background.

      “Send me everything,” I said. “I’ll get it all to the Feds.”
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        * * *

      

      All the information Artemis sent me, I passed onto Murtagh first. I figured the Feds would be more wiling to look at it all if it came from a more credible source than me. Not that I wasn’t credible, but in the Fed’s eyes, I was no more than an online muckraker. Murtagh, of course, asked me where I got the information from, but I told him I had to protect my sources. He wanted Phillips taken down as bad as I did anyway, so he didn’t argue.

      Just as soon as I’d passed the information along, I got straight to work on my story for Deadson Confidential:

      

      
        
        TECH TYCOON MARTIN PHILLIPS REVEALED TO BE BEHIND THE BIGGEST DARK WEB CRIMINAL NETWORK IN HISTORY!

      

      

      Today on Deadson Confidential, we can exclusively reveal that tech billionaire Martin Phillips has been proven to be the man behind Liberty Hosting, the hosting service that provides a platform for a myriad different criminal enterprises, many of which Phillips runs directly himself.

      For years, the federal government have been working to find out who runs the infamous Liberty Hosting service, thought to be responsible for billions of dollars in illegal revenue.

      For a long time, the Feds were looking for a Mr. X since they couldn’t put a name to the company. Then they discovered that the hosting company was owned by Martin Phillips. However, the Feds, despite all of their resources, could never link Phillips to the company or any of the criminal enterprises using its services.

      But today, two talented cybermancers achieved in twenty-four hours what the Feds couldn’t achieve through years of investigations.

      These two cybermancers, who shall remain nameless for security reasons, diligently dug their way through layer after layer of anonymity until they could link Martin Phillips’ identity to a single server in Texas.

      The server in question is at the very center of the Liberty Hosting network. It provides irrefutable proof that Martin Phillips—and his public company, GeekMind—is behind Liberty Hosting, and therefore facilitates all the illegal activity stemming from it.

      Readers may also remember the incubus terrorizing the city was caught and killed yesterday by FPD detectives. Well, we can also reveal right now that the incubus in question was working for none other than Martin Phillips.

      It transpires that Martin Phillips was recruiting supernaturals and paying them cash to record their kills. Kills were streamed live to a Dark Web address for the sick amusement of those who paid a high membership fee to view the live footage. 

      The captured footage was stored on databases owned by Phillips, and included sickening footage of the death of Angela Smith, whom you may remember was killed by the incubus. Found also were hundreds of other videos showing the deaths of many innocent people.

      Also found on the databases were a slew of snuff videos, and Phillips’ infamous “Monster Porn” videos as well, showing supernatural creatures having sex with humans, often against the human’s will, and often ending with the human’s death.

      At the time of writing, Martin Phillips has not yet been arrested, although it is expected the FBI will arrest him soon.

      More news as it comes in.
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        * * *

      

      After writing the story for Deadson Confidential, I also wrote up a different version for the Fairview Gazette, taking out any mention of the supernatural and focusing instead on the common criminal elements of the story. The editor of the Gazette, who I had remained friends with, said he would have the lawyers look over the piece first, but expected it to be front page news given the public profile of Martin Phillips.

      Once I published the story on the DC website, I called Murtagh to find out what was happening. He told me the Feds had looked into everything, and thanks to the path Artemis and Pan Demic had set out for them, the Feds were able to establish Phillips’ guilt. “Far as I know,” Murtagh said. “The Feds are on their way to arrest Phillips now.”
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        * * *

      

      The Gazette confirmed the story I had sent them, and published it in a special evening edition of the paper, putting it up on their website as well. As expected, all the other legacy media outlets picked up on the story, including the TV networks. By late evening, the name Martin Phillips was on everyone’s lips.

      But there was only one problem. When the FBI went to arrest Phillips at his office, he wasn’t there. The Feds had gone to arrest Phillips before the story broke in the media, so there was no way Phillips could have known what was coming for him.

      Unless he had a secret source somewhere in the government, or in the FBI, that had tipped him off. 

      After the failed arrest, the Feds put out a BOLO on Phillips, and soon, every law enforcement officer in the city was looking for him.

      But by the time morning rolled around, Martin Phillips had not been found, and had clearly gone into hiding.

      Which is why I was surprised to get a phone call from the man himself. I was pacing my office when the phone rang, a ball of frustration because Phillips hadn’t been found yet, and inevitably I started to think the bastard would end up getting away with everything, probably relocating to a country with no extradition. I didn’t recognize the number, and when I answered and realized it was him, a tight knot formed in my stomach.

      “You’re a fucking dead man, Deadson,” Phillips said coldly over the phone, his customary bravado gone now.

      “Turn yourself in, Phillips,” I said, knowing full well he wouldn’t. “It’s just a matter of time before you’re found.”

      “Fuck you, Deadson! You think I hadn’t planned for this? I planned for this fucking years ago.”

      “How did you find out?”

      “You’re not the only one with sources, Deadson.”

      “You’re not going to get away with this,” I told him. “I’ll find you myself if I have to.”

      “Good luck with that, especially after what I’ve set in motion.” He laughed, pleased with himself over whatever he had done.

      “What are you talking about, Phillips?”

      “I fucking told you, Deadson, didn’t I? I told you if you interfered in my fucking business again, that you’d be a dead man. Didn’t I tell you that?”

      “Yeah. So what?”

      “So what? So fucking what? I’ll tell you so what, asshole! I’ve put a fucking bounty on your head! That’s what!”

      I stopped dead. “You did what?”

      “That’s right,” he said, laughing again at his own fiendishness. “Right now, every fucking monster in this city is getting ready to come after you, Deadson. Human and supernatural. There’s nowhere you can go they won’t find you, and they all have a million reasons to find you and bring me your fucking head.” He paused as if to let the news sink in. “Good luck, Deadson. Next time I see you, I’ll be holding your fucking head up as I look into your cold, dead eyes.”

      When Phillips hung up, I stood in shock for a moment before sitting heavily down at my desk and lighting up my last cigarette as I dumbly tried to process what had just happened. Was he bluffing about putting a bounty on my head?

      No, I didn’t think so. I knew by the sound of Phillips’ voice, by the cold glee in his tone, that he had been deadly serious.

      “That motherfucker put a million dollar bounty on my head,” I said in disbelief.

      Stubbing out my cigarette, I got up and quickly went into the living room to find Zee sitting there watching TV. 

      “Hey, baby,” she said, hardly looking at me. “You still working or—”

      “We got a big problem, Zee,” I said as I headed for the window and looked down at the street below, only to see a strange van parked across the road, and as I continued to look down, I saw the van’s side door open and four men with automatic weapons jump out and start running toward my apartment building. “A big fucking problem.”
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      Zee jumped up off the sofa and came to the window. “What’s going on, baby? What are you—” She stopped when she looked down and saw the armed men heading toward the building. “Are they here for—”

      “For me,” I said, panicking now. “Yes, they are. That fucker Phillips put a million dollar bounty on my head.”

      “A million dollars? Well, at least he knows what you’re worth, baby.”

      “Cut it out, Zee. This is no time to joke around. There’s four armed men coming up to here to kill me.”

      “I know, baby,” she said, walking away from the window toward the bedroom. “And we’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. Just give me a minute.”

      “I don’t think we have a minute,” I said as I ran to my office and grabbed my Glock, running back out to the living room again, just in time to see Zee come walking out of the bedroom like a different person. She now had short blond hair and dark Alice Cooper style makeup around her eyes and on her lips. She was also wearing some sort of leather outfit which comprised a halter top, short jacket, hot pants, and knee-high boots. In her hands was a sickle attached to a long chain. “What the fuck, Zee? This is no time to play dress up.”

      Zee smiled as she swung the sickle around on its chain. “I like to look good when I kill, baby.”

      I barely had time to shake my head at her before the front door was booted open to reveal two men with automatic weapons standing outside. Even though I was expecting them, I was still shocked to see them standing there, and when they raised their weapons to fire, I raised my Glock and started firing at them as I ducked back into my office for cover.

      The sound of the automatic weapons was deafening in the confines of the apartment as bullets tore into the wall I was hiding behind. Then I heard a gargled scream and one of the bounty hunters stopped firing, and I figured it was because Zee had killed him. Crouching down, I poked my head around the doorway just in time to see Zee knock the gun from the other bounty hunter’s hand before swinging her sickle at his neck, the sickle slicing through flesh and bone like a knife through butter, decapitating the man in seconds.

      “There are two more,” I said, still staying behind the doorway, my eyes going to the two dead bodies lying in my living room leaking blood everywhere, and I thought: This is just the start. I’ll be lucky to survive the night.

      When Zee stuck her head out into the hallway outside, she was fired upon by the other two bounty hunters who were waiting down the hallway. “They’re by the stairs,” she said, before picking up an automatic weapon from the floor and aiming it around the doorway, emptying the rest of the magazine as she held down the trigger.

      Emerging from my office, I put the Glock in my waistband and grabbed the remaining automatic from the dead bounty hunter. I was no expert on guns, but I’d had some training over the years, mostly with pistols. It had been a while since I’d fired an automatic rifle at the range. Years, in fact. Still, I picked up the rifle and pulled out the magazine to check how much ammo was left in it, seeing it was half full before slamming it back in again. The bounty hunter had spare magazines on him, so I took those as well, shoving them into my suit jacket after grabbing it from my office.

      “Now what?” I said to Zee. “They don’t seem to be coming.”

      “Stay here,” she said as she ran into the living room.

      “What are you—”

      I watched as Zee picked up a chair and threw it at the window, the chair crashing through the glass and falling to the street below. Zee then ran and jumped through the broken window herself, disappearing from sight.

      “What the fuck, Zee?” I said as I stood with my back against the wall, holding up the rifle for a second before peeking around the door, only to have a bullet whizz past my face, followed by another burst that impacted the doorframe and the wall of my office. “Fuck!”

      To buy some time so Zee could do whatever she was going to do, I held the rifle with one hand and aimed it down the hallway while I stayed safely inside the apartment. When I pulled the trigger, however, the gun bucked in my hand, shocking me with its power so much that I ended up dropping it after a couple seconds. “Shit!”

      Unwilling to chance leaning out to get the gun, I took my Glock out again and leaned back against the wall, praying the remaining two bounty hunters would maintain their position down the hallway and not advance on me.

      As I stood with my heart racing and sweat beading on my forehead, I then heard a loud scream from down the hallway, and I knew Zee must’ve come up behind the two bounty hunters. There was a burst of gunfire and then another scream, and suddenly, everything was quiet, the silence almost deafening after all the noise.

      Peeking around the doorway, I saw Zee walking up the hallway, covered in blood. “No more bounties for those guys,” she said.

      “Are you hurt?” I asked her.

      “I’m fine.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I walked back into the apartment, still shaking with adrenaline. Through the broken window, I could hear sirens in the distance. “I can’t fucking believe this,” I said as I paced the living room, wondering what to do now.

      “Believe it,” Zee said. “It’s happening. Those guys were just the first. More will come. We need to get you out of here.”

      I nodded, knowing she was right. “There’s only one place we can go where we might stand a chance.”

      “Where?”

      “My father’s house.”

      “But they’ll find you there as well.”

      “I know,” I said. “But at least there, we can defend ourselves. My father has a security team.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Unless you have a better plan. Do you?”

      “No.”

      “It’s settled then. Let’s go.”

      “Great,” Zee said gleefully as she swung her bloody sickle. “I get to meet Daddy finally. Do you think he’ll like me?”

      I stopped and stared at her for a second, thinking she looked like a member of a Satanic metal band, or some B-movie scream queen. “He’s gonna love you.”
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        * * *

      

      Before leaving the apartment, I grabbed my phone and the few sigil cards I had charged up, putting both into my jacket pocket. I lifted the automatic rifle as well, thinking it would be better than just the Glock.

      “How are you going to stop this?” Zee asked me as we headed down the stairs. “Once a thing like this has been put in motion, it doesn’t stop until—”

      “I’m dead,” I said. “Yeah, I know how it works.”

      “The hunters won’t stop. A million dollars is a big payday.”

      “I know that as well, Zee.”

      “I’m just saying.”

      “Well, don’t. I know the situation. We’ll think about how to resolve it once we get to my father’s house.”

      “When’s the last time you were home?”

      “It’s been some time,” I said as I pushed the door open and walked out to the street. “Maybe—Jesus Christ!”

      I stopped dead when I saw the massive beast in the middle of the street, barely ten feet away. A werewolf, standing on its hind legs, yellow eyes glaring at me, saliva dripping from its enormous jaws as if in anticipation of biting my head off with them.

      With shaking hands, I shouldered the rifle I was carrying and fired at the werewolf, hitting it a few times before it leaped away, landing on top of a nearby car and roaring loudly.

      “I’m sensing a pattern here,” Zee said as she stared at the massive lycan.

      “You think?” I said before opening fire again, and this time the werewolf leaped high into the air, reaching an unbelievable height before landing heavily not three feet in front of me, at which point it took a swipe at me with its enormous paw, its claws narrowly missing my face as I leaned back away from it, almost losing my balance as I did so.

      Before the werewolf could even retract his paw, Zee had swung her sickle, the razor-sharp blade swinging down on the werewolf’s arm, severing it just above the elbow. The werewolf howled in pain and shock as it staggered back, blood spurting from the bloody stump of its arm. “Take that, you stinking mutt!” Zee said.

      She was still swinging the sickle on its chain, expertly maneuvering it around her head to gain momentum before swinging it sideways at the werewolf. The sickle impacted the stunned werewolf’s neck, and then Zee pulled hard to hook the point of the blade into the beast’s flesh. Then she pulled again, forcing the beast to pitch forward onto the sidewalk. With the werewolf now down, Zee darted forward and stomped its head, her boot moving up and down like a jackhammer until the lycan’s head turned to mush. “I hate werewolves,” she said, barely out of breath. “They smell.”

      “Well, it sure fucking smells now,” I said. “Come on. Let’s get the hell away from here before anything else comes.”

      Before we headed to Zee’s car, I glanced at the werewolf to see that it had reverted back to its human form. Lying on the sidewalk now was a naked man with no head, half his arm lying beside him. As the sirens closed in, I couldn’t help but wonder if Dent would still let me live in the apartment after everything was over, assuming I was still alive to live anywhere.

      Probably not, I thought as we got into Zee’s car and drove off.
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      Despite her protests, I insisted on driving Zee’s car. “I didn’t survive those bounty hunters just so you could wrap us around a lamppost,” I told her.

      “You are very critical of my driving skills,” she said as she checked her face in the side mirror, wiping away some of the blood spatter, smearing her heavy black makeup at the same time. “I should really take offense.”

      “Well, don’t. It’s best you have your hands free in case we get attacked on the road.”

      “This is kind of exciting,” she said as I drove at speed toward the city limits, constantly checking the rearview to make sure we weren’t being followed. “Like a high-risk date.”

      “A high-risk date?”

      “Yeah. There’s nothing like the risk of getting killed to get the juices flowing, don’t you think?”

      “This wouldn’t be my idea of a good date.”

      “Not even if I lean over right now and suck your cock?”

      Smiling despite myself, I said, “You’re crazy.”

      “But the thought turns you on. Admit it.”

      “Maybe a little.”

      “See? Now you’re starting to enjoy yourself.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      My sentence got cut short when headlights suddenly reared up behind us, and then the car they belonged to rammed into the back of the Nissan.

      “We have company,” Zee said.

      “No shit!” I said, glad there wasn’t much traffic on the streets tonight so I could put my foot down and speed up in an effort to outrun our pursuer. “Jesus, Phillips wasn’t kidding when he said he had sent every hunter in the city after me.”

      “It’s a million dollar gold rush, baby,” Zee said, reaching over and grabbing the automatic rifle from the back seat. “I’ll try to get rid of this guy.”

      Zee wound the window down as I drove onto the highway and put the pedal to the metal, glad we took the Nissan instead of the Corvette, for it was much faster. But the car pursing us was fast as well, and from what I could make out, it was a black Dodge Charger with just the driver inside. I guess their plan was to run us off the road, or cause us to crash into another vehicle. It didn’t matter what damage they did to me. As long as they could collect my head for Phillips.

      Jesus Christ, man…

      “Get that motherfucker of our asses,” I said to Zee as I overtook the car in front.

      “I’m trying to get a shot,” she said. “There are other cars—gotcha!” Zee squeezed the trigger on the automatic and fired a burst at the Dodge, causing it to break and drop back a ways. “There. They won’t get so close now.”

      “We’ll see.”

      For the next five minutes, the Dodge pursuing us hung back by a few car lengths, and then, as traffic thinned slightly, it suddenly sped up and drove level with the Nissan on my side. As I looked across, I saw a man in a black hat, his face barely visible, though I saw him smile at me as he suddenly sped on ahead, overtaking the few cars in front.

      “What’s he doing?” Zee said as we both stared at the Dodge.

      “I don’t—oh shit, is that—”

      “Looks like—”

      “Dynamite!”

      Too late to do anything about it, I could only watch as the driver of the Dodge tossed a lit stick of dynamite out the window. The dynamite landed on the road and then exploded a second later underneath a car in front, blowing the car up onto its side as the car behind it rammed straight into it. With barely a second to react, I yanked the wheel to the left and maneuvered around the two crashed cars that were still skidding along the road, almost losing control as I struggled to maintain control of the Nissan again. “Jesus Christ!”

      “This is why you should’ve let me drive,” Zee said.

      “Fucking shoot that guy before he throws any more dynamite!” I shouted.

      Leaning out the window with the automatic, Zee fired a burst that impacted the rear window of the Dodge, blowing it out. “Take that, motherfucker!” she said until her gun made an empty clicking sound. “I’m out of bullets.”

      “My pocket,” I said as Zee reached across and took a fresh magazine from out of my pocket, removing the empty one from the gun before slotting in the new one. “Shoot his tires!”

      Zee leaned out again as she tried to get another shot, but the Dodge had driven on ahead, nestling itself between two cars for cover. “He’s hiding.”

      “Watch out for dynamite,” I said as I reached into my pocket and took out my phone. “I need to make a call.”

      “Your father?”

      “Mac,” I said as I quickly found Mac’s number and dialed it.

      “Damion,” Mac said when he answered. “Are you all right? I heard about the bounty on your head.”

      “Yeah, I guess everyone knows now.”

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m driving to the house right now. I should be there soon.”

      “Okay, good call,” Mac said. “We can protect you here.”

      “I sure hope so. And Mac?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ll probably be coming in hot. Make sure your team is ready.”

      “You have a pursuer?”

      “Yeah. A black Dodge Charger.”

      “All right,” Mac said. “We’ll be waiting.”

      “Thanks Mac.”

      Putting the phone in my pocket again, I put both hands on the wheel and focused on driving once more, noticing that the Charger was still nestled between two cars.

      “You should ram the motherfucker off the road,” Zee said.

      “I’m not ramming him,” I said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Zee shook her head. “This is why—”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “Okay, then pull up alongside him so I can at least get a decent shot.”

      “All right.” I increased my speed for a moment until the Nissan was almost level with the Dodge, but as I did, the Dodge suddenly pulled out from between the two cars and sped on ahead. “What the fuck has he got in that thing, rocket fuel?”

      “I know what he’s doing,” Zee said, just as the driver of the Dodge tossed out another lit stick of dynamite that landed on the road right in front of us.

      “Shit!” I broke right just as the dynamite exploded, blowing out the window beside me, the force of the explosion lifting the Nissan onto two wheels, making it almost impossible for me to control it. When the two wheels hit the road again, the car continued to veer to the right, and the Nissan slammed into the side of another car, sending the other car flying off the road. With my heart in my mouth, thinking I was going to lose control, I somehow straightened the car up again and kept driving. “Holy fuck!”

      “Nice driving,” Zee said, her hand gripping my leg.

      “I swear I’m gonna kill that motherfucker myself!”

      “You totally should if you get the chance, baby. It’ll be cathartic for you.”

      Angry now at almost dying, I slammed my foot down on the gas pedal and sped up until we were level with the Dodge again, and this time Zee was able to lean out and spray the side of the Dodge with bullets, forcing the driver to brake and drop right back.

      “Fuck you, asshole!” I shouted as we left the Dodge behind us.

      “I’m not sure if I got him,” Zee said.

      “Well, you sure slowed him down some. That’ll do for now.”

      We were coming up on the exit, and I turned off the highway onto a long, winding road that would lead us to the small town of Woodsville, which my father basically owned. He owned most of the property and businesses, as well as all the land surrounding it, including the vast estate that the Deadson family had called home for the last century and a half. As I drove down the road, forest on either side of us, I kept checking the rearview, expecting the Dodge’s headlamps to come into view at any second.

      “Relax, baby,” Zee said. “I don’t think he’s coming.”

      I waited a second and then opened my mouth to agree with her, but just as I did, I spotted lights in the distance behind us. “Shit.”

      Zee turned and looked behind. “You don’t know it’s him.”

      “It’s him,” I said, certain it was as I immediately increased my speed. “Let him come. Mac and his crew will be waiting. They’ll take him out.”

      “You’re lucky you had your father’s house to come to. I’m not sure you would’ve survived in the city.”

      “Probably not.”

      “I’m looking forward to meeting everyone,” Zee said casually, as if we were just out on a pleasant drive and weren’t being pursued by a maniac with dynamite.

      “It’s just my father. And Mac.”

      “The weredingo? I’ve never met one of those.”

      “Mac’s cool. He’s Australian.”

      “He has that funny accent then?”

      “Yeah,” I said, smiling at the memory of me and Ava constantly mocking Mac’s accent when we were kids. He never took offense, though, and usually just laughed at us.

      “Dodge Guy is catching up with us,” Zee said as she looked behind. “Should I shoot at him again?”

      “No,” I said. “We’re coming up on the town now. No shooting. Just let him follow us.”

      Woodsville had a population of about three and a half thousand, and like most small towns these days, it struggled to stay afloat. Luckily for Woodsville, though, it had my father to subsidize it, which he did purely out of loyalty to my mother, who cherished the town when she was alive. Growing up, I spent a fair bit of time in the place, and even had a few friends left in it, though I hadn’t spoken to them in years.

      “This is quaint,” Zee said as I drove down Main Street, speeding past storefronts and the old library that I used to spend a lot of time in as a kid. “Did you grow up here?”

      “More or less,” I said, my gaze still going to the rearview, noticing the Dodge was keeping a steady distance behind us, making me wonder if he was following us to see where we were going, or if he already knew we were heading to my father’s house. Either way, he would soon be in for a big surprise.

      “It seems nice. Nicer than Bricktown, anyway.”

      “The town dump is nicer than Bricktown.”

      Zee smiled. “Bricktown has its charms.”

      “Do you mean the rats the size of dogs, or the drug gangs that spend most nights shooting at each other? Or the addicts on every corner?”

      “All right,” Zee said. “I take your point. But believe me, baby, if you’ve been to Hell, Bricktown seems like paradise.”

      We were out of the town now, driving along a narrow country road, coming up on my father’s estate, which was surrounded by thousands of acres of forest, and the rugged mountains beyond.

      “He seems to be closing in again,” Zee said.

      “Yeah,” I said, watching the headlamps approach in the rearview. “He probably thinks he can take us along this road. Just keep on coming, asshole…”

      Quickly, I called Mac again on the phone, telling him we were still coming in hot. After Mac said he was ready, I hung up the phone and sped down the road before turning off to my father’s estate, noticing the Dodge was still following as I took the straight road that would lead to the wrought iron security gates at the front entrance of the estate. 

      About a quarter mile from the gates, I put my foot down and sped on ahead, flying through the already open gates before slamming on the brakes and skidding along the road to a stop. Both Zee and I looked out the rear window at the Dodge that was just about to go through the gates. But as the car neared the gates, at least half a dozen men with automatic weapons suddenly emerged from the trees either side of the road and opened fire on the Dodge, spraying both sides of the car with bullets until the vehicle rolled to a stop just past the gates.

      “Wow,” Zee said. “I guess they got him.”

      Starting the car up, I reversed back down the road, stopping close to the bullet riddled Dodge, which was now surrounded by armed men. As I exited the Nissan, I saw one of Mac’s security team open the driver’s side door of the Dodge. Then I saw a body fall out onto the road.

      “Are you okay, mate?” Mac asked me as he came up to meet me carrying a military grade submachine gun.

      “I am now,” I said to him. “Fucking guy almost killed us on the way here. He was throwing dynamite on the road. You believe that?”

      Mac shook his head just as his eyes went to the Nissan, and then to Zee who had just got out and was now walking toward us. “I take it this is your girlfriend?”

      I turned and looked at Zee, dressed as she was, still covered in blood from the men she had killed. “Mac, meet Zee. She doesn’t always look like this.”

      “Hey,” Zee said, smiling at Mac. “You must be Mac. You’re a big guy, aren’t you? And a weredingo as well, I hear. I can’t wait to play fetch with you.”

      Mac frowned as he looked at me, and I shook my head and smiled. “She’s just kidding, Mac.”

      “Right,” Mac said, seeming slightly embarrassed.

      “Yeah, I’m just kidding, Mac,” Zee said. “Playing fetch isn’t really my thing. I prefer other pursuits.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Mac said. “Whose blood is that?”

      “Just some guys that tried to kill us at our apartment,” she said. “I decapitated one of them. With this.” She swung the sickle around a few times. “You ever decapitate anyone, Mac? You ever knock someone’s head off with those big paws of yours?”

      Mac smiled and shook his head at Zee. “A Tasmanian Devil we’d call you back home,” he said.

      “I don’t know about Tasmanian,” Zee said, smiling wickedly. “But a devil for sure.”

      “Yeah, I’ll bet,” Mac said, before turning to me. “Your father is up in the house waiting for you. We’ve brought in extra security. How many hunters are after you, do you think?”

      “All of them,” I said as I walked back to the Nissan. “All the hunters, Mac. I hope you have plenty of bullets, for it’s gonna be a long night.”
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      After Zee and I entered the house, we located my father in his huge study. Zee wasn’t at all intimidated by the size of the house or its sheer opulence, which wasn’t surprising, considering the kind of people she usually chose as victims. She was still impressed by the place, though, calling it cozy, despite its immense size.

      My father was sitting in a wing-backed chair with a drink in his hand when we walked into the study, the fire crackling away beside him as he sat wearing a dark suit. As we walked into the room, he stood up and stared at us both. Well, more at Zee than me. God knows what he was thinking as he stared at Zee in her leather outfit, all covered in blood and dark makeup, holding a bloody sickle in one hand. 

      Zee didn’t acknowledge my father straight away, as she was too busy gazing around the room, taking in the animal trophies on the walls, and the massive display of books that took up an entire wall from floor to ceiling. When she finally looked at my father, she simply stared at him for a long moment, during which my father glanced at me as if to ask what Zee was playing at, but I knew Zee was just trying to get the measure of him. Knowing Zee, she was trying to ascertain my father’s weak points, trying to work out the best way into his good graces. 

      “I can see where Damion gets his handsomeness from now,” she said as she walked toward my father, who had barely moved a muscle since standing up, refusing to be put out or intimidated by someone he no doubt considered a demon harlot. “You have the same features, though your eyes tell a different story than his does.”

      “I should think so,” my father said, surprising me when he came forward and offered his hand to Zee. “Patrick Deadson. Pleased to finally meet you.”

      Zee clasped my father’s hand, maintaining eye contact at all times. “Zelda Scarrow, though you can just call me Zee if you like.”

      “Zelda it is then,” my father said. “Can I get you both a drink?”

      “I’ll get them,” I said, moving over to the drinks cabinet in the corner of the room. “Scotch, is it?”

      “Please,” my father said.

      “Zee? Vodka?”

      “That’ll do,” Zee said, making herself at home as she sat in the chair opposite my father’s. “This is quite the place you have here. Damion tells me you’re a very powerful man, the kind of man I would normally go for, actually.”

      “Am I to be drained dry by the end of the night, then?” my father said dryly, making me smile.

      “Of course not,” Zee said, taking him seriously. “You’re Damion’s father. I would never do that. Unless you wanted me to, of course.”

      “I don’t,” my father said. 

      “Have you ever been with a succubus, Patrick?” Zee asked him.

      “Zee,” I said as I brought her and my father their drinks. 

      “What?” she said, all innocence. “I was just asking. I’m sure your father has needs like you do.”

      Jesus Christ.

      “Dial it down a little, Zee, would you?” I said, glancing at my father to see him smiling, which surprised me. Clearly he had mellowed in his old age. Once upon a time, he would never have entertained such crudeness.

      “You have been with my son for quite a long time now,” my father said as he sat down again.

      “Over seven years now,” Zee said before sipping her vodka. “I like to think I saved his life.”

      “Well, I suppose you did a better job than rehab did.”

      “I’m all the therapy he needs.”

      “Yes, I’ll bet you are. I’m actually surprised.”

      “Surprised?”

      “By the fact that you have stuck with him. By the fact that you have stuck with anyone, given your nature.”

      “My nature?”

      “Well, you’re a succubus, aren’t you?”

      “And a succubus can’t love someone?”

      “Are you saying you love my son?” My father looked slightly confused by the notion of Zee loving me, as if he didn’t know what to with that.

      “More than you could ever imagine,” Zee said, her comment sounding a little barbed to me, though my father didn’t seem to take offence.

      “Well, as long as you are both happy, I suppose.”

      “We are.”

      An uncomfortable silence followed, which I broke by saying, “Anyway. Can we talk about the bounty on my head now?”

      My father looked up at me. “It’s your own fault,” he said. “What did you expect, tangling with a man like Martin Phillips?”

      “He’s not a man,” Zee spat. “He’s a piece of shit that will get what’s coming to him.”

      “You think he should’ve gotten away with everything?” I asked my father, incredulous that that’s what he seemed to be thinking.

      “No, Damion, that’s not what I’m saying,” he said. “Phillips is a degenerate and thus deserves whatever punishment is coming to him. I just wish it wasn’t you who had ousted him. I mean, look at where we are now. You have a million dollar bounty on your head, son.” He looked at Zee. “Damion often forgets, or dismisses the fact, that he’s my only son. He told you what happened to his sister?”

      “He did,” Zee said.

      “Well, I don’t want the same to happen to him,” my father said. “When I go on at him to join the family business and be by my side, it is because I know I can protect him. When he is out there raking muck and pissing off bad people, I can’t protect him then.”

      Rolling my eyes, I shook my head and drank from my glass, wondering if he actually believed what he was saying, or if he was just saying it for Zee’s benefit. “You can’t control people the way you control your business, Father.”

      “Yes, don’t I know it, Damion,” he said.

      “He has me to protect him anyway,” Zee said. “I would never let anything happen to him. I killed four men and a werewolf for him tonight.”

      My father gawped at her. “Four men and a werewolf?”

      “Bounty hunters,” Zee elaborated.

      “My god…”

      “So you see, Patrick,” Zee said. “No one can fuck with Damion as long as I’m around.”

      My father nodded as he looked up at me, and I couldn’t help but smile. “Good to know, I suppose,” he said, before sipping on his Scotch.

      “So tell me, Patrick,” Zee said, leaning forward now. “What was Damion like growing up? He never talks about his childhood much.”

      “Doesn’t he?” my father said. “Well, perhaps we should correct that then.”

      “Or not,” I said, walking to the window, knowing neither of them would pay me much heed. 

      “Was he a cute baby?” Zee asked. “I bet he was.”

      “I don’t know about cute,” my father said. “But he was certainly loud. He never stopped crying for months after he was born. Although we discovered that was down to the ghost in his nursery.”

      “Ghost?”

      “Yes. This is an old house. We sometimes get ghostly visitors. Once we got rid of the ghost, Damion stopped crying.”

      “He still doesn’t like ghosts.”

      “Who does?” I said as I stared out the window toward the main gates. “Creepy fucking things.”

      “Was he always so dark?” Zee asked.

      “Dark?” my father said, as if he wasn’t sure what she meant. “If you mean sullen and inward looking, then no, he wasn’t. Growing up, he was quite a cheerful child. Damion and his sister were always playing practical jokes on one another, and on us as well.”

      “Cool. I can just picture it. What else?”

      “Well, he was always smart. He loved to read. Spent a lot of time in the library in town, if I recall. He always talked about being an author. I believe he even wrote a few stories, didn’t you, Damion?”

      “A few, yeah,” I said as I watched Mac’s crew use a tow truck to take the bullet riddled Dodge away, making me wonder what they did with the body. Probably buried it in the woods somewhere, or just left it for the bears.

      “I’d love to read them,” Zee said.

      “You might find them in his bedroom upstairs,” my father said.

      “His bedroom? With all his stuff in it? I have to check that out.”

      “Feel free. I’m sure Damion won’t mind. Feel free to shower as well.”

      Zee stared at him. “Do I smell or something?”

      “Of blood, yes.”

      “I don’t mind a little blood. The smell keeps me sharp.”

      “No one is getting in here tonight,” my father said. “You don’t have to worry.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on that,” I said. “Monsters can be very resourceful, as well as determined, especially when there’s a million dollars at stake.”

      My father stood and came to the window I was standing at. “We should have enough men here to take care of whatever comes.”

      “But they’ll keep coming, won’t they?” I said. “They won’t stop until they have my head.” I paused. “Which is why I’m going to give it to them.”

      “What?”

      “What are you talking about?” Zee asked as she came walking over to us.

      “The only way the hunters will stop coming is if Phillips calls them off,” I explained. “And the only way he’ll call them off is if he has my head. So we have to give Philips my head.”

      “Not your actual head, I hope,” my father said.

      “Of course not,” I said. “But with a little magic, I’d say we could make someone else’s head look like mine. Call Mac and tell him not to dispose of Dodge Guy just yet.”

      “Okay,” he said, taking out his phone, still seeming unsure of my plan.

      “And then what?” Zee asked. “Once Phillips realizes he actually doesn’t have your head, he’ll send more hunters after you.”

      “We won’t give him the chance,” I said. “If we send one of the hunters to deliver the head, we can track the hunter to Phillips. And then—”

      “We can kill him,” Zee said.

      “I was thinking we could send the Feds to arrest him.”

      “But then you wouldn’t be safe, Damion,” Zee said. “Phillips could still put a contract out on you, even from prison.”

      “She’s right there,” my father said, before walking away as he spoke to Mac on the phone.

      “You need to send Phillips to Hell where he belongs,” Zee said. “It’s the only way to be sure he doesn’t come after you again. There’s no guarantee that his lawyers won’t beat the charges against him, or that he won’t get sent to some country club for a few years before being let out.”

      I knew Zee was right, but still, the idea of murdering somebody—even somebody as evil as Phillips—didn’t sit well with me. 

      “You don’t have to worry,” Zee said as she put her hand on my shoulder. “I can kill him for you.”

      “No,” I said as I stared at my reflection in the window. “If it has to be done, I’ll do it myself.”
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        * * *

      

      Within an hour of arriving at my father’s house, the first wave of hunters showed up. First to arrive was a group of mercenaries who tried to sneak onto the grounds by entering through the woods, but Mac’s team were waiting on them, and after a protracted firefight, Mac and his team eventually dispatched each of the mercenaries in summary fashion.

      “I told you,” my father said as we watched the proceedings outside through the bulletproof window of his study. “Mac will take care of things.”

      “Those were just mercenaries,” I said. “Wait till the supernaturals arrive.”

      “Mac will take care of them as well.”

      I turned around, realizing Zee was gone. “Where’s Zee?”

      “She left while you were in the bathroom,” he said. “I believe she went upstairs to your old bedroom.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what she thinks she’s going to find up there.”

      “She clearly wants to know who you are, son.”

      “She already knows who I am.”

      “She knows what you told her. There’s a difference.”

      I stared at him. “You like her, don’t you?”

      My father smiled as he sipped on his Scotch. “I suppose she has a certain charm to her, despite looking like a murderous harlot.”

      “A murderous harlot, Father? She doesn’t always look like that.”

      “Well, I see the way she looks at you. She clearly has deep feelings for you. Considering what she is, I’m surprised by that.”

      “She’s not a monster.”

      “I didn’t say she was. But she is a demon, isn’t she? My experience with demons over the years hasn’t been so congenial.”

      “You just consorted with the wrong ones,” I said. “Zee isn’t like most of the others. Although, she can be when she wants to be. She isn’t someone I’d advise you to fuck with or try to manipulate, Father.”

      “That’s what you think of me? As someone who fucks with and manipulates others?”

      I shook my head and stared out the window. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

      My father sighed. “I sincerely hope you find it in your heart to forgive me of whatever transgressions you think me guilty of, Damion. Your mother—”

      “Don’t mention my mother. Don’t use her name to make yourself look better.”

      “I was just going to say that she wouldn’t have wanted this animosity between us, son, that’s all.”

      “Maybe not, but she isn’t here, so...”

      “But I’m here, Damion, and I’m still your father, whatever you think of me.”

      Inwardly, I sighed as I chose to step off the merry-go-round, tired of going around in circles. “Let’s just get through the night, Father.”

      “I already told you, son. Mac will—”

      The sudden appearance of a figure at the window forced him to stop mid-sentence, and we both jumped back from the window in shock, for staring at us was the face of a vampire, fangs bared, eyes blazing red as it glared directly at me. “You were saying?” I said as I stared at the vampire, which soon vanished in a flash.

      “Don’t worry,” my father said as he took his phone out. “It won’t be able to get in. All the doors and windows are secured.” He put the phone to his ear. “Mac. There’s a vampire on the grounds—what? How many?” He shook his head. “Take care of them, Mac. Make sure they don’t get into the house.”

      “How many are there?” I asked him.

      “At least six,” my father said as he set his drink down.

      “Christ. One of those things is hard to stop, never mind six.”

      “The armory,” my father said. “We have shotguns. Come on.”

      I went to follow him out of the study, but we only took a few steps before the vampire that was at the window appeared in the doorway. I had no idea which clan the vamp was from, and neither did I care. I only cared about keeping my damn head on my shoulders.

      My father looked shocked at the sight of the vampire, or rather, that it was in the house. “How did you—”

      “Your security doors mean nothing to us,” the vampire hissed before shifting his gaze and pointing his long finger at me. “I’m here to collect that million dollar head of yours.”

      Taking my Glock out, I drew on the vampire and fired three shots at it, but the creature moved into the room before the first bullet even got near it. “Put your toy away,” the vampire said, looking like it was enjoying itself. “And I promise I’ll make your death quick.”

      “I don’t know who you think you are,” my father said, now standing between me and the vampire, “but no one breaks into my house like this.”

      “Stand aside, old man,” the vampire said. “Before I gut you like a fish.”

      “Well,” my father said, seeming unnervingly calm considering the situation. “You are welcome to try.”

      “Have it your way, old man,” the vampire said, and suddenly shot forward toward my father, making me think I was about to see my father’s guts spill out all over the floor at any second.

      But that’s not what happened. Instead, when the vampire rushed forward, it was hit by a violent blast of energy that seemed to surround my father, and the next thing the vampire was flying back and hitting the wall at tremendous force. Before I could even say anything, my father shouted, “Come on!”

      With the vampire lying dazed on the floor, my father and I ran out of the room and down the long hallway to the armory where my father closed the heavy metal door and locked it before leaning back against it to catch his breath. “Well, that was exhilarating.”

      I stared at him, impressed by his actions in the study. “Your magic has gotten stronger.”

      “I never stopped working on it,” he said. “These days, one never knows who they will be up against, especially in business. In many respects, magic is the new currency, and if you don’t have any, you can’t hope to compete against those that do. If you were with me in business, you would know that.”

      “Really?” I said. “You’re going to mention that now?” I shook my head. “Let’s just get the guns.”

      It had been a long time since I had been inside the armory. When I was younger, it was a smallish room that held mostly hunting rifles and bows. Now the room was much bigger, stocked with military grade hardware, the walls lined with all manner of pistols, automatic rifles, submachine guns, and shotguns.

      My father immediately went for a Mossberg shotgun and loaded it with shells. “Vampires are hard to kill,” he said. “We need to deal them damage.”

      “Since when did you become such an expert?” I asked him as I marveled at the amount of weapons surrounding me. “And when did you get all these guns?”

      “We live in dangerous times now, Damion. I thought it best to be prepared.”

      As he was loading his shotgun, his phone rang, and he answered it, listening for a second. “Damion and I are inside the armory. One of the vampires is inside the house…yes, I know…good. Get to the house as soon as you can, Mac.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked as I took a shotgun from the rack.

      “Mac and his team are doing their best to hold back the vampires,” he said. “He has two werewolves on his team, making the job easier, but there are still three vamps on the loose.”

      “One of which is here in the house.”

      “Yes. We should really be using Dragon’s Breath rounds, but I don’t want to risk burning the house down. If we see one, we’ll just have to use the shotguns to deal them as much damage as possible. Have you ever killed a vampire, son?”

      “Just recently, when one bit me.”

      “You were bitten by a vampire?”

      “Yep. I made it happen.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I have Zee’s demon blood in my veins, which kills vampires if they drink it.”

      My father nodded approvingly. “You still surprise me, son.”

      At that point, there was a loud bang on the armory door, followed by a gruff voice shouting, “I know you’re in there! I’m coming in!”

      “Why make him wait?” my father said. “Open the door when I tell you to.”

      As the vampire continued to batter on the steel door, I got ready to open it. When my father was ready with the shotgun, he nodded once and I unlocked the door and pulled it open quickly, at which point my father let loose with the shotgun, blasting the vampire three times in the chest before the creature could even react. In seconds, the room was filled with gunpowder smoke and my ears were ringing badly. Wincing, I took the shotgun as my father handed it to me, and watched as he grabbed some sort of curved blade off the wall behind him, and then walked out into the hallway where the vampire was lying on the floor, bleeding from the wounds in its chest, blood spilling from its still snarling mouth. Shockingly, my father didn’t hesitate as he brought the curved blade he was holding down on the vampire’s neck, chopping at least three or four times until he had severed the vampire’s head, at which point the creature turned to dust.

      “And that,” he said, looking over at me with blood all over his face, “is how you kill a vampire, son.”

      I couldn’t help but smile at him, absurdly proud that he had taken care of the vampire in so dynamic a fashion.

      But my smile disappeared when he was jumped from the side by another vampire. Before I could even react, the vampire was on top of my father and biting into his neck, gulping down his blood at a rapid rate.

      In a panic, I put the Mossberg to my shoulder and walked forward with it, aiming at the vampire’s head. “Hey!” I shouted, and when the vampire stopped feeding on my father to look up, I squeezed the trigger and blew half the vampire’s head off, splattering its brains all over the wall. With such a substantial amount of damage done to it, the vampire had no hope of coming back from its injuries, and a few seconds later, it collapsed into a pile of dust.

      “Father!” I shouted as I put the shotgun down and went to see if he was all right, though he didn’t appear to be. His face was deathly white, and he was barely conscious. It was as if the vampire had drained most of his blood from him in seconds. “Jesus Christ…”

      “What happened?” Zee was coming down the hallway toward me.

      “Where the hell were you?” I asked her. “We could’ve used your help!”

      “I was out with that Mac guy, helping him kill the vampires,” she said. “Was he bitten?”

      “Yes,” I said. “He’s lost a lot of blood. Where’s Mac?”

      “Still outside,” Zee said. “I only came to check on you.”

      “Well, you’re a little late, aren’t you?” Sighing, I shook my head. “Shit, I’m sorry, Zee. I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s okay, baby,” Zee said. “Let’s get your father somewhere more comfortable.”

      Zee and I lifted my father into the study and lay him across a long leather couch. “He needs a transfusion,” I said. “He’ll die if he doesn’t get one.”

      “So he needs a hospital?”

      “No. He has bags of compatible blood here in the house.”

      “He keeps bags of blood? That’s forward thinking, I guess.”

      “Yeah. My father thinks of everything.”

      “Do you know how to do a transfusion?”

      “No, but I’m sure Mac does. Stay with him, I’ll go see if I can find Mac.”

      After running outside, I soon found Mac near the front of the house as he stood giving orders to two members of his team, who quickly ran off toward the woods. “What now?” I asked him, knowing something else was wrong.

      “We have werewolves in the woods now,” Mac said.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said. “This night…”

      “Did something happen?”

      “My father. He got bit by a vampire. You’d better come inside. He’s in the study.”

      Mac bolted into the house ahead of me, and as I ran in behind him, I heard multiple howling noises in the background, followed by a lot of gunshots, and I hoped Mac’s team could stop the werewolves before they could reach the house.

      In the study, Mac wasted no time once he had quickly looked my father over. He picked my father up in his arms as if he were made of nothing but straw, and said, “I’m taking him to the medical room down the hall. I can set up a transfusion there.”

      “We have a medical room now?” I said. 

      “Your father is getting on in years. He thought it best to be prepared.”

      Zee went to follow Mac out of the study, but I told her to hang back as Mac walked out of the room. 

      “What is it?” Zee asked.

      “If we don’t bring this shit to a close soon, we won’t survive the night,” I said. “We need to put my plan into action.”

      “Okay. How do you want to proceed then?”

      “I need one of the hunters brought to me alive.”

      Zee nodded. “I can do that. There’s another band of mercenaries at the gates. I can grab one of them.”

      “More mercenaries? Jesus. What’s next, a fucking army? It’s only a million dollars, for Chrissakes.”

      “To you, maybe. To others, it’s a lot of money.”

      “Whatever. Just grab me a damn hunter so we can end this.”

      Zee came forward and kissed me. “Don’t panic, baby. We’ll get through this.”
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      I went to check on my father to find that Mac had set up the blood transfusion, giving me some relief at least. Despite everything, my father was, well, my father, and I didn’t want to lose him, especially not to the bite of some filthy vampire. Leaving Mac to look after him, I went back to the study where I found a pack of cigarettes hidden away in a drawer. My father was an occasional smoker, though he always denied it. Gratefully, I opened the packet and took out one of the cigarettes, lighting it with the matches on top of the fireplace.

      I had taken about two drags of the cigarette before I received a text. Digging out my phone and looking at it, I saw it was from Phillips:

      HEY FUCKHEAD! THERE’S A BIG SURPRISE COMING FOR YOU! ENJOY ASSHOLE!!!!!!!!!!!!

      “What the fuck?” I said, wondering what the hell Phillips was talking about.

      But I didn’t have to wonder for very long. From outside, I heard gunfire and assumed that Mac’s team were fighting off the mercenaries and werewolves that had showed up. Then I saw a bright flash of greenish light that had the stench of magic all over it, and I knew something or someone far more sinister had shown up to the party.

      Phillips’ little surprise.

      “What the fuck now?” I said to myself, just as Mac came running into the study.

      “Something’s happening outside,” he said.

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      Mac and I both stared out the window just as a robed figure came walking up the floodlit lawn holding a long staff with what seemed like a crystal embedded into the top. As Mac’s security team shot at the figure—who almost seemed to amble along in no hurry—their bullets didn’t appear to have any effect, and seemed to bounce off the steadily advancing figure, or rather, the magical shield surrounding them. If any of Mac’s team tried to get near the person, the person simply pointed their staff at the attackers and sent them flying away.

      “Who the fuck is this guy?” Mac asked.

      “Someone Phillips sent,” I said. “He obviously thought the hunters were taking too long to bring him my head.”

      “So he sent this guy? What is he, a fucking warlock or something?”

      “Maybe, I don’t know. Who cares? How the hell are we gonna stop him?”

      “Maybe your girlfriend could—” Mac stopped when we both saw Zee go charging at the warlock, only to suffer the same fate as the other people who had tried to get near. Zee was sent flying back with explosive force, landing somewhere near the surrounding woods, making me fear for her safety.

      “I have to go see if she’s all right,” I said, about to move away from the window when Mac grabbed my arm, stopping me.

      “Are you crazy? You can’t go out there.”

      I sighed exasperatedly, knowing he was right. “Shit! What the hell do we do then?”

      “We get guns,” Mac said.

      “Guns won’t do much good against that guy, or haven’t you noticed?”

      “Fine. Let’s get you somewhere safe then.”

      “Safe?” I laughed. “There’s nowhere safe from that warlock out there.”

      “So what do you suggest, Damion? Stand here and wait for him to come in and kill you?”

      My fingers felt the sigil cards in my coat pocket, though I knew they’d be useless against a warlock as powerful as the one outside. I might as well have thrown playing cards at him, for all the good my low-level magic would’ve done. “Shit. We’re fucked, Mac.” I paused. “Maybe I can run, lead him away from the house. At least that way, he won’t kill everyone else here.”

      Mac shook his head. “I’m not letting you do that.”

      “Do you have a better plan?”

      “Your father has a panic room upstairs—”

      “No, I’m not cowering in a fucking panic room while that guy kills everyone, including you, Mac. And anyway, a panic room will not stop him. He’ll use magic to force his way in, and then I’ll be like a rat trapped in a corner.”

      “This is bad, mate,” Mac said as he looked out the window to see that the warlock was getting closer to the house, still using his magic to fend off anyone who tried to get near him. “Very fucking bad.”

      “Yeah, I know. That’s why I’m gonna make a run for it.”

      “Damion—”

      “There’s no other choice. I’m going. Maybe I can lose him in the woods, I don’t know.”

      Mac stared at me like I was kidding myself. “How’s your fitness these days?”

      “Are you kidding? I’m like a fucking machine.”

      Mac laughed nervously. “You’re insane, mate.”

      “This whole situation is insane, Mac,” I said as I headed for the door.

      “Wait,” Mac said. “I’ll see if I can buy you some time.”

      By the time we reached the open front door, Mac had partially transformed into his weredingo form, his suit bursting at the seams with thick slabs of muscle, his face resembling that of a canine’s, with a long snout and massive jaws. He growled at the warlock.

      The warlock stopped where he was about twenty feet away when he saw us standing under the porch. Holding his staff, he pulled back his hood to show his face, revealing the fact that he was no warlock at all, and that she, in fact, was a witch, with long blond hair and almost glowing green eyes. “Going somewhere?” the witch said.

      Neither me nor Mac answered the woman. Instead, Mac growled and then barked before savagely charging toward the witch. As he did so, I bolted off toward the woods, running as fast as my legs could carry me. Halfway across the lawn, I couldn’t resist looking back, looking just in time to see the witch hold Mac at bay with her staff and then make some motion with her free hand that brought Mac to his knees in front of her. “Down, doggy,” I heard the witch say. “Now stay!”

      I didn’t know what she did to Mac, but I wasn’t about to wait to find out. Turning, I started running at full speed again, heading for the woods, hoping I could lure the witch away from the house, and also perhaps, hide from her in the woods somewhere, though I wasn’t holding out much hope on that one.

      Before entering the woods, I stopped and called out Zee’s name, hoping she would answer, but she didn’t. “Godammit…” Praying she was okay, I carried on into the woods.

      As I plunged into the darkness of the forest, I heard a voice carry to my ears as if on the wind. “You can run, but you can’t hide, Damion.” It was the witch’s voice. “I’ll find you, and then I’ll deliver your head to Mr. Phillips, as I promised I would.”

      Ignoring the voice, I carried on running through the woods, my haste making me trip several times as I did my best to see where I was going in the pitch black. After five minutes of frantic running, my lungs were already screaming in protest. A few more minutes after, I could barely breathe.

      “Yeah…I’m…a…real…fucking…machine…”

      The whole time I was running, the witch’s voice was in my ear, seeming to echo off the trees. “I’m coming, Damion,” her voice whispered. “Stop running. There’s no point. Give in to the inevitable…”

      “Fuck you, bitch!” I shouted with barely enough breath left to form the words.

      The witch’s callous laughter echoed all around me, and then I tripped and went tumbling down a steep decline, unable to stop myself, rolling forever it seemed like until I finally crashed into what felt like a tree stump, the impact bringing me to an abrupt stop. I tried to get up, but my body wouldn’t let me.

      I was fucked.

      In more ways than one.

      And the witch was still coming.
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      I could hardly move, so I decided not to. Somehow, the idea of staying put, bedded in against the tree stump and surrounding vegetation, seemed like a better idea than trying to run through the dark forest again.

      Maybe the bitch will give up on trying to find me. Yeah right…

      “I can sense you near,” the witch said, her voice still somehow carrying through the forest to my ears as if she were right beside me. It was unnerving. “It won’t be long before I find you. Perhaps you should run again, give yourself a chance. Or perhaps not. Maybe it’s better that you stay where you are, cowering like a scared little bunny.”

      The witch laughed, inciting my anger. Bitch. She was trying to bait me into running again, into giving away my position.

      Godammit. Why did I ever think was a good idea?

      Despite my frustration, I reminded myself once more that if I had stayed at the house, I’d be missing my head right now. At least this way, I had a sliver of a chance.

      “You’re probably wondering about my connection to Mr. Phillips,” the witch said, her voice still sounding near me, though I could hear no movement in the surrounding forest. “The truth is, Damion, I’m not here for the money. Money means nothing to me. I’m more concerned with power, and your father has more power than most. Killing you, Damion, will just be a precursor to killing your father. This is one of those rare times when your father is vulnerable, especially since I know he was bitten by that vampire. Yes, Damion, I saw that. I saw everything that happened here tonight. Your father is weak, and once I kill you, I will kill him and take all of his power for myself and my coven. And not just his inner power, but his entire business empire as well. Anyone who tries to stop me will die.”

      Jesus. What a crazy bitch.

      “But going back to my connection to Mr. Phillips,” she went on. “Martin dearest is my son, and as much as I despise the little brat sometimes, he is still my son, and I will not have him thrown in prison by you or anyone else. Once this night is over, the charges against Martin will be quashed, because of the power I will hold once I kill your father, Damion.”

      I sat shaking my head in disbelief. Phillips had sent his mother after me? His mother was a fucking witch? 

      Figures. That’s probably how he got to be such a big player in the tech industry, with Mommy’s help.

      “I can sense you near, Damion,” the witch said. “I’m closing in on you. Give yourself up and I will make your death quick and painless.”

      Why do these psychopaths always say shit like that? As if doing so was going to make me go running to her. Fuck that.

      “You know, Damion, I almost admire you,” the witch said, and for the first time, I could hear her footsteps close by as she came to stand at the top of the slope I had tumbled down. “You proved yourself to be most resourceful when you laid bare my son’s illegal activities. Of course, I was aware of you before that, thanks to your website. What is it, Deadson Confidential? You are very dogged in your determination to show people the truth that hides behind the lies.”

      Her voice seemed to be above me now, as if she was speaking from the heavens like some dark god, and instinctively, I held my breath as I pressed in harder against the tree stump I was hiding beside.

      “What you still haven’t realized, is that people don’t want to know the truth,” she said. “Most people are afraid of the truth. The truth is hard to bear, for it exposes the very nature of the reality we live in. People these days much prefer to live within a fantasy world, an artificial construct, an augmented reality controlled by those who aren’t afraid to face the truth, who revel in it. 

      “People are sheep, Damion, and they need to be controlled. They want to be controlled, to be lied to, to be consoled with technology that keeps them in a constant state of sleepiness, barely conscious, addicted to the false pleasures the technocracy forces upon them. 

      “People are there to be used, to be fed upon by the ones whose eyes are fully open. By people like your father, Damion, which is why I’m surprised you have wasted your time for so many years when the truth is staring you right in the face. I can only conclude that you are as deluded as the people you purport to help, just in a different way.”

      Jesus Christ, doesn’t this bitch ever stop fucking talking? I can see where Phillips gets it from now.

      “Hello, Damion.”

      Suddenly, there she was. Hovering right above me in a cloud of bright green light that seemed to emanate from her.

      As instinct kicked in, I stood up and tried to run. But as I did, I felt a force stopping me, and suddenly I couldn’t move a muscle. A second later, that same force lifted me off the ground and turned me until I was floating right in front of the witch. She looked younger than I expected her to, beautiful with her large green eyes and wide mouth that looked like it might expand to swallow me whole.

      “You didn’t really think you could run from me, did you, Damion?” she said, and then tutted. “Silly boy.”

      The force that kept me off the ground suddenly propelled me up the slope at a speed that forced my heart into my mouth, slamming me against a tree before I crashed to the soft forest floor and lay there groaning as I tried to stay conscious.

      “Up you get,” the witch said, suddenly standing over me, reaching down as she grabbed me by the neck and painfully hoisted me to my feet, pushing me against a tree and holding me there as her sickly green light continued to glow around her. “I just realized, I haven’t even told you my name. Not that it matters because you’ll be dead in a moment, but I’ll tell you anyway. My name is Morganna, and soon I will kill your father and take the empire that your family has spent so many years building.”

      “Wait…” I said as blood spilled from my mouth and pain spread out across my chest from the ribs I’d broken when I got slammed against the tree. “You…you don’t have to do this.”

      Morganna laughed as if what I’d said was hilarious. “Oh, my dear boy. Of course I do. Don’t you understand anything yet? And I thought my son was the only dumb one.”

      “We can…work something out,” I said as my hand slipped inside my coat pocket and a sigil card slid between my fingers. It was merely a stun spell, but it was all I had. Maybe it would give me a chance to run again. 

      “The time for talk is over now, Damion,” Morganna said, her hand still around my throat, her fingernails slowly digging further into my flesh. “My fingernails will continue to grow until they pierce your neck completely, and then I will squeeze my hand closed and take your head off. Not a pleasant death, I know, but a satisfying one…at least for me.”

      As Morganna’s sharp nails dug deeper, I gritted my teeth and quickly pulled out the sigil card and flung it at her. But the card merely hovered in front of her face for a second before igniting into green flame and turning to ash before my eyes.

      Morganna laughed. “Did you really try to use your primitive magic on me? Oh, Damion, you are so pathetic.” She squeezed my neck further, causing me to cry out in pain. “Let me put you out of your misery now.”

      She continued to force her fingernails into my flesh, getting dangerously close to the arteries, and all I could do was close my eyes and wait for the inevitable to happen.

      But the inevitable never came as Morganna’s fingernails were suddenly ripped painfully out of me, and Morganna herself went flying off to the side with a shout of surprise, and I realized someone had jumped her.

      “Zee…”

      Zee was on top of Morganna, using her claws to tear into Morganna’s face. “You fucking bitch!” Zee screamed as she kept hitting Morganna. “No one tries to kill my man and gets away with it!”

      With my hand clamped over my neck to stem the bleeding, I watched as Zee rained her fury down on Morganna, but after a second, I realized something was wrong.

      Morganna was smiling.

      Even as Zee tore the flesh from her face, Morganna continued to smile up at her, and then suddenly, the witch reared upward and flipped Zee onto her back, pinning her to the ground with her staff for a second before using the power in the staff to hoist Zee up to her feet and hold her there. Zee struggled, but she couldn’t move from the spot she was in.

      “Let me go!” Zee screamed.

      “I’ll let you go,” Morganna said, strips of skin hanging off her face now. “I’ll let you go forever, succubus.”

      I could only watch helplessly as the crystal on Morganna’s staff glowed a deep red while Morganna uttered some sort of incantation. Then Zee flung her head and arms back as her demon spirit seemed to get pulled from her chest, resisting every step of the way as Zee herself screamed.

      “No!” I shouted. “Stop! Don’t kill her!”

      “Too late!” Morganna all but screamed. “Look what she did to my face! Her filthy spirit will add to the power of my staff now!”

      “Damion!” Zee screamed. “Help me!”

      Zee’s spirit was halfway out of her body now, a formless gathering of deep orange energy that almost seemed to emit its own screams as it resisted the pull being put on it by Morganna’s magic.

      Do something! Don’t let her die!

      “Wait!” I shouted at Morganna. “If it’s power you want, I’ll get you power! Just stop hurting her!”

      Morganna switched her wrathful gaze to me. “There is no power you can give me I can’t take for myself. Accept your fate. Both of you!”

      Zee screamed once more as Morganna resumed pulling on her demon spirit.

      “I can get you the one at the center of it all!” I shouted. “The one who controls everything!”

      Morganna’s bloody face flushed with barely contained rage for a second, and then she snapped her head around to look at me once more. “What are you talking about, boy?”

      A glimmer of hope ignited in me. I hadn’t underestimated her lust for power, and despite herself, Morganna was curious. “You have five seconds to explain yourself before I kill the succubus.”

      “You know as well as I do that someone is at the center of everything,” I blurted out. “Bigger than my father, bigger than everyone. A god among men. I can give you that person.”

      The five seconds were up, but Morganna didn’t move. She just kept staring at me, and I stared right back so she would see the truth in my eyes. “Go on,” she said.

      “The conspiracy is real,” I went on. “You know it as well as I do. But it’s so vast, so complicated, that no one can make sense of it, and no one can work out who or what is at the center of it.”

      “But you can?” Morganna sneered. 

      “Yes,” I insisted. “I’ve been researching the Conspiracy for years, the layers of power structures, and I’m close to finding out who is at the center of it.”

      “I’ll do you the favor of not dismissing you as crazy or deluded, for I know a power resides at the center of everything. But,” she said, “what’s makes you, a mere boy, a mere human, uniquely qualified to uncover that power source?”

      “Because,” I said, “no one is more obsessed with finding it than I am. And I’m close.”

      “Close? I doubt that.” She resumed her torture on Zee again, and Zee screamed. “You are lying! Playing for time!”

      “No! I’m telling the truth! I just need time!”

      “Enough!” Morganna shouted and thrust her free hand at me, her power slamming me back against the tree.

      “Damion…” Zee moaned as she turned her head to look at me. “I…love you…Damion.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes as I stared helplessly at Zee.

      No, no, no!

      “Morganna!” I shouted with as much authority as I could muster. “I can do this! I just need time, that’s all!” I looked at Zee’s tortured face for a second, and then back to Morganna. “Keep her soul as collateral.”

      It almost killed me to say it, and Zee looked at me like I had betrayed her. “Damion, no…”

      “I’m taking her soul anyway,” Morganna said.

      “Think about it, Morganna,” I said. “You can kill both of us right now and then take my father’s power, but how far will that get you? You’ll still be lacking, you’ll still have less than the spider at the center of the web, a spider that’s stayed hidden for centuries now. If you were going to discover its existence, you would’ve done so by now, and I’m sure you’ve tried, haven’t you?”

      “Yes,” she said. “I have tried. And the closer I think I get, the farther away I really am. I don’t understand it.”

      “Then let me try, Morganna. By letting me try, you have nothing to lose and everything to gain. No one has spent more time on the Conspiracy than me. I know things others don’t.”

      “So let’s say you discover this ultimate power at the center of the world,” she said. “What’s to stop you from turning it on me?”

      “You think a power like that would let itself be turned by anybody?”

      “Perhaps not by you, but by me? That’s a different story.”

      “It’s power lies in its concealment. Once I uncover what it is, it can be yours for the taking, Morganna.”

      Morganna stared at me for an uncomfortably long time in the glow of her green light, and I stared right back at her, doing my best to seem like someone who wasn’t lying, who merely wasn’t playing for time. To seem like someone who would follow through on what they were promising.

      And against all the odds, I somehow convinced her.

      “All right, Damion,” Morganna said. “I can give you time. I’m not that short-sighted that I can’t see the bigger picture. You are clearly a bigger picture guy yourself, Damion, which is why I’m giving you this chance.”

      I nodded, a small sigh of relief leaving me.

      “But I’m still taking the succubus’ soul,” she added. “For collateral, as you said.”

      “Damion, no, please,” Zee said.

      I could hardly look at her. “I’m sorry, Zee. There’s no other choice.”

      “Chin up, toots,” Morganna said to Zee. “If your boyfriend here does what he promised to do, I’ll gladly let you go free after.” 

      “Wait!” Zee screamed as Morganna resumed sucking out her spirit again. 

      “What is it?” Morganna screeched. “I’m tired of all this stopping and starting already!”

      “Damion,” Zee said, resigned to her fate now. “Come here, baby.”

      I felt like Judas himself as I walked over to her, no matter how many times I told myself there was no other way, that at least this way, we both got to keep living, even if one of us did so within a prison. Both of us, actually. My prison would just be bigger. “I’m here, Zee,” I said as I put my hand on the back of her neck and pressed my head against hers.

      “It’s okay,” Zee whispered, bringing fresh tears to my eyes. 

      “If there was another way…”

      “I know, baby. I know. Just…just make sure you come back for me, okay? Don’t leave me trapped, baby.”

      “I will,” I said, looking into her eyes. “I would never leave you, Zee.”

      But that’s exactly what you are doing, a voice inside me said, the words like knives stabbing my heart.

      “You promise, baby?”

      “I promise.”

      “Step away now,” Morganna ordered. 

      I kissed Zee one final time on the forehead and then took a few steps back, doing my best to keep it together, for she was doing the same for me, accepting her fate without complaint now.

      When Morganna started tugging on Zee’s spirit again, Zee didn’t resist. She smiled and kept her eyes on me the whole time as her spirit got pulled from her body into the crystal on Morganna’s staff.

      And then her body collapsed right in front of me, and it was all I could do not to throw myself to the ground and cradle Zee’s lifeless form in my arms. This despite the fact that it was never her body in the first place, but still.

      “You better keep her safe,” I said to Morganna with more authority than I had any right to. “When I’ve done what I said I’m going to do, I’ll be coming back for her.”

      Morganna smiled. “I know you will. It’s actually rather endearing, to see the love you have for her. It’s been a long time since I felt such love myself, but I can appreciate it in others.” She paused as she stared at me. “You think of me as a bad person, don’t you? An evil person?”

      “You are what you are, Morganna,” I said tiredly. “Nothing I say will ever change that.”

      “Very true. Your pragmatism gives me hope you will succeed were others have failed, Damion. I can see now why my son hates you.”

      “Because I value the truth over personal gain?”

      “No, because you have a moral center my son could never hope to compete with. That’s the real reason he wants you dead. You remind him too much that his soul is empty, which I suppose is my fault.”

      “How is it your fault?”

      “The only reason my son exists at all is because I needed to be pregnant for a ritual I had to perform at one time. After the ritual was complete, I was supposed to get rid of the thing in my belly.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      Morganna gave a mirthless laugh before saying, “I’ve asked myself that same question every day since my son’s birth. I keep expecting him to become something else, something worthy of my blood that runs through his ungrateful veins, but he never does. He will always be a degenerate in my eyes.”

      “Can you get him to call off the bounty?”

      “He’ll do whatever I tell him to do.”

      “Then tell him I’m dead and one of the hunters will bring him my head.”

      “Does that mean you’ll be getting revenge for what he did to you?”

      “I haven’t thought about it.”

      “Liar,” Morganna said. “Do what you want to him. Whatever you do to him, he probably deserves it anyway.”

      “So how much time do I have then?” I asked her.

      “Time?” Morganna thought for a moment. “I’m a pragmatist like you, Damion. I will not put constraints on you. I know these things take time.” She stepped forward, coming closer to me, her green eyes boring into mine. “But I will not be made a fool of either. If I think for any reason that you are playing me, Damion, I will make you suffer for your transgressions, along with the succubus you care so much about.” She stroked the crystal on her staff as if to emphasize the point that Zee was her prisoner now. That you talked at all about the mysterious power at the center of the world told me you knew what you were talking about. You know it is not a mere conspiracy, but a reality, and something tells me you might just be the one to crack it all wide open. That’s the only reason you are still alive, Damion.”

      “So how does this work? Do I report to you or something?”

      “Yes,” she said. “As far as you are concerned, you work for me now. Whatever you find out, I want to know about it, no matter how small. Are we clear?”

      “We’re clear.”

      “Good,” she said. “And one more thing.”

      “What is it?”

      “I know I said I wouldn’t put time constraints on you, and I won’t. But if I think you are taking too long about things, I will severe our working relationship forthwith. I’m not a patient person, Damion. I’m too long in the tooth to be waiting around unnecessarily, and I’ve already gone out on a limb here. Do you understand?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Good boy,” she said, just before vanishing. “I’ll expect to hear from you soon then.”
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        * * *

      

      Back at the house, I patched up the wounds on my neck and then sat next to my father as he lay on a bed in the medical room, hooked up to a blood drip. Smoking a cigarette, I sat staring into space, exhausted on every level, hardly able to comprehend everything that had happened in the woods. What hurt the most wasn’t the fact that I now effectively worked for Morganna, tasked with doing something most would say is impossible. No, what hurt the most was not having Zee around. What hurt even more was knowing she allowed herself to be imprisoned for me. No matter how much I told myself it was better than her dying—better than us both dying, along with my father too—I still felt like a piece of shit.

      “Son…”

      My father had awoken, groggy, but okay it seemed. “Hey,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Water…”

      I got him some water and held the cup as he took small sips from it, the water helping to bring him around another bit.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” I said. “I’m sorry for all of it.”

      My father gave me a weak smile as he reached for my hand. “It’s okay, son. You’re still here. That’s all that matters.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where is…Zelda?”

      I took a deep breath to control my emotions before answering. “She had to leave.”

      “Leave where?”

      “She’s…helping me, that’s all.”

      “Are we still under attack?”

      “No. That’s all been taken care of.”

      My father nodded as he struggled to keep his eyes open. “Good boy…”

      “Get some rest, Father,” I said, taking his hand from mine and placing it on his chest as he fell back into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Downstairs, I found Mac outside helping to clean up the bodies that had been left behind, many of whom were his own men. “What a fucking mess,” he said to me with more than a little regret. “These were good men.”

      “I’m sorry, Mac,” I said. “I should never have come here tonight.”

      “This is your home. Where else would you have gone?”

      I nodded. “I’m going to need you again, Mac.”

      Mac frowned as he stared at me. “What for?”

      “I’m going after the man who caused all this,” I said. “I’m going after Martin Phillips.”
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      Less than a few hours later, I was sitting alone inside an SUV with blacked-out windows, parked in the middle of a sprawling, disused industrial estate within the larger Industrial Zone in the city. While I was still at my father’s house, I had taken a phone from a dead mercenary and given it to one of Mac’s security team, who then called Martin Phillips pretending to be one of the bounty hunters, telling Phillips he had my head and wanted to meet to hand it over. Phillips was so excited by the prospect of having my severed head in his hands, he didn’t even question anything. He simply gave Mac’s guy a time and a place.

      Phillips turned up at the meeting point being driven in a black SUV almost identical to the one I was sitting in. As soon as the vehicle pulled up beside me, Phillips’ men jumped out holding automatic weapons, the same two guys who had beat the shit out of me previously, Barry and Eric. The second the two men exited the SUV, they were both shot dead. Another shot rang out soon after, impacting the windshield of the SUV, killing the driver.

      At that point, I got out of the SUV I was in just as Mac and three of his armed security team surrounded Phillips’ vehicle. “Out!” Mac shouted. “Out of the vehicle now!”

      “What the fuck?” Phillips said as he got out of the SUV with his hands up. “What the hell is this?”

      “Hello, Martin,” I said as I lit a cigarette. “How’s life on the run?”

      “Deadson!” Phillips said, shaking his head in fury. “You’re supposed to be dead!”

      “Don’t believe everything you hear.”

      “But she said you were dead!”

      “Your mother, you mean?” I took a drag of my cigarette and walked over to him. “Your mother lied to you because I told her to. She doesn’t give a shit about you…Martin.”

      Phillips looked terribly confused as he stared at me and then the armed men surrounding him. “I don’t understand. Why would she do that?”

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” I told him. “The only thing you need to know right now, Martin, is that you work for me now.”

      “What?” Phillips said. “The fuck I do!”

      I looked at Mac and Mac rammed the butt of his gun into Phillips’ stomach, causing Phillips to fall to his knees.

      “Circumstances have changed, Martin,” I informed him. “For what you did to me, for the trouble you caused, I should be taking your fucking head off right now. And believe me, Martin, I really want to.”

      From the consternation on his face, I could tell Phillips was still trying to work out what was going on, and probably why his own mother had betrayed him. “What the fuck is happening here?”

      “Here’s what’s happening,” I said as I crouched down in front of him. “When you leave here, you’re going to go off and continue to do what it is you do. You’ll still run your little empire, but you’ll move everything underground, where I’m sure most of it was in the first place, anyway. You’ll continue to follow whatever contingency plan you’ve been following so far, staying hidden from the law. The only difference is, from now on, you will come when I call, and you will do everything I ask you to do.”

      “What? Why the fuck should I?”

      “Because, Martin,” I said as I tossed my cigarette away and took out my commando knife. “If you refuse, you’ll die right here and we’ll dump your body in the river along with your men.”

      “Jesus Christ,” he said, shaking his head. “This isn’t happening…”

      “It is happening, Martin, and the sooner you get your head around that fact, the better.” I put the tip of the knife under his chin. “No one is coming to save you, Martin. Your mother has abandoned you. You’re at my mercy now.”

      Tears came to Phillips’ stoned eyes. “But why would she do that?” he asked, sounding almost childlike.

      “Because she fucking despises you, Martin,” I said bluntly. “She thinks you’re a degenerate who should never have been born. We all think that, in fact. But I still think you can be a useful degenerate.”

      “Useful? How?”

      “You move in certain circles,” I said. “And you deal with certain people. You have access, Martin, access that might be useful to me for what I’m trying to do.”

      “What you’re trying to do?” he said, still looking shell-shocked, and I didn’t blame him. His own mother had hung him out to dry, and the man he tried to have killed was now dictating terms to him.

      “I’m not going to explain it now, but believe me when I say that there’s a lot at stake.”

      “This isn’t fair…this isn’t—”

      I slapped him hard around the face. “Fair has nothing to do with it, Martin. If you wanted fair, you shouldn’t have become who you are, should you?”

      He shook his head slowly as tears ran down his face. “No…”

      “This is your new reality now, Martin, and the sooner you accept it, the better.” I stood up straight and looked at Mac. “Hold him down.”

      “What?” Phillips said in a panic. “You said you weren’t going to kill me!”

      “I’m not,” I said as Mac pressed Phillips’ face down on the ground and held him there. Once Phillips was secure, I lifted his shirt to expose his over-tanned back, drawing a concerned look from Mac that I ignored.

      “What are you going to do?” Phillips wailed. “Stop! Please!”

      “This is just my security,” I said as I started to carve a sigil into his back. “This is how I’ll know where you are at all times, so you can’t ever hide from me, Martin.”

      Phillips screamed and didn’t stop screaming until I had finished carving the sigil, and even then, he still wailed like a child. “I’ll fucking kill you! I’ll kill you!”

      “No, you won’t,” I said calmly as Mac let him up, still seeming uncomfortable with what I’d just done to Phillips. “You’re under my control now, Martin. From now on, you’ll do whatever I tell you to do. If you don’t, or if you try to fuck me, I’ll send Mac here after you, and he’ll tear you to shreds. Show him, Mac.”

      Mac quickly grabbed Phillips and shoved him against the side of the SUV. In seconds, Mac’s face had transformed, his massive jaws right next to Phillips’ terrified face as he snarled and then barked once, causing Phillips to wet himself, the stain spreading down his red tracksuit. “Please stop…” he whimpered.

      “Fuck with me,” I said, “and Mac will tear your throat out. And remember, I can always find you thanks to that sigil on your back. If you try to erase the sigil, I’ll know, and Mac will come looking for you. And believe me, there’s nowhere you can hide from him, Martin. He can sniff you out anywhere.”

      Phillips slid down the side of the SUV and sat on the ground weeping. If I didn’t know the guy and what he had done, I would’ve almost felt sorry for the bastard. But I didn’t. Not one bit.

      “You’re getting off lightly here, Martin,” I told him. “Considering all you’ve done, and the hurt you’ve caused to others. Now you get to go back to doing whatever you were doing before. But just remember, when I call, you answer. When I tell you to do something, you fucking do it, no questions asked. Are we clear, Martin?”

      Phillips nodded, a broken man. “Yes,” he said in a quiet voice. “We’re clear.”

      “Good,” I said. “Let’s go, guys.”
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      A week after my little talk with Phillips, I moved into an apartment in North Elmview, a slightly better neighborhood than Bricktown. Dent evicted me from the old apartment after what happened there. I was also arrested over the incident, having to explain to the cops why there were four dead men outside my old apartment. Murtagh knew what went down, of course, and he did his best to smooth things over. His captain, however, wanted me charged with multiple homicides. In the end, I had to contact my father, who sent his lawyer to the precinct to represent me. Within an hour of the lawyer turning up, I was released by the cops pending further investigation. The lawyer argued self defense, and the fact that Zee had killed the men, not me. And as Zee wasn’t around to be questioned, the case fell flat.

      After being released from the police station, I went to the apartment in Bricktown and gathered up all my stuff, having to kick the door in because Dent had installed a new one. Dent, of course, came running when he heard I was back. At first he tried to argue that everything in the apartment now belonged to him, which was obviously bullshit. He then threatened to get his two goons to come sort me out, at which point I pulled a gun on him, pointing it at his head, telling him I would shoot him if he didn’t go away and let me get my stuff. He nearly shit himself, and backed off, threatening to call the cops, and I said if he did, he would end up like the four dead guys who had previously bloodied up his hallway. He left me alone after that.

      Once I had packed up everything in my office, I went around collecting the stuff that Zee had gathered up over the years—the paintings, the jewelry, the little antiques, the expensive first editions. It nearly killed me to even touch the stuff, since it all reminded me so much of Zee. Or more specifically, her absence. More than once I broke down before I had collected it all. Once I had, I took it all to a guy I knew and fenced the lot. And even though I only got less than half of what the stuff was worth, I still ended up with a tidy sum.

      With the money I now had, I used some of it to pay a full year’s rent up front on the new apartment so I wouldn’t have to worry about it. I also used some to furnish the new place. The rest I stashed away to use as living expenses, which from now on would probably amount to mostly whiskey and cigarettes.

      The first night in the apartment was pretty awful. I’d never felt so alone. For the last seven years, Zee had been my constant companion, always there to comfort me, to love me, to make me laugh, even when she was annoying me with some of the crazy shit she got up to. That first night was spent drinking whisky and coming to terms with my new reality. 

      A reality without Zee in it.

      A reality I intended to change as soon as I could.

      I just wasn’t sure how yet.
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        * * *

      

      The morning after my first night in the new apartment, I went out with a hangover and bought some flowers to take to Cave Hill Cemetery, where my mother was buried in a very expensive grave that had a massive statue of an angel standing over it.

      “Hello, Mom,” I said as I laid the flowers I had brought down on the grave. “Sorry I haven’t visited for a while. Things have just been…crazy. I’m not even going to tell you everything that’s happened, except maybe that we’re getting closer to finding out what happened to Ava. I’m not even sure I want to know, Mom, but…I have to find out. For Ava. I’ve also got myself into a situation that I’m not even sure I can resolve, at least not without some dire consequences. But what’s new, right?” I laughed slightly. “I miss you, Mom. I really wish you were here to advise me. You always had good advice. Father is doing okay. We’re…getting along, I guess. For the moment, anyway. We’ll see how long that lasts. Anyway, I love you, Mom.”

      As I went to walk away from the grave, I had a thought that prompted me to take some flowers from my mother’s grave and go walking around the cemetery for the next half an hour while I looked for the newer graves, eventually finding the one I was searching for. 

      Angela Smith’s.

      “You don’t know me,” I said as I put the flowers next to the grave. “I used to live downstairs from you. I was the one who discovered your body. I’m sorry about what happened to you. The guy who, eh, killed you, he’s dead now. I just thought you should know. Maybe, I don’t know, it will bring you peace or something.” I paused as I stared at the gravestone. “There was another guy involved as well. He’s still out there, but he’ll get what’s coming to him as well. It just might take a little while. Anyway…rest in peace, Angela.”

      Turning away from the grave, I stopped when I saw someone standing at the far side of the cemetery. The person was wearing dark clothing, and a hood covered their head. The second I saw the stranger, I instantly thought of the man my father had talked about, the one present at the scene of the disappearances.

      Without thinking, I started towards the stranger, calling out, “Hey! Hey you!”

      Anger rose in me with every step, and all I wanted to do was grab the hooded stranger and shake him until he told me where my sister was.

      When I called out again, the stranger turned away and began to dash between the graves as if trying to get away from me.

      That’s when I started running.

      And so did the stranger.

      Soon, I was chasing after the guy as he ran toward the main gates. But thanks to my anger energizing me, I caught up with the guy, and I jumped him from behind, tackling him to the ground.

      “Who are you?!” I screamed at him as I grabbed him by the lapels and shook him. “Tell me who you are?! Tell what you did to my sister?!”

      “Mister, wait!” the guy cried out. “Stop! Please!”

      I stopped shaking the guy as his hood fell from his head to reveal the face of someone barely in their twenties. A fucking kid. Staring down at the terrified kid, I soon realized I had made a terrible mistake. “I...I’m sorry,” I said as I got off him.

      “You’re fucking crazy, man!” the kid said. “Why’d you jump me, huh? I was just visiting my mom’s grave!”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you were someone else.”

      The kid shook his head in disgust. “Fuck you, man!” he said before running off.

      Christ, I thought as I stood shaking my head. The kid’s right. I am fucking crazy.

      And the worst thing, I realized with utter certainty, was that I was only set to get crazier as things around me got more so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back to my apartment, there was a package sitting outside my front door. Walking down the hallway, I frowned as I saw the large box sitting there, wondering what it could be as I hadn’t ordered anything, a fact which soon sent alarm bells ringing in me. Stopping by the box, I stared down at for a moment, and then looked up and down the long hallway, as though the person who had dropped the box off was still around, but they weren’t. Not that I could see, anyway.

      I could see it was a plain cardboard box, crumpled in places, and not even sealed at the top, the flaps sitting slightly proud from the edges.

      Puffing my cheeks out, I let out a long sigh and then bent down and picked the box up, testing the weight a little. Whatever was inside, it was heavy. I was about to open it when I saw a man and woman enter the hallway from the landing and come walking toward me. Neighbors probably, I thought as I picked up the box and smiled at the couple as they walked past, who smiled back and said hello before they entered an apartment down the hall.

      Entering my own apartment, I walked straight into the living room and placed the cardboard box on the coffee table, afraid to even open the damn thing at this point because my mind had thrown up all sorts of bad ideas as to what might be inside.

      Standing over the box, I lit a cigarette and stared down at it some more before finally sighing and lifting the top flaps, letting them fall to the side before opening the inner flaps.

      When I had the box open, I gasped in horror at what was inside and staggered back almost in fright, as if what was in the box was going to jump out at me at any second.

      But what was inside the box would not be jumping out at me, for inside the box was a severed head, nestled in a bunch of bloodstained straw.

      “Fuck!” I shouted, creeped out by the ghastly package, but also pissed off that some sick fuck would even send me something like that.

      Despite my disgust and accompanying anxiety, I approached the box again to get a better look at the head inside. It was the head of a young woman, perhaps in her early twenties, with long light-colored hair, the flesh on the woman’s face now gray, almost greenish in places as if she had been dead for a while.

      It was because of this discoloration that I didn’t notice what was on her forehead at first. But when I noticed, I staggered back away from the box and had to sit down on the sofa before my legs gave out by themselves.

      On the woman’s head was a tattoo. The insignia of the Ord an Dúnmharú Amháin.

      It didn’t take me long to realize what the delivery of the head was about.

      It was a warning.

      The ODA were letting me know they knew I was looking into them.

      They must’ve heard about the mass grave being found in the Great Woods, I thought.

      But why send me the warning? Why not my father? Or maybe they had sent him one as well.

      Either way, it didn’t matter.

      The Order knew we were on to them now.

      “Fuck,” I said as I went to the window and looked down at the street below, only to see a hooded figure standing on the corner, shadowy face staring up at me. “Jesus Christ…”

      The figure continued staring for another moment before walking around the corner and disappearing.

      For a second, I considered running down there and going after the stranger, but I knew I would never find them.

      Before long, they would find me, and when they did, someone was going to die.

      It only remained to be seen whether that someone was me.
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        Book two of Deadson Confidential will be coming soon. In the meantime, why not read the other books in the Drakeverse, starting with Infernal Justice? CLICK HERE to grab the book from Amazon!
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      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 my book’s Amazon page by clicking below.

      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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      The Ethan Drake series is the beginning of the Drakeverse books and are set in the same world as the Deadson Confidential series. There are seven books to read in the Drake series. Check out this teaser for the first book!

      

      "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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