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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have been accused of a lot of things; fortunately, to date none of them have needed a criminal defense attorney to clear up. A penicillin shot maybe, but not legal counsel. That is until today. Sheriff Loretta Linn, yes, that is her real name. And yes, I know it’s not the correct spelling of the famous country singer, but that small detail did not stop me from making several and when I say several, the last one threw us into double digits, “Coal Miner’s Daughter” references. I knew these quips were not helping my case or endearing myself to the small-town sheriff, but seriously she really wasn’t putting forth much effort to make my BFF list either, so whatevs. 
 
    “Let me get this straight. You just happened upon a truck with a cab full of blood, cocaine, and drug paraphernalia?” Sheriff Linn asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I confirmed, not hiding my frustration this go-around. 
 
    “And you’ve never been to Union City before today?” 
 
    “No. And I have to say, unless something drastically changes, I will not be leaving favorable reviews on TripAdvisor,” I quipped. She ignored me as she had the last seventy-two times I’d popped off with what I thought was very well-timed and well-executed humor.  
 
    “Tell me again, what brought you here and down that particular desolate road?” 
 
    “I’m a Louisiana woman chasing after my Mississippi man?” I answered this time, figuring it was about time to change up the Loretta Lynn references.  
 
    “You’re not helping yourself, Miss Mattox,” Sheriff Linn said, in what I have now identified as her “you’re not in any way shape or form amusing to me” tone. 
 
    “Sorry.” I shrugged dramatically, causing the handcuffs to clang on the circa 1970s metal-topped government surplus table that I was currently secured to. “I thought I would try a different answer this time being that my previous fifteen answers to that exact same question didn’t seem to satisfy you.” She ignored me. Again. I wasn’t offended. I got that a lot.  
 
    “What brought you here?” she asked. 
 
    The honest answer was “I’m a demon hunter. A Hoyo Abi, bringer of death, and I got a little message via the demon-net during a catnap at a roadside park just outside of McCall Creek last night. Therefore, I came here to kill him and send him back through the hellhole. Literally, it’s a gopher hole to hell.” I decided to stay with the, granted really poor, answer of “I’m hunting Bigfoot.”  
 
    I know it was lame, but I’d been driving overnight, listening to Art Bell reruns on the radio and, well, it just happened. In my defense, it wasn’t that far from the truth if you exchanged Bigfoot for demon. And this particular demon could be big, smelly, and unshaven for an eternity. It’s been known to happen, so who knew? Not me obviously, because I was stuck in this lovely institutional gray establishment, playing suspect versus being out there throwing down with it.  
 
    I guess that is as good an intro as any, so yeah, that’s the fun little part about my life. I, Addison Jo Mattox — AJ or Mattox, which is a holdover from the few years I spent on the Seattle PD where you are called what’s inscribed on your nameplate — am a demon hunter. Do not attempt to call me Addison Jo unless you want your face removed and attached to the bumper of your car with baling twine. There were four Addisons in my high school; they were all petite cheerleaders who said “OMG” a lot. You will never hear me say OMG and, at 5’10”, I’m not what you would call petite. As far as my interest in anything cheerleader… we will just say I’d rather be tortured by a 24-hour Kardashian marathon while getting my nether regions waxed by a blind Chinese man using Superglue and duct tape than spend five seconds holding pompons or wearing a pleated skirt. I did, however, sleep with a cheerleader once. And though her extremely enthusiastic screams of passion during some rather impressive rounds of bendy sex did boost one’s ego, the Rah Rah Rees and the overuse of the word “score” got obnoxious after round four.  
 
    Sheriff Linn tapped a meaty fingertip on my driver’s license. “Your hair is blonder in your photo.” Sheriff Linn said, interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    “I was going through a phase,” I answered. A phase called “actually trying to have a real life,” I thought to myself. My hair was darker now, brown at its roots, and what blond streaks I had now didn’t come from a salon but a la Mother Nature. I had stopped with the artificial highlights sometime after I killed my second or third demon and realized that the chemicals in my hair didn’t play well with the fluorescent green blood of demons, as it tended to turn my chemically altered hair orange.  
 
    She took longer to assess my face. Her eyes traced the path the C-shaped scar made on its way down my forehead, taking a right turn through the edge of my right eyebrow, disappearing into my hairline. The scar was a little too cliché anti-hero for my tastes, but the demon who took the potshot at my face didn’t want to stop to talk about it first. Bastard.  
 
    The sheriff met my eyes, or more accurately the black bags under my eyes. I’m sure I looked as if I hadn’t slept in a week. It had only been three days, but they had been a very long three days.  
 
    “Do you do drugs, Miss Mattox?”  
 
    I threw down my best suspicious, back-alley pimp look, shooting glances over both shoulders before coming back to her, leaning forward to stage whisper, “Dude, are you, like, offering?” I looked around again. “I mean kudos to you, Sheriff. Bold career choice with the whole mixing sheriff with drug dealer. Kind of ingenious. Most dealers go all dark, street corner, but you …” I leaned back in the chair as my finger took a loop of the room, “ballsy.”  
 
    The sheriff leaned back as well, crossed her arms over her chest, which was no small feat I must say, and stared me down. 
 
    I huffed out a sigh of defeat. “No, Jesus. I don’t do drugs.” She raised an unconvinced eyebrow.  
 
    “Fine, once at a Backstreet Boys concert when I was eighteen, but seriously there was no other way to get through it. Otherwise, I down Aleve like Pez once a month to curb the girlies and that’s it. I don’t do drugs. I’m just really, really tired.” 
 
    “Because you’re out Bigfoot hunting at all hours of the night …”  
 
    “Bingo,” I answered quickly. And thank you for that supplied answer, as I’d almost forgot my alternate trade, as again I am really, really tired. 
 
    The door to our little tête-à-tête room opened and a deputy came in and whispered into the sheriff’s ear. The sheriff scowled, waved the deputy off, and then stood. She pointed a finger at my face. “Stay.” 
 
    I lifted my wrists and dropped them so the handcuffs and chain that had me doing just that clanged loudly on the table. “Oh, okay. But only because you asked me so nicely.”  
 
    Once the sheriff left the room, I laid my head on the cool metal of the table, hoping for just a few minutes of quiet. Something I hadn’t had much of since I got my little demon-hunting gift from an old drunken Indian in Oklahoma. Okay, fine, he wasn’t drunk. That part had been played by me but, whatever, I was seventeen and a total lightweight back then.  
 
    How in the world did that happen, you ask? Sure. We have some downtime apparently. I was there on a summer trip with my grandparents. They liked to take my younger sister and me on “educational” vacations during our summer breaks. I thought I received a fair amount of education throughout the rest of the year, but my mom said I was going. Since she controlled my wardrobe and my car, I went. To be honest, although I liked to act like the petulant teenager, I loved my grandparents and loved hanging with them and taking trips, educational or otherwise. That was up to and until the Oklahoma “Learn About the Native Americans” trip. 
 
    The OLANA trip as I now call it. Or when I’m tired, grumpy, or getting my ass kicked by a demon, I might refer to it as “the fucked-up trip that totally screwed up my whole entire life”. “Fucking trip” for short, when I’m pressed for complaining time. Anyway, we took the OLANA trip the summer before my senior year in high school. After two fun-filled days of classes, which included The Fine Art of Basket Weaving, Teepee 101, and Moccasin Making, the third day was reserved for sightseeing and shopping. The day had started out normal enough. I was wearing my moccasins, to be later known as “stupid blister-making moccasins.” We’d returned to our authentic teepee, complete with cots and a box fan, with a nice stash of turquoise-infused jewelry. I had the added bonus of collecting the name of a cute Native American boy and a secret plan to meet him later that night out by the hide-tanning tent.  
 
    I waited for my grandparents and sister to fall asleep before I snuck out. FYI, teepee flaps are, yeah, way easier to sneak out of than bedroom windows, especially with the convenient cover noise of the box fan. I quickly found Steve. I was a little disappointed in the name thing myself. It would have been a way cooler story to say, “Yeah, I threw back some corn whiskey and made out with Running Bear or Braveheart.” But Steve was cute enough and the corn whiskey was, well, kind of like licking a corncob dipped in kerosene. Fortunately, it took only a couple of shots to make me lose the feeling in my toes, and luckily my tongue as Steve was not that great a kisser. Fun had, I started back to the teepee while I still had some control of my lower extremities and before my grandparents woke to find me missing. That was when I discovered the super-fun fact that all the authentic teepees looked exactly alike. Same shape. Same size. Same buffalo, deer, and wolf symbols painted on them.  
 
    I ended up wandering in and out of the maze of endless teepees until the flicker of a campfire caught my attention. I made my way closer as the low rhythmic song seemed to beckon me forward, enchanted me. I paused when I came upon the source of the sound: a circle of Native American men sitting … well, hmmm … Okay, I’m not going to say it. Regardless, they were sitting around the campfire. The men chanted in perfect unison. I didn’t understand what they were saying, but their words were like a siren’s call to my soul. I kept to the shadows as I moved closer, needing to hear, needing to witness what was about to transpire.  
 
    One man’s voice started to rise above the others. He was draped in traditional dress made maybe of elk or buffalo hide. I didn’t know exactly as I hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to the traditional clothing exhibit. I could tell, however, that he was older than the others, and much older than the boy that sat across the flames from him. I hadn’t initially seen the boy, whom I guessed to be roughly my age, among the older men until the man next to him stood and moved to a row of bowls positioned on a low table off to the side of the fire.  
 
    I’d tracked the man’s movements as he picked up the first bowl, his chants never wavering. He turned back to the fire taking fistfuls of whatever was in the bowl, some kind of ash or powder, and threw it into the flames. The fire bucked and sparked when the substance collided with it. The man moved slowly, throwing a handful at a time and continuing his chant while circling the fire. When he came full circle, he returned the bowl, selected the second, and completed the same routine. He did so again with the third and the fourth. 
 
    The fire began to grow dark with the last bowl’s contents. Its flames were a dark blue-gray now, as the smoke billowed from its depths in thick waves. It cast an eerie scene, more so when the chants stopped abruptly and were replaced by the slow pounding of a drum. The eldest man moved to kneel at the edge of the flames. He closed his eyes, his hands reaching up as he looked heavenward. His voice was silent but his mouth was moving as if he were talking directly to the Gods. His voice slowly lifted just enough that I was able to catch phrases of an unrecognizable language. I could only assume it was an ancient tongue not yet lost. I edged closer, hiding behind a large basket outside the nearest teepee. I wanted, no, needed to hear the man’s words even though I knew they were not ones I would be able to understand.  
 
    The two men on either side of the teenager stood, taking the boy by the elbows and leading him to the edge of the flames. I could see only the boy’s back now, as they sat him directly across the fire from the praying man.  
 
    I remember wondering if I was getting an insider’s view of some coming of age, boy to man, ritual, and vowing that if they brought in a goat or any other animal I was sooo out of there. In some sense, I had been correct that night, minus the livestock. It was a ritual, a transition of one life to another, but it wasn’t that of manhood.  
 
    The drumbeat grew in intensity, and the smoke from the fire responded by dancing and swirling, powered by something more than just the air. My heart lunged with the final powerful strike of the drum and the smoke that shot up in the darkened sky, twisting as it ascended. Then, with a single beat of the drum, the smoke returned in a fiery descent.  
 
    The older man’s body jolted as the smoke entered him through his eyes, nose, and mouth with a violent strike. I gasped loudly. But thankfully the wind, which had picked up and was whipping viciously within the circle of men, covered my intrusion. I clamped a hand over my mouth and watched as the smoke shot out of the man in a burst of bright light, its tentacles now flickering and sparking with golden flames.  
 
    I had only one thought at the time, “That freaky ass thing just stole his soul.” The smoke held the pulsing golden light above the flames, swirling and twisting around the light as if it was the only thing holding it together; containing it.  
 
    I jolted when the low “doooom … doooom” of the drum punched through the night’s thick air, its beat coming once to every eight beats of my heart. The men’s rhythmic chants started as soft whispers, gaining in strength and cadence with every strike of the drum. One of the men moved behind the elder, catching him as his body went limp, lifeless. He gently guided the man down, taking care to cover him with a blanket—Indian or otherwise. I didn’t pay attention as I was transfixed by the light that continued to spark and whirl within its smoky restraints. My heart raced, matching the drumbeat’s quickening pace.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” a voice whispered in my ear. 
 
    I screamed as I launched myself forward, all in one motion of sheer epic freak-out. I fell ass over elbows over the basket, which caused me to tumble into a drunken backward somersault. I slammed into one of the seated men who fell forward, effectively causing me and my half-mooning ass to go full-retrograde over him in a twisted heap. I fell hard. Flat on my back in the circle, with the wind knocked out of me, I gasped for air as my last conscious thought of “Oh, fuck” passed through my brain and I watched the smoke and golden-light twisted mass racing toward my face.  
 
    I don’t really remember anything after that, at least not until I woke with five men and the boy leaning over me. They sat me up at the risk I’d hurl on their shoes, gave me a really good hangover cure- I still need to get that recipe by the way- and laid on the news that I, AJ Mattox, white girl from Missouri, had tumbled straight into the middle of an ancient spirit ritual. The rite of passage in which the old man, whom I now know to be the chief of the Choctaw tribe, was passing the “Hunter Spirit,” that golden light thing I mistakenly thought was his soul, to his grandson, Dyani.  
 
    Instead, no. I had rolled in and wham, bam, thank you, ma’am, stole the show. And by the show I mean the Hunter Spirit, which has assisted the Choctaw tribe in fighting demons and protecting their people as well as everyone else in the world for the last several centuries. And as for Dyani, which means deer or something; I just call him Danny, got downgraded to faithful companion. His new role and main responsibility is to help keep me safe, or at minimum alive, so we can fix my little blunder at the next Hunter’s Moon, the next time the spirit can be handed back. Fun fact: That only comes about every fifteen or so years.  
 
    There was a bunch of stuff in the middle that happened, but that’s pretty much the start of how and why I’m here, trying to explain how I didn’t have anything to do with the murder and cocaine situation in the middle of a national forest.  
 
    I rolled my head to the side as I heard muted mumblings from down the hall. A man was talking to the sheriff. Their words were just out of my range, but I did make out “I have it handled” when the sheriff’s voice rose heatedly.  
 
    Something about the exchange had my head coming up from the desk. I didn’t know who the man was, but he had my hackles up, and by hackles I mean The Hunter, who was coming alive within me. The Hunter whom I affectionately, and sometimes not so affectionately, call Norm for no good reason except that I thought it was fun to go old-school Cheers on him every time he decided to enter the scene. Except for this time. This time was not a good time. We didn’t need to add crazy possessed person to the suspect title that the friendly sheriff already tagged me with today.  
 
    Since Norm’s little body invasion my senses are heightened beyond normal human abilities. This includes my sight and hearing, as well as my speed and strength. When Norm fully surfaces, it feels like every muscle in my body is on ’roids. My vision is that of an eagle on the clearest day. It’s even better at night, so much that it would rival that of an owl. My sense of smell is as keen as a wolf, and my speed falls somewhere between the fastest man and a deer. Yep, I’m all kinds of cool badassery except for one small caveat: These abilities are used to fight demons that have escaped from hell. Oh, and one other small thing: With Norm front and center right now, that means my pupils have gone to pinpoints and my irises have changed from their normal hazel to a supernatural smoky white. A super-not-good thing while one is on a date or in moments like now when I hear a new voice enter the scene, a door slam, and the sheriff’s angry footsteps head back my direction.  
 
    “It’s not a good time, Norm,” I whispered.  
 
    I tried to steady my breathing, talk Norm back down into his little hidey-hole where he hung out when he wasn’t sending my body into hyper-alert, superhuman status. The voices were getting closer; therefore, I didn’t have time to determine why Norm was trying to alert me as he never just pops in for a chat over muffins and chamomile tea.  
 
    My efforts were quickly becoming desperate as I could now hear two distinctive voices with two distinct types of soles hitting the hallway floor and then stopping outside my door.  
 
    Two female scents commingled in my nostrils, the musk of old coffee and last night’s whiskey that I now recognized as the sheriff, and a new soft, clean scent mixed with the wild of the forest. The second woman spent time outside and her perfume was the perfect pairing, just a hint of spice to mix with her natural sweet scent. I took a deep breath, enjoying the soft scent as most of the women I encounter smell like they’ve stewed in a vat of potpourri.  
 
    As the doorknob turned, my head was back resting on the table with my eyes closed, covering any lingering evidence of Norm’s presence. “Come on, buddy, I need you to go nighty-night for me,” I coaxed. I sighed in relief when I felt my body temperature cool and the extra boost of strength dissipate, a clear sign that he’d slid into the background.  
 
    The sheriff slapped her meaty hand down on the metal table, making my head bounce. “Wakey, wakey, Sunshine.” The sheriff smirked when I raised my head to glare at her.  
 
    I wiped away fake sleep from my eyes with the knuckles of one fist and blinked though I had no problem bringing the woman accompanying the sheriff into delicious focus. I gauged that the woman would nearly match me in height, just shy by an inch or so, maybe 5’8”-5’9”. Her face was the kind that made my insides stand up and scream, “Yes, please! I’ll take two with extra whipped cream.” Soft features were atop a well-toned body with a cute smattering of freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheeks. Her hair was several shades lighter than mine, and her sun-kissed highlights told me she too spent the majority of her waking hours outdoors. As if the package wasn’t lust-worthy enough, her eyes could steal a person’s soul, a mesmerizing pale green with streaks of golden brown racing through them. They were alluring and kind, curious and intelligent, and I couldn’t help but smile when I heard her heart pick up as they locked with mine.  
 
    “Miss Mattox, this is Ranger Parker,” the sheriff started, “Ranger Parker, this is your …” Here she scoffed, “Bigfoot hunter, Addison Jo Mattox.” 
 
    “I prefer AJ or Mattox,” I advised. 
 
    Ranger Parker stepped forward and extended her hand in greeting. 
 
    I simply looked down at my handcuffed wrists.  
 
    She grinned. “Right. Sheriff Linn, I think we can uncuff Miss Mattox while we continue our conversation.” She turned her eyes to me. “You’re going to behave yourself, aren’t you?” 
 
    She was knowingly using her sexy smile to persuade me into cooperation. I countered with a not-so-innocent smirk. “Absolutely, Ranger Parker,” I returned in a tone that hopefully conveyed I’d pretty much do anything she’d ask me to do, if she kept that smile aimed at me.  
 
    “Thank you.” She nodded at the sheriff, who huffed out her best ‘I’m a grumpy bitch’ protest but leaned over and uncuffed my wrists anyway.  
 
    The sheriff gave me a glare before turning to the ranger. “I’ll be outside if you need anything.” 
 
    “I need a coffee and a warm snickerdoodle cookie if you have one? Make that two cookies. That would be super great. Thanks.” The sheriff just glared at me. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll be fine, Sheriff Linn. Thank you,” Ranger Parker replied as she pulled out the chair across from me and sat.  
 
    We both watched the sheriff reluctantly leave the room. When the door shut, Ranger Parker turned and laid another will-melting smile on me. “So I hear you found a little mess in my forest?” 
 
    This was so the best good guy routine I’d ever seen. The only problem with their good ranger, bad sheriff plan was the fact that the only thing I would be confessing to today would be me wanting this good ranger in a very bad way.  
 
    Ranger Parker wasn’t one of the park volunteers or a simple gate greeter; she was the law enforcement side of our National Park Service. She wore the standard green tactical pants and button-down, complete with a duty belt and an empty gun holster on her hip. I guessed her weapon was probably out in the gun locker in the hall per the golden rule of not bringing a gun into an interview room. But she did have her ASP, OC spray, or maybe it was bear spray, and two sets of handcuffs around her oh-so-perfect waist. Which meant that pretty little Ranger Parker was a fully licensed federal police officer and she, not the sheriff, would have jurisdiction over the crime scene. Lucky her. Even luckier me. 
 
    When she quirked an eyebrow at me, I realized I had taken too long to answer. “Yeah, I just happened across the guy.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding. “And you were out on the park road looking for …” She trailed off, wanting me to complete the sentence. 
 
    “Bigfoot,” I supplied. 
 
    “Right. Bigfoot. So, Miss Mattox-” she started. 
 
    “Call me AJ,” I interrupted. 
 
    “Okay, AJ.” She smiled her approval. “How long have you been a Bigfoot hunter?” 
 
    How long have I been in here? I thought. “Years,” I answered instead. Again, it wasn’t technically a lie if we went by the very loose definition of Bigfoot as big, bad, hairy dudes. Just a month or so ago, I had taken down a hairball of a demon with a taste for Nilla Wafers and humans. I’m just guessing on the wafers part as the demon had ransacked the campsite of a young couple outside Yellowstone, and all I found was the familiar yellow box shredded among the blood and destruction. The incident had been reported as a rogue bear attack, as were a lot of demon attacks near forests, but Danny and I had tracked the demon for three days before catching up to him and having a little showdown throw down, ending his little wafer-raiding party.  
 
    “Years?” Ranger Parker asked.  
 
    “Yep, years,” I repeated, adding a convincing nod, clearing that little matter right up. 
 
    “Interesting. In all these years have you seen any evidence of Bigfoot?” 
 
    I pondered. Ranger Parker was an intelligent woman, and she wasn’t simply curious about my success in my nonexistent career as a Bigfoot hunter. She was trying to lead me down a path I really didn’t want to go. So, vague would be my weapon of verbal choice today. “Some, maybe. But you know how it goes, it could also be a large bear, bobcat-”  
 
     “Really? So specifically, what kind of evidence have you found? Footprints? Claw marks? Dwellings?” she countered.  
 
    “Yeah, you know,” I said with a nonchalant shoulder shrug, “some of all of that.”  
 
    “No, please, I’d like to hear the details. I’m extremely curious. Creatures in my forest are kind of my thing.” She tapped the patch sewn on her sleeve, displaying the distinctive arrowhead, bison, mountain, and tree scene.  
 
    My eyes glanced at the patch, then the badge, but quickly wandered off, finding other things in the immediate area that I found a tad more interesting. The open V of the ranger’s uniform shirt led me to her long sensuous neck, one which I wouldn’t be opposed to getting a taste of later. My eyes roamed back to her face as I watched a dimple activate in her left cheek. Ahh damn, Shazam, cute woman dimples were totally my kryptonite. When I met her eyes again, they were lit with curiosity or maybe amusement; either way, at that very moment I vowed to curiously amuse her … often.  
 
    “AJ?” Ranger Parker prompted in a whisper.  
 
    “Yeah?” I responded in an equally soft tone. 
 
    “Bigfoot evidence?” 
 
    Okay, ditching vague and going with flirt, I leaned forward and smiled the smile that has served me well over the years. “I didn’t say I was a good Bigfoot hunter, Ranger Parker.” As I’d hoped, I heard the sexy ranger’s heart accelerate in her chest. I grinned wider. This little trip to bum-fuck might not turn out too bad after all, I thought as she placed her arms on the table and leaned forward.  
 
    She countered with her own wicked grin that in turn made my heart go all boom da’ boomy. “I’m going to take a wild guess here that you’re good at just about everything.” The way she drew out the word “everything” in a sex-laced whisper made my insides go weepy.  
 
    We sat there for a long moment, testing each other’s will. “Most everything, yes,” I finally confirmed.  
 
    She did her own once-over of me. I watched as her eyes rolled over my black tank top, the single talisman that I wore around my neck. Her eyes took a slow stroll from my chest, up my neck, to my jawline. Her stare traced my scar before landing back on my eyes. “You know, I’m curious about something …” 
 
    Please say how we would fit together naked in a bed, I thought. “I’m happy to help satisfy any curiosities you might have, Ranger.” That little comment got me a quick smirk.  
 
    “Good to know. What I’m curious about actually are the contents of your truck.” She let the sex and tease leave her eyes, to be replaced with the serious cop. “Most Bigfoot hunters travel with high-tech cameras, video recorders, and sound detection devices. When I took a glance in your vehicle, all I found was a cooler, a McDonald’s cup, a duffle bag, and a sleeping bag. No, sorry. Actually, I believe there were,” she held up two fingers, “two sleeping bags.” She leaned back in her chair awaiting my explanation.  
 
    So the good news here is that she apparently didn’t find my weapon stash. The bad news is that apparently there wouldn’t be any naked sexy time with the ranger. Maybe. I mimicked her movements, sitting back in my own chair. “I have a partner. A Bigfoot hunting partner,” I added for clarification. 
 
    “Ahhh. Care to share his or her name?” 
 
    “His name is Danny. He carries all the techie gear. I carry the food and sleeping bags.” 
 
    She nodded. “So this Danny, does he have a last name? And where is Danny now?” 
 
    “Whitefang. Danny Whitefang. And he is likely somewhere between here and McCall Creek where I left him.”  
 
    “White Fang, like the movie? He’s …” 
 
     “Whitefang, one word. And yes, he’s Native American. Choctaw Indian to be exact,” I offered. 
 
    “Why did you leave him behind?” 
 
    ’Cause he ate the last of the Oreos and I’m PMSing or just bitchy. It’s even hard for me to tell sometimes. “He’s a late sleeper. I was stir-crazy and wanted to get a head start.”  
 
    “Just the two of you? No one else?” 
 
    “Just Danny and I.” 
 
    Ranger Parker tapped a thumb on the edge of the desk as she pondered. “Just the two of you and you drive separately?” 
 
    Ummm, we do now. “We were coming from different places when we met up, so yeah, two cars.” 
 
    “So where were you before here?” 
 
    “McCall Creek,” I offered, starting to tire of the question-and-answer game.  
 
    “Right. Where you left your boyfriend,” Ranger Parker stated casually. 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. “My partner,” I clarified for her. 
 
    “Sorry. Partner,” she repeated. “And before McCall Creek?” 
 
    And we were back to the dangerous line of questioning. A few pieces of information like that and I knew, between the ranger and the sheriff, they could track Danny’s and my little road trip across America. Eventually they’d connect the dots that Danny and I have mysteriously been in or around the scene of four suspicious murders in the past four months. The last two just so happened to have been in other National Forests. “Here and there,” I offered instead. 
 
    “Care to expand on here and there?” 
 
    Nope. Time to go on the offensive. “Ranger Parker, am I being charged with a crime?” 
 
    “Have you committed a crime?”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smirk at her super-cute attempt to incriminate me. “I didn’t have anything to do with the guy in your forest,” I answered. 
 
    She assessed me for a long moment. “I can’t help but notice that you didn’t answer the question. Not exactly anyway.” 
 
    “I can’t help but notice you didn’t answer my question either,” I countered. 
 
    She nodded touché, then replied, “I don’t have significant evidence to hold you,” she paused for effect, “and we haven’t found the body … yet.”  
 
    I pushed my chair back from the table. “So I can go then?”  
 
    “For now, but I’ll need you to stay in the immediate area.” She pushed her own chair back and stood. “I recommend the Shamrock Motel. Not the fanciest of accommodations but it’s clean-ish. And more importantly, it’s the only motel in the area.” 
 
    “I’m more of a fresh air, under the stars kind of girl.” I stood. “If you want to find me, I’ll be out by Lake Lanier, south side.” I gave her a quick glance over my shoulder as I reached for the door. “Feel free to find me,” I suggested before exiting the room. 
 
    I heard the ranger exhale a long “lord help me” as the door closed. I hoped that meant I would be seeing the sexy ranger again. 
 
    The sheriff was standing behind a tall counter that separated the desks and their work areas from the general public. I sniffed the air. A man’s cologne was still lingering. Was this the guy she had been arguing with? I filed the scent for later.  
 
    The sheriff dropped a brown bag on the countertop with the delicacy of a water buffalo with a fluorescent bulb. I could only assume the bag was full of my property that she’d taken off me when she found me at the scene this morning. “I’m not done with you,” the sheriff sneered. 
 
    I leaned an elbow on the counter and fluttered my eyelashes. “You say the sweetest things, Sheriff.” 
 
    She shoved the bag at me. “Don’t leave town,” she ordered. 
 
    “Not ’til after the fire is gone?” I responded in my best country thick Loretta Lynn accent.  
 
    I heard the ranger stifle a laugh behind me. I gave the sheriff a wink, straightening as I snatched my bag-o-belongings and spun slowly on my boot heel toward the woman behind me. “Ranger,” I acknowledged, offering her own personal appreciative wink before I strolled out of the sheriff’s department. 
 
     I paused on the steps outside to let the heat and sun warm my skin. Norm and I become restless when we spend too much time contained inside walls. I never had that little problem until he and I became roomies in my body. Sometime within the last seven years, my simple appreciation for the outdoors had grown into a need.  
 
    I dug in the brown bag for my phone and keys, quickly turning on my phone with its newly cracked screen. Thank you very little, Sheriff. I noticed four missed calls before the ping da ping tones of text messages began to fire like hail bouncing off a tin roof. I read through Danny’s texts.  
 
    6:30 A.M. Where r u? 
 
    6:37 A.M. Did u freakin leave? 
 
    6:38 A.M. U better not have left me. 
 
    6:38 A.M. Again! 
 
    7:15 A.M. Why arent u answering ur phone? 
 
    7:45 A.M. Im calln Grandfather. 
 
    7:46 A.M. Grandfather said u need 2 get back here & pick me up. 
 
    8:30 A.M. FINE! I’m sorry I ate your stupid Oreos! 
 
    I had to smile at the last one. As much crap as I like to put Danny through and as much as I said otherwise, he was my best friend. I had grown to love and depend on him like a brother. Sure, he was annoying, frustrating, and … Okay, maybe that was more me than him, but he did tend to be a tad overprotective and all responsible-like. Plus, he did admit to eating more than his fair share of the Oreos so he deserved all the crap I flipped him. Mostly. 
 
    I texted him back. “N Union City. Demon ground 0. Kinda got arrested. Buy urself a car & whatevr equipment Bigfoot hunters use.” I hit the send button. Then added, “& a phone & Oreos make em Dblestuff. U kno where 2 find me.” And for fun I ended it with a kissy face emoji.  
 
    I shoved the phone in my pocket, pausing another second to listen to the voices I could still hear through the closed doors of the sheriff’s department. 
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Sheriff Linn was saying. 
 
    “There’s definitely something that she’s not telling us,” Ranger Parker replied. “Will you please check into the drug connections for me? You’ll have a better line on that. I don’t know, the one thing I don’t get … well, there are several things, but if it was drug related, then why didn’t she take the drugs?” 
 
    “Because I ran up on her before she could load them in her truck and get away,” the sheriff answered. 
 
    “Maybe. But then where did she put the body? Better yet, why did she even mess with the body? Why not kill him, take the drugs, and be long gone? Plus, I saw the truck on the way in; whoever killed the victim would have had blood all over them.” She paused. “Yeah, no. I don’t buy that she killed a guy, took time to hide the body, cleaned up, and then went back to get the drugs.” 
 
    “Then she has a partner,” Sheriff Linn supplied. 
 
    “That’s a possibility. She did admit she has a partner. A guy named Danny Whitefang.” 
 
    “And bam. I’d got Danny pegged as my murderous sidekick.” I swiped my hands together. “I think my work here is done.” Not wanting to waste time taking all ten steps down to the sidewalk, I simply leapt. 10.0 landing if I do say so myself.  
 
    My legs were stiff; they needed a run. I scanned the parking lot for Woody, my beloved ’89 Jeep Grand Wagoneer. I found him in the visitor’s parking. One of the deputies must have driven him in while Sheriff Linn was giving me the privilege of a personal Uber ride.  
 
     “Hey there, Woody,” I greeted my old friend affectionately, running a hand down the faux wood grain that graced his side. “They didn’t hurt you, did they?”  
 
    I unlocked the driver’s door, remembering I needed to get it greased, as it groaned and popped in resistance. “We need to get you a little love, don’t we, buddy.” I gave the dash a little pat before firing him up.  
 
    I loved the old beast. He drank gas like a thirsty eight-year-old with a juice box, but he was tough and allowed me to get anywhere, in any kind of weather. An added bonus, since I removed the rear seat his spacious cargo area serves as a store-all and sleeping shelter on rainy nights.  
 
    Needing to restock supplies and since I would apparently be taking up residence for a while, I decided to scope out the town for groceries and something that would pass for an outdoor store. I had only caught the edge of town this morning on my way to find the demon, but I could tell there wasn’t a whole lot to Union City. It was likely that all I would find was a one-stop shop where I could get basic food items and hopefully some simple hunting supplies.  
 
    I found what I was looking for on the far side of town, Betty’s Grocery ’N Mo. I was pretty sure it was supposed to be “more.” Or maybe it was Mo. I’d met a Mo for sale once; she’d been a big-breasted hooker with an appreciation for leopard-themed spandex and the catchy little reel-’em-in sales pitch of “Mo will make ya mo-o-o-MOoan.” I didn’t buy it, but a bald, buck-toothed white guy had, in the back of a four-door Accord, and that’s how I came to meet Mo and also came to appreciate the elasticity of synthetic animal prints. 
 
    Betty was an extremely practical lady and she had everything a demon hunter would need, minus the hookers. I came out with three days’ worth of food; new filters for my water bottle; a half-dozen bolts for my crossbow; a box of 12 gauge shells for Nancy, my sawed-off shotgun; and a new knife sharpener for my various knives, which were in desperate need of attention after their last go-around with a thick-skinned demon. I also picked up some batteries, waterproof matches, a little door grease for Woody, and a pink camo “Princess” koozie for Danny.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun had been down for an hour when the sound of crunching rock under tires found my ears. Someone was turning off the pavement and onto the dirt road, which led to the area of the lake that I had selected for my little stay over. I didn’t lift my head off my makeshift pillow. I was enjoying the stars, the crackle of the campfire, and the breeze that swept over the water way too much to move.  
 
    It was a few more minutes before the vehicle made its way down the winding quarter-mile trek to where I lay in lazy wait. I still didn’t lift my head, not even when I heard the truck door open and shut. Though Norm was on heightened alert, the only muscle I moved was the one that lifted the corner of my mouth when the sweet perfume of the ranger caught the wind and drifted past my nose.  
 
    Her soft boot steps made their way toward me, and I saw her shadow land at my feet. “Looks like you found me, Ranger.” 
 
    “And you found one of my favorite places in the entire park,” she answered. 
 
    “Care to share the stars with me this evening?” I asked as I continued to stare heavenward.  
 
    In answer, she moved to take a seat on the log I had pulled from the woods to serve as a fireside bench.  
 
    Neither of us spoke as we gazed up at the night sky; a sight that can only be fully appreciated away from the lights of the towns and cities.  
 
    “You worked a long day,” I finally said. 
 
    “Downside to having a murder occur in your forest,” the ranger replied. 
 
    At that comment, I rolled my head to the side to take in the ranger. I had a feeling she was never off-duty, but she’d taken off her duty belt giving the illusion that she’d clocked out for the night. “In that case,” I sat up, “can I offer you a beer? I’m guessing you might need one after the day you’ve had?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but enjoy the few seconds it took for the ranger to ponder if taking her murder suspect up on the offer of a beer was really the smartest choice, but then again it would play nicely with the “keep an eye on her” plan that she’d discussed with the sheriff. What better way to keep an eye on me than to pretend to be off-duty and have a beer? What would my little ranger do? Risk death or play new BFF?  
 
    “That sounds great, thank you,” the ranger decided.  
 
    I nodded, concealing my satisfied smirk. Maybe befriending Ranger Parker wasn’t completely off the table. I lifted the top of the cooler next to me and dug out a bottle. I didn’t waste time with a bottle opener; I simply popped the cap off and handed it to her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she offered, taking the bottle with only the slightest hesitation before she took a long pull of its contents.  
 
    I picked up my own drink, moving to sit on the log next to her. “Want to talk about it?” I offered. 
 
    She chuckled. “It’s been a minute since I was in the academy, but I’m thinking they told us not to talk to our only suspect about our ongoing case against them.” 
 
    “What did they say about having a beer with number one suspects?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure they frowned upon that too,” she sighed. 
 
    “Yet here you sit,” I said. 
 
    She turned to look at me. “Yet here I sit.”  
 
    It took all my strength, all my will, not to simply lean in and kiss her, to take possession of her mouth. She didn’t look away from me although she knew exactly what I was thinking, and her racing heart told me she wanted the same. “Why are you here, Ranger Parker?”  
 
    At that she looked away from me and down to the beer in her hands. “Ashlyn,” she offered. “And honestly?”  
 
    “Honestly,” I repeated with a smile. 
 
    “I need to know what happened in my park.”  
 
    “And you think I can help you with that?” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered simply. 
 
    Kicking dirt with my boot, I asked, “Because you think I had something to do with it?” 
 
    She looked at me. “Maybe. In some way or another. But right now I’m going with the fact that I think the youngest police officer to ever make detective with the Seattle PD; the detective who closed more cases in a few months than some do in a year… so yeah, I think you could potentially help with my small-town murder.” 
 
    It was me that took a long drag of my beer this time, swallowing hard, as I took in cold liquid mixed with the hard memories she’d just thrown out there. So she’d already conducted a background check. Of course she had. Any cop with a badge would have done so; it was basic Investigation 101. A simple name search would tell her I was a cop. Ex-cop, I corrected myself. A good old Google search would tell her the whys of that little story, or at least a black and white version of it anyway. “If you checked me out, which you obviously have, then you know I’m no longer a cop.” 
 
    She didn’t deny it. “I read a few news reports. But I also talked to your sergeant and your ex-partner.” 
 
    I stood up, uneasy at the memories of what had happened in Seattle, the wounds of regret still too close to the surface. I had loved being a cop. But my dual life had almost gotten my partner killed. My sergeant’s and partner’s belief and collaborating testimony were that I’d saved their life and the lives of several of my fellow officers, but I knew the bitter truth. “That’s not who I am anymore.” 
 
    Ashlyn stood at my words, came around the fire to where I had escaped, and stopped in front of me, forcing me to meet her gaze. “Are you sure? Or are you just running from something or someone?” 
 
     I opened my mouth to answer, closed it again, and finally conceded, “Maybe …” 
 
    “Maybe something? Or maybe someone?” she asked with a sly grin.  
 
    “I don-” I started, but was cut off by a wail of pain, overlapped by a screech of unsuppressed fury that ripped through the trees and reverberated off the lake.  
 
    “What the-” Ashlyn grabbed for her nonexistent gun. 
 
    I grabbed her arm and spun her toward her vehicle. “You need to get out of here.” Another desperate scream pierced the night air. “Now!” 
 
    “That came from the forest.” Ashlyn fought against my efforts. “I need to-”  
 
    “You need to get in your truck and leave.” 
 
    My heart sighed in relief as I saw a set of headlights screaming down toward us. Danny. 
 
    Ashlyn caught the bouncing reflection of lights and spun toward the car screaming to a halt next to Woody. “Who … AJ, tell me what the hell is going on!” 
 
    I was still pushing her toward her vehicle, but she dug in her heels and jerked her arm from my grasp. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    Danny was throwing his car in park and already exiting before it had come to a stop. “AJ, did you hear …” He trailed off at the sight of Ashlyn. 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied  
 
    “Hear what exactly?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    Another unnatural screech of raw anger shot through the sky, but this time I could actually see ripples skitter across the top of the lake. 
 
    “Hmm, something kind of sounding very much like that.” Danny pointed in the general direction of the sound.  
 
     I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    “I’m getting my gun,” Ashlyn yelled as she raced to the back of her truck.  
 
    “Fuck!” I was torn between the need to get to the thing making that god-awful sound and getting Ashlyn the hell out of here. Another scream. 
 
    I pointed at Danny, then to Ashlyn. “Stop her.” Before he could protest, I was gone—racing across the short distance to the edge of the lake, then around its edge, leaping down from its far bank and into the forest. I wish I had had time to grab Nancy or even Alice, the crossbow, but Sonny and Cher, my identical boot knives, would have to do.  
 
    Ashlyn grabbed her belt and wrapped it around her waist, making quick work of snapping in the four belt keepers that held her belt and gear in place. She slammed the back tailgate, pulled her weapon for a quick inspection, and racked the slide, putting a bullet in the chamber. “You two need to stay here …” She started, realizing with a scan of the area that there was no longer a two; there was a one and he was standing there with a “this happens all the time” look on his face. 
 
    “Where is she?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    Danny looked over his shoulder, gesturing with his head. “Somewhere over there, kind of in that general-ish area.” 
 
    Ashlyn pushed around him, stared off into that general area, and saw nothing. It was dark, except for where the moon and its reflection bounced off the lake. But that little cast of light allowed her to make out a silhouette, one very fast silhouette racing then leaping from the far edge of the lake and disappearing into the forest.  
 
    Danny stepped next to her, seeing what Ashlyn had just witnessed. “Umm, so fun fact: AJ ran track in college,” he offered as a lame excuse. “I’m Danny, Danny Whitefang,” he stated as he held out a hand in greeting. 
 
    Ashlyn pulled her eyes away from the now abandoned lake and assessed Danny for the first time. If his last name didn’t hint at his heritage, his appearance was a dead giveaway. He was strikingly handsome with coal black hair that hit his muscular shoulders, which topped the rest of his tall, lean-muscled body. Smooth tanned skin was the perfect backdrop for his kind golden eyes, and wide, bright smile.  
 
    “I’m Ranger Ashlyn Parker,” she stammered. She wanted to ask this man a flood of questions, but remembering AJ and whatever the hell that was going on in the forest, she decided to park them for later. “We need to go after her.” 
 
    “Yeah, um, she won’t like that idea,” Danny offered as he fell into step after the already running Ashlyn. 
 
    “I really don’t care,” Ashlyn responded over her shoulder.  
 
    “Good to know,” Danny muttered, kicking up his speed a notch as Ashlyn started to pull away from him. Ashlyn wasn’t near as fast as AJ, no one was, but if she hadn’t been a college track star herself, she definitely should have been. 
 
    They crested the far bank, Ashlyn pausing only a second before she began to navigate the rocky decline. She’d think later, when she found AJ, just how she had simply leapt off the rock retaining wall. 
 
    Danny was right beside her, grabbing Ashlyn only once when she misjudged the edge of a stone.  
 
    On solid ground again, Ashlyn started for the trees. “Which way do you think she went?”  
 
    Danny moved in front of her, holding up a hand to keep her where she was, as he examined the area. He didn’t have the enhanced hunter’s instincts he’d been fated to inherit, but he’d mastered all the hunting and tracking skills of his ancestors. He knelt to see a broken twig and the slight impression of AJ’s boot in soft dirt. If AJ had been trying there wouldn’t have been a trail to follow, but she wasn’t attempting to hide her tracks. She was hunting a demon. “This way,” he gestured, and then took off running again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I came to a halt at the scene in front of me. “Motherfucker!” I kicked the dirt and then spun around where I stood. The demon was gone, or at least gone from the immediate area. I listened for a direction the demon might have gone, but only heard Danny and Ashlyn, double fuck, closing in behind me. I spun back to the blood and entrails covering the small clearing. This in and of itself was gagworthy but with Norm at full attention and with him delivering the smells of the carnage and death via our heightened senses … it was just a smidgen away from hurlfest. I didn’t have much time to take in the scene as I heard my two tag-alongs closing the distance. I did a quick sweep of the area, ensuring the demon wasn’t lurking in the distance, although I figured he was already bunked down munching on whatever little treat he had been able to capture here.  
 
    Danny and Ashlyn were a mere hundred yards away now so I started to talk Norm into powering down to avoid Ashlyn seeing our fun little glow-in-the-dark eye trick. Norm was resisting, which wasn’t like him. Though sometimes it took a minute for him to fade into the background, he always ultimately respected my wishes. I took this as a bad sign. I made another search of the area and didn’t see or smell anything new. Ashlyn and Danny were too close now. I moved quickly to the other side of the clearing to give Norm a little more time. A treetop rustled and I felt, more than saw, a shadow pass over me as I heard what I thought to be large wings beating at the air before quickly fading into the distance. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I said, searching the sky.  
 
    Danny called out, “AJ,” before he and Ashlyn came into the clearing.  
 
    “Don’t …” but I didn’t need to tell him any more as he had already stopped at the clearing’s edge grabbing Ashlyn’s arm so she too came to a jerking halt, “step on the guts,” I finished. “I’m coming back around.” 
 
    I made my way back, swinging wide to look for any evidence and also stay out of Ashlyn’s sweeping flashlight range. Now that our tree-dwelling visitor had gone airborne, Norm, though still reluctant, receded back into his resting place. 
 
    Ashlyn was squatting at the edge of the clearing taking in the scene from a different angle as I came out of the trees next to them. “Did you see what did this?” Ashlyn asked, standing to meet me.  
 
    “No. This is all that was left when I arrived.” 
 
    Ashlyn nodded and went back to sweeping the flashlight over the scene. 
 
    Danny was following the beam of Ashlyn’s flashlight until I nudged him and pointed upward. He looked skyward and then back down to me. “You serious?” he whispered.  
 
    “Serious about what?” Ashlyn turned her flashlight, blinding us both.  
 
    I slugged Danny in the ribs with an elbow; he was really bad at whispering. “Bear,” I offered as a simple answer. “I think it was a bear. It must’ve gotten ahold of a deer or something.” 
 
    “What we heard was not a bear or a deer!” Ashlyn snapped before turning her flashlight back over the pools of blood that were already being absorbed by the earth.  
 
    Danny looked at me. I shrugged. I didn’t know what had Ashlyn’s hackles up—well, besides the death that laid at her feet. 
 
    Ashlyn carefully walked around the scene and I knew it was only a matter of seconds before her flashlight beam would find what was left of some dude’s innards.  
 
    I gave Danny another elbow check and then murmured, “I told you to keep her back at the camp.”  
 
    He rubbed his side. “Umm, she has a gun, Sherlock.” 
 
    I left him with an unimpressed mutter before I moved to Ashlyn’s side as I knew the next sweep of the light would show that she had another murder in her forest. 
 
    Though the sight of intestines displayed on the ground would have shaken the most seasoned of crime scene veterans, Ashlyn didn’t let it show. “A bear wouldn’t have left this behind. I need to call this in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Ashlyn moved away from the clearing to make a call, I went to Danny. “There was definitely something in the trees. What demon does trees?” I asked.  
 
    “You get a look at it?” he questioned, as he snapped a couple of quick photos with his phone while Ashlyn’s back was to us.  
 
    “No. Nothing.” 
 
    “Norm?” Danny asked. 
 
    “He was in full effect but we didn’t see anything. I just felt something watching me and I heard … wings,” I replied. 
 
    “Wings? Like a bird?” Danny flicked a glance in Ashlyn’s direction to make sure she was still engaged in her conversation. 
 
    “Bigger. Way, way bigger,” I answered, watching Ashlyn myself. 
 
    “How about smell? Did you …?” Danny took two exaggerated sniffs of the air, as if I’d forgotten what was required to smell traces of demon in the air.  
 
    I slowly inhaled, although I already knew what I’d find. “A demon has been all over this place.” 
 
    Ashlyn turned as she clicked off her phone. “I have a team heading this way.” She took another scan of the scene with her light. “You two can head back to your campsite; this is a crime scene now. I’ll meet you back there to get your stateme-” 
 
    I waved a hand, cutting off the rest of her sentence. “We’ll stay here, out of your crime scene, but we’re not leaving you out here with … whatever did that.” 
 
    “I’ll be-” 
 
    “Ain’t going to happen,” I said over her. 
 
    She sighed, nodding her defeat. “It won’t take them long to get here. There’s an old service road a little ways past here.” She moved toward the far side of the clearing, sweeping her light as she went. “That’s probably how they got in and out of here.” 
 
    “They?” I asked. 
 
    “He or she,” Ashlyn clarified. 
 
    So my ranger had already moved past animal, leaving human as the only likely suspect, at least as far as she knew. 
 
    Danny and I watched her light scan the ground for evidence to support her theory.  
 
    I nodded at Danny, asking him to go assist her. I didn’t need any more evidence as I already knew the victim had come in that way. But she was wrong on the “or” thing. There had been a he and a she as I could smell two distinct human scents. One was Irish Spring and nervous sweat, while the other had been wearing a vat of strawberry and kiwi body lotion. Or maybe it was vat of strawberry and kiwi body spray; it was hard to tell. Either way, it told me that the guts on the ground once belonged to a female or the guts once had a fake-fruit-wearing female associate.  
 
    I glanced at the trees, knowing whatever had been there was already gone, but I found what I was looking for: evidence. Four deep gashes splayed open the bark of a tree. I got Danny’s attention, made a motion in the direction I wanted him to look, and moved away to continue my search.  
 
      
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Danny snapped his fingers. Although I was on the far side of the clearing, he knew I could still hear him. I worked my way over. “Whatcha got?” 
 
    Danny gave the bush in front of him a swipe with the toe of his boot. 
 
    “What the fu-?” I cut my words off as I leaned closer. At first I thought it was simply more intestines, but when Danny swiped his boot the other way, allowing for a better opening in the leaves, I could see the curved fingertips and palm of the severed hand. “You have got to be shitting me.” I muttered.  
 
    “You see what I see?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Manicured nails,” I answered. 
 
    “Complete with demon blood,” Danny added. 
 
    “Shit.” I shot a glance over my shoulder toward Ashlyn. As if this didn’t already suck enough, we didn’t need to try to explain glowing green blood all over a severed hand. “Hopefully the crime scene guys will take their sweet time getting here, and that will give us time to-” 
 
    “You guys find something?” Ashlyn asked from behind us. 
 
    Or not. Damn it. I glanced at Danny before I turned to her. 
 
    “Delay,” Danny mouthed. 
 
    “Not sure,” I started, walking in her direction. 
 
    “Not sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Kind of dark, but it might be something your team will want to take a look at.” There was no sense in trying to hide our little discovery. It might even help us hunt down the demon if Ashlyn’s team identified the victim.  
 
    Ashlyn leaned to look around me. “Need my flashlight?” she asked Danny. 
 
    He waved her off. “Nah.” 
 
    I needed to distract her long enough so the blood that screamed “Something strange in the neighborhood” had time to turn into its resting state, a black, oily tar-like substance. Something it did after about ten to fifteen minutes exposed to the elements.  
 
    I thought of many distracting tactics, ranging from an impromptu make-out session to picking her up, throwing her over my shoulder, and taking her out of here completely. But we were too far along the “shit went down here” road and with the raw intensity being transmitted from Ashlyn’s eyes right now I didn’t think she’d take too fondly to either idea. So simple delay it was.  
 
    “You sure this wasn’t a bear?” I asked.  
 
    Ashlyn narrowed her eyes. “You know that wasn’t a damn bear attack,” she said, anger licking at the edge of her words. 
 
    “Rabid bear?” I tried, knowing it too wasn’t going to fly as a valid explanation. 
 
    “Bears don’t leave soft tissue remains. It wasn’t a bear.”  
 
    Ashlyn apparently had a fondness for bears. Each time I said the word her body reacted and her tone went full-on defensive. I tried a different forest creature. “Wolf?”  
 
    “A wolf would have also eaten the soft tissue.” She swiped her flashlight toward the guy’s … here I thought of the fingernails, so make that woman’s guts. “There would have been a body, a carcass.” Ashlyn stated. 
 
    “Mountain lion?” I continued with the “name a forest animal” game. 
 
    “There are no paw prints, no claw marks, no bite marks.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to push the issue. 
 
    “No animal did this,” she stated, the heat in her voice telling me this particular part of our convo was closed. She shined her light over the sprays and pools of blood. “We have another murder. I would think you of all people would know this.” Before I could go down another path of distraction, Ashlyn put her light in my face. “Why did you come to my forest to hunt Bigfoot?”  
 
    I put a hand up to shield my eyes and saw her studying me. “Really, the old interrogation under a bright light routine?” I put a hand on hers and forced her to lower her arm.  
 
    “How did you get to the scene so far ahead of us? Have you seen something like this before? You didn’t even flinch at the scream we heard … whatever we heard. How come?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tried. 
 
    “Don’t know what? How you ran so damn fast or whether you have seen something like this before or … what? I want answers, AJ.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have them,” I answered honestly.  
 
    “But you know something,” she argued. “Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    There was only one other person that knew what I was, outside of the Choctaw tribe, and that was only because it was let her die or let her know. I chose know, which saved her life, but I lost her forever. I wasn’t inclined to go there again, even though Ashlyn and I could be nothing more than a one- or maybe three-night stand. “I don’t know what caused that back there,” I offered. 
 
    She searched my eyes for the lie. “Why did you choose this particular area to hunt for Bigfoot? I’m not saying I believe in them, but I also know there’ve been no recent sightings or reports of activity in this area.” 
 
    I glanced at Danny who was stepping up behind us. “Anonymous tip,” he offered.  
 
    “Anonymous tip,” I repeated. Again, not a total lie. My little visions, or more often just phone calls from Grand or one of the elders of the tribe, simply guided me to where I, or actually Norm, was needed.  
 
    “Anonymous tip?” Ashlyn narrowed her eyes as she placed her hands on her hips. Well, on one hip and on one gun. “How exactly did you receive this anonymous tip?” 
 
    “Email,” Danny answered without hesitation.  
 
    Though I knew there was no such email, I wasn’t worried because Danny could easily generate one. It would be posted and dated from a non-traceable IP address in some juice café in Pakistan.  
 
    “What did this email say?” Ashlyn continued. 
 
    Danny shrugged. “Not a whole lot. It just mentioned some weird sounds, thought they saw something moving upright on two feet. Same old stuff.” 
 
    “And you guys made a trip down here based on an anonymous, same old stuff,” she air-quoted Danny’s words, “email.” 
 
    “You never know when one will pan out,” Danny answered again. 
 
    Ashlyn hit Danny across the eyes with her flashlight beam. “I want a copy of that email.” 
 
    “Not a problem, I’m happy to forward it to you.” 
 
    Ashlyn pulled out a business card from her chest pocket and handed it to Danny. “As soon as you get back,” she ordered. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Danny stated as he moved away, shoving her card in his jeans. 
 
    Ashlyn turned her attention back to me. “I’m having a hard time believing that you left Seattle PD to travel around the country chasing down frivolous Bigfoot sightings.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I’d had enough reality and simply needed to chase the unbelievable for a while.” The answer came easy as it was the line I always pulled out anytime a woman I’d tangoed with questioned why I couldn’t stay. But, unlike those women, this answer seemed to somewhat satisfy the ranger. Probably because she wasn’t asking me to stay in her bed, damn it, and if I had to guess, my ex-partner had elaborated on, at least superficially, what occurred before I left the PD.  
 
    “How did you get here so fast?” 
 
    “I ran track in college,” I answered. Again, I went with the truth; however, I had quit after my first year much to the dismay of my coaches. The tedious circle after circle routine had gotten old quickly, especially since I could only run at half-speed most of the time. I redirected my focus and my extra energy to women, cheap two-for-one beer specials, weapons, and martial arts training. I’d continued to run as well; Norm and my body craved it. But instead of beating pavement or the asphalt track, I took to the local woods. Seattle had many parks and trails, mountains and hills that were more suited to my growing need to be outside.  
 
    “That was a little faster than collegiate track skills,” Ashlyn countered. 
 
    “Adrenaline?” I tried. 
 
    “What did you think you were going to do once you got here? What if you’d come across who did this?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Umm, handle it.” Again, I went with the honest route. I wasn’t a “formulate a game plan” kind of girl. I was more a “run in blindly and hope for the best” kind of chick. It has worked out well for me so far. 
 
    I saw Danny, who had taken advantage of Ashlyn’s and my question-and-answer session, make a deeper examination of the crime scene. He gave me a thumbs up as he slid his phone back in his pocket. The thumbs up told me he had seen all he thought he needed to. The smile on his face told me he was enjoying Ashlyn standing toe to toe with me, calling me out on my shit.  
 
    Ashlyn let out a frustrated sigh. “There’s more to you and all this.” She waved a hand around the scene. “I will find out the truth, AJ. I will find out why you,” she found Danny and pointed at both of us, “and Danny are really here.” 
 
    I was saved by the sound of vehicle shocks being punished by a pothole-filled road. “Your backup is here.”  
 
    Ashlyn looked around me to the direction her team would be arriving. “I don’t see them. How do you know?” 
 
    One of the arriving officers hit a quick siren burst, signaling their arrival. Ashlyn glared at me. I gave her a wink as I stepped around her, joining Danny at the edge of the crime scene like good little innocent spectators.  
 
    I let my thoughts of the ranger take a backseat; soon the area was going to be swarming with park rangers and cops. “Find anything else?” I asked Danny.  
 
    “Only the one hand, and blood should be black by now,” he offered. 
 
    “What did you make of the marks?” I gestured to the tree I had seen earlier. 
 
    “Claws. Talons …” Danny suggested with a shrug.  
 
    “My take too. Anything in the legends about a demon with wings?” I asked. 
 
    Danny sighed. “One or two, but I don’t think they’re that common on this plane. Oh, and I’m pretty sure they are super bad.” 
 
    “Super bad?” I mocked. “Is that in their formal bio?” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Super bad. Super sucky. I get my descriptors messed up sometimes.” 
 
    “So like …” 
 
    “Low-level demon stuff,” he supplied. 
 
    “Super sucky it is then.” I knew the basics of the demon hierarchy; it went from the high level of pretty bad to the lowest level of super-fucking-suck-ass bad. So if Danny was right, we were just one ass fuck away from really, really bad. “Send the pictures you took to Grand. Let's see what he can tell us about what we might be up against. Also, make sure you get that email generated and sent off to her. I have a feeling Ashlyn will follow up on that. By the way, nice job jumping in on that little convo, especially as I haven’t really told you what happened this morning.” 
 
    “I figured you didn’t ask me to spend this month’s stipend on Bigfoot gear without a reason,” Danny offered. 
 
    “Short version, I found a truck full of blood and cocaine this a.m. Like this, the body was Gonesville. And the sheriff rolled up on me.” 
 
    “Why’d you stick around?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Small dead-end dirt road. I was in Woody.” I shrugged. “She would’ve had my info one way or another.” 
 
    “So he took ya in and-” 
 
    “She,” I corrected. “And she is super-duper friendly, by the way. Sheriff Loretta Linn.” 
 
    “The country star?” 
 
    “Different spelling and apparently not a fan of the other Loretta.” 
 
    Danny nodded. “I’m guessing you tested this theory.” 
 
    “Repeatedly, actually. And yeah, it was a no go.” 
 
    Danny snort-laughed. “Nice. You’re not in town a full day and you’ve already pissed off the sheriff.” He jerked his head toward the ranger who had moved off to meet her team. “And you're already hitting on the cute park ranger. I’m thinking that’s a new record for you.”  
 
    “Can’t get anywhere in this world if you aren’t constantly pressing your limits,” I stated. 
 
    Danny rolled his eyes as he pulled out his phone. “I’m going to go ahead and start sending the pictures to Grandfather.”  
 
    I waited until he started to step away. “Oh, sorry but there is one more small fact I should probably mention.” 
 
    Danny, already tapping away on his phone, absently asked, “Yeah?” 
 
    “The sheriff’s current theory is that you killed the guy and ran away with the dude’s body.” 
 
    It took Danny a second to turn back to me. “What? How? You didn’t?” 
 
    “Sorry, partner, but I squealed like a weak-spined little piglet. Gave ya up cold.” 
 
    Danny sighed. “This is still over the Oreos, isn’t it?”  
 
    “I told you Aunt Flo was coming for a visit and she wanted Oreos, but you ate them anyway. I can’t be responsible for her actions.” 
 
    “Aunt Flo is a bitch,” Danny replied. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    I watched as Ashlyn greeted the mixed team of responding deputies and park rangers. I listened as she gave them a quick rundown of events. At the mention of my name, she looked over her shoulder in my general direction. Though I could see her eyes clearly, I didn’t think she could do the same with the distance there was between us. She turned back, continuing the story but conveniently skipping over the little fact that I had made it to the scene long before her and Danny. 
 
    Danny came to stand at my side as the crime team spread out and started on the task in front of them. Ashlyn made her way back over to us. 
 
    “I have a deputy waiting to take you back to the campsite so you can pack up your things and stay in town at the motel. Dispatch is calling to get rooms prepared for you bo-” 
 
    I cut her off. “Umm, we’re not leaving.”  
 
    “You can’t stay out here with whoever did this,” Ashlyn argued.  
 
    “I don’t do motels,” I protested. 
 
    “Yeah, her,” Danny hitched a thumb at me, “and motels, bad, bad mix.” 
 
     Ashlyn directed a questioning look at both of us. “What’s the big deal about staying in a motel? You what ... don’t think they wash the sheets?”  
 
    “That’s a good possibility too, but no, I just don’t like them.” 
 
    “Well, you’re going to have to suck it up because I can’t leave the area and you aren’t staying out here with-” Ashlyn threw an angry finger in the direction of the clearing. 
 
    “We’ll walk back, and we will be fine.” 
 
    “Not if I close the park,” Ashlyn stated. 
 
    “I’m still staying,” I argued. 
 
    “Then I’ll be forced to arrest you for trespassing and you can stay in a jail cell for the night,” Ashlyn threatened.  
 
    “You’d have to find me first,” I countered.  
 
    Ashlyn rested her hands on her duty belt. “I found you tonight.” 
 
    I leaned in and whispered, “Only because I wanted you to find me, Ranger.” 
 
    Ashlyn pushed me back with a finger to the chest. “You’re extremely frustrating,” Ashlyn growled. 
 
    “You have no idea just how frustrating I can be … yet.” I answered with a wink. “Danny and I will be at the camp if you need us,” I offered. I turned and started back the way we’d come, Danny following on my heels. 
 
    “And here we go again,” Danny muttered a few steps later. 
 
    “Here we go again, what?” I questioned. 
 
    “I’m going to be left picking up the pieces to another girl’s broken heart,” Danny answered. 
 
    I’d protest of course just for the fun of it, but Danny had played counselor to some of the women I had met and left behind. To my credit, I was always very honest with each and every one of them before we ever got intimately involved. I made my intentions, or lack thereof, extremely clear from the beginning. We would enjoy each other’s company while we were together, but then I would leave and that would be the end of it.  
 
    A good majority of the women accepted it. They might try to prolong my stay, but when I left, they let me go. A small percent had a different, less rational response. Some of them chose to show their displeasure through fit throwing; which required little interpretation. A few had met me at Woody with their bag in hand and the desire to go with me in their eyes.  
 
    And then there was the mother of all loony birds, a saucy little redhead in Texas who had actually Saran-wrapped herself naked to Woody’s hood. Yeah, I have no idea how she managed to do that by herself, but she had been rather bendy the night before sooo … It had taken Danny nearly half an hour to talk her down. Another thirty minutes for him to find the end of the plastic wrap so he could peel her off the hood, five seconds for me to point out that he could have simply used a knife, and fifty-seven miles for Danny to lose the grin.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the woman now in question. She was watching me walk away with a mix of frustration and amusement, and the thumpety-thump-thump of her heart suggested … temptation. I gave her a knowing wink. She returned a rather impressive eye roll. 
 
    Smiling, I said, “You never know, Danny; it could be the other way around this time. You could be nursing me back to health from a broken heart.”  
 
    Danny snorted. 
 
    “Hey, it could happen,” I replied, shoving him off-balance and into an oncoming tree. 
 
    He caught himself. “Yeah, okay. Anyway …” 
 
    I thought of the ranger and the way she challenged me at the sheriff’s department, the way she stood to look me in the eye, and the way the campfire had danced across her face … yeah, it could happen. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Contrary to what I had told Ashlyn, Danny and I didn’t head directly back to our campsite. Typically, demons don’t attack a mass of gun-carrying humans, but I didn’t know what we were dealing with. I also didn’t know there was a model of demon that came equipped with wings. For that reason, and maybe one other cute ranger reason, Danny and I stayed on the fringes of the crime scene. We watched as the cops marked, photographed, and collected potential evidence.  
 
    Ashlyn eventually made her way back to the bushes where Danny had found the severed hand. The team photographed and completed their Crime Scene 101 protocols; they prepared to remove it from the bushes. I watched. The hand had been severed just below the wrist. The few fingertips Danny and I had seen now showed the black oily remains of the once green demon blood. It was a right hand, clear of rings, well-manicured, with the nails painted a pale, conservative pink. As I first assessed, it was a woman’s hand or I guess it could be a drag queen’s; the job of victim was equal opportunity.  
 
    They did a thorough ground search, taking nearly two hours before they cleared the scene, but they did not detect, or at least didn’t show any interest in, the gouges in the tree. A significant oversight, as I thought the marks could be directly connected to whatever caused this. It was not a big loss for them because, like the oily demon blood, their crime labs wouldn’t be able to identify the supernatural. They’d simply have another big fat checkmark in the “unknown” box. 
 
    When the crime scene guys started to pack up, Danny came up next to me. “The ranger’s truck is back at the campsite. I should get headed that way so I’ll be there before she gets there.” 
 
    “Yeah, go. I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
    I watched him for a second, then went back to watching Ashlyn and the others. They were taking one final assessment of the area, walking around, making sure they hadn’t missed anything. The guy with the camera began disassembling it, taking his time packing it away in its hard, black case. As the others wandered back to their cars, Ashlyn and the photographer dropped the cop talk and began communicating with the ease of longtime acquaintances.  
 
    With his camera packed and the other officers out of sight, he stood, his posture now softened from hardened professional to caring … friend? He walked over to her and put an arm around her shoulders. “Ash, don’t go there.” 
 
    Ash? All night, Ashlyn had been called Ranger or Parker, but never once by her first name. Now, Ash? There was definitely an intimate relationship between the two of them. Ashlyn turned into him and he embraced her fully as he began to whisper into her hair. Though I couldn’t catch all of what he said, I did catch “we can’t go there again, we just can’t.” To say I was disappointed would have been an understatement. I’d thought my ranger was tougher than this, not the type that would be breaking down in the middle of a crime scene over an apparent past relationship. Okay, so “breaking down” was a bit of a stretch; she’d stiffened once and hugged a guy, a flippin’ cute guy, and, whatever, sue me, I tend to exaggerate when I’m irritated and, yes, fine … jealous. 
 
    I left Ashlyn and Mr. Huggy to have their babies in the woods. Yes, they were still just hugging but irritation equals exaggeration, which I think is much better than strangulation, mutilation, and ten other painful “-ations” I could think of at the moment.  
 
    I caught up to Danny, a growl vibrating in my throat.  
 
    “Oh, whoa ... What the heck is wrong with you?” Danny asked, checking out my grimace as he jogged.  
 
    “Nothing,” I replied as I leapt over a downed branch.  
 
    “Your mouth says nothing, but your …” Danny vaulted the branch two steps behind me, “face is saying something,” he finished when he landed on both feet. 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. “That an old Indian saying or just something from yesterday’s Dr. Phil episode?” 
 
    Danny answered by kicking up the pace of our run, knowing the best cure for my frown was a good physical workout.  
 
    We made it back to camp in just over five minutes, giving us plenty of time to cool down, change our sweat-soaked clothes, and get settled around the campfire with a sandwich and a beer before Ashlyn and her touchy-feely taxi driver came pulling up to our site. 
 
    I knew I was being ridiculous. Ashlyn and I didn’t have a thing. I didn’t even know her. I had no right to be jealous, or to be anything for that matter. The bright side to these irrational girl emotions was that my pouty lower lip served as an excellent resting place for the rim of my beer. I would also like to take this time to reiterate that Aunt Flo is a needy little bitch. I took a long swig as Ashlyn and “tall, blond, and huggy” made their way to our fire.  
 
    “I see you two made it back okay,” Ashlyn stated as she approached.  
 
    Danny stood and held out a hand to the man with Ashlyn. “I’m Danny.” 
 
    “Whitefang,” Ashlyn added with a look to the man. 
 
    “Oh … oh,” he glanced at Ashlyn, then back to Danny as he reached out to shake. “Hey,” the man replied. 
 
    The odd exchange had me looking up from my beer. “This is Josh Parker,” Ashlyn introduced. 
 
    Peachy. Husband? Ex-husband? I groaned. I didn’t do complicated no matter how intelligent, snarky, and beautiful they were.  
 
    “Josh is a freelance photographer, but when he’s in town he doubles as a crime scene tech,” Ashlyn elaborated. 
 
    Geez, brag much? I thought as I went back to the very crucial task of peeling the beer label off the bottle without ripping it.  
 
    “Nice … Well, not really nice about the crime scene, but nice to meet you anyway,” Danny stumbled. 
 
    Josh laughed. “Back at ya. Sorry that you had to see all that.” 
 
    Deep, sexy voice … super, super swell. Feeling psychotic, I stood before Aunt Flo could take me any further down the insane, irrational bitch path. The good news was that my favorite of all my gifts was that I also healed fast. Which meant said gift bitch-slapped my monthly curse down from a week to a day or two. So by tomorrow, the next day tops, I would be back to my normal charming self. In the meantime, however, I forced a grin, extended a hand, and looked directly into Ashlyn’s eyes, which were pleasantly placed on Josh’s face. I smiled. “You’re Ashlyn’s brother.” 
 
    Josh’s perfect smile widened in pride. “Yeah, she’s told you about me?” 
 
    I laughed. “No sorry, we have more of a cop – murder suspect relationship going on at the moment but I’m sure after the where were yous and the did you do its, she totally would’ve gotten around to it,” I replied, shaking his hand.  
 
    Josh’s smile faltered as he took in my face and then Ashlyn’s. “Oh, okay. I think it’s nice to meet you? Unless you’re going to kill me. Then meeting you would kind of totally blow.” 
 
    “I’m AJ and, no, you’re good.” I couldn’t help glancing at Ashlyn who had a look of pure amusement on her face. Releasing his hand, I offered, “You guys want to sit and have a beer?” There were a couple of reasons I wanted to extend the invite. One: I was so back to crushing on Ashlyn. Two: I wanted to see if I could get a feel for what Ashlyn was thinking about the investigation now that the crime scene had been processed. 
 
    “I appreciate the invitation, but my night isn’t over. I have to head into the station, start on the reports, and make sure all the evidence gets logged in,” Ashlyn explained. “I just needed to get my truck.” 
 
    I nodded. I understood the massive amount of field and office time required when you got a new case; I had spent many sleepless nights on the job. Still did. 
 
    “I’ll need to get statements from both of you. Since I was here with you I at least know the gist, so I think we can wait until tomorrow.” She paused, calculating something in her mind, and turned to Danny. “Where were you before you arrived?” 
 
    Danny straightened. “I drove in from McCall Creek.” 
 
    “What highway? Did you make any stops?” Ashlyn asked as she openly assessed Danny. 
 
    Ashlyn was smart; she’d realized that although I was here with her, at least for this second murder, Danny hadn’t been here for either. He’d come screaming in, if you can scream in a used Prius, just as we had heard the cries from the forest. But she didn’t know if the sounds were actually associated with the hand and gut removal. Danny could have done that, came to the camp, screaming ensued for some other reason, etc. I guessed the medical examiner, or likely the coroner, who often acted as both in small towns, hadn’t been able to give Ashlyn or her team a specific time of death yet. However, he should have been able to tell by the blood, which was still wet and tacky, that the death had likely occurred in the last hour. Which didn’t really help to clear Danny.  
 
    As Danny offered the route he’d taken and a gas receipt for roughly thirty minutes prior to when he’d pulled up, the stiffness in Ashlyn’s shoulders started to ease. I hoped this meant Ashlyn was moving Danny and me down a few notches on her suspect list. I hated that we were on it at all, but I couldn’t blame her. I would actually be disappointed if she didn’t still consider us possibilities.  
 
    “Thank you for your cooperation,” Ashlyn offered, “I would,” she focused on me, “like the two of you to reconsider the motel room. If it’s a matter of mone-”  
 
    I spoke over her. “We’re good. We’ll be here if you need to speak to us again.” 
 
    She opened her mouth with a protest, but must have realized her efforts were futile. “Okay, then I hope you’ll be extremely cautious until we can put an end to all this.” 
 
    Josh reached out a hand. “Nice to meet you, Danny. AJ.” 
 
    Danny and I both shook and returned his pleasantries.  
 
    Ashlyn had already started for her truck. I followed. “Ranger,” I called out when she reached for her door.  
 
    She stopped and turned back to me. “Yeah?” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair, uncomfortable with what I was about to say. “I, ah …” I had nearly lost the last cop partner I worked with, and I needed to be on the inside of this one. I needed to protect the cops and Ashlyn, who I knew now were going to be drawn into the middle of the demon’s little playground. “I may have left my job in Seattle, but I’m still a cop. And yeah, maybe I’m running from …” I trailed off, not sure so I diverted altogether, offering a weak grin, “or maybe it’s more that I’m running toward something else. Either way, I’m here now, and I would like to help if I could.”  
 
    Ashlyn draped a hand through the open window of her truck, looking at me with sincere curiosity playing over her face. “Who are you, AJ Mattox?” she finally asked.  
 
    I shrugged and kicked a boot at the grass clump in front of me. “I’m just a girl, standing in front of a girl, asking her to let me help solve a couple of murders?” I tried. 
 
    Ashlyn laughed at that. “Cute. Very cute.” 
 
    “Sooo …?” 
 
    “Why don’t we start with statements tomorrow, see if you move a little further down the suspect list, and then we’ll see?” 
 
    “Deal. How about Danny and I come to the station tomorrow around …?” 
 
    “Ten,” she supplied. 
 
    “Ten. It’s a date,” I agreed. 
 
    “It’s an interview,” she corrected with a grin. 
 
    “Right. Interview. What pairs well with an old-fashioned interview, white wine or red?” 
 
    “Handcuffs,” she answered with a smirk. 
 
    I couldn’t stop the wolfish grin that rose to my lips. “I can work with that.” 
 
    Ashlyn gave me a long-suffering sigh before she simply gave up on formulating a reply, opting for a headshake instead. She hopped up into the driver’s seat and put a hand on the door, but I already was there shutting it for her. “Good night, Ranger Parker.” 
 
    “Good night, AJ Mattox.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3  
 
      
 
      
 
    I had actually slept fairly well considering there could be some flying demon circling over my head ready to go all Land of the Lost condor on our asses. Dawn was just breaking, but Danny was already up and cooking breakfast. By the smell of it, he was working on his specialty, campfire breakfast burritos, my very most favorite. “If you weren’t you and I wasn’t me, I would totally reward you with sexual favors right now,” I said, sitting up, stretching right, then left, working out the kinks from sleeping on the hard ground.  
 
    “I figured if we are going to be arrested for murder today that we should at least have a decent breakfast,” Danny replied as he stirred a little more salsa into the skillet of eggs. 
 
    “Good plan.” I twirled a finger toward the sky. “You hear anything overnight?”  
 
    “Nope. All quiet. You?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I answered as I wiggled out of my sleeping bag. “Anything new?” 
 
    “Got a message from Grandfather.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Didn’t really say much, just that we need to be extra-careful. That we’re not to engage the demon unless it’s to protect ourselves and that he’d get back to us soon.” 
 
    I paused from digging in my bag for my toothbrush. “Not to engage? You mean he wants us to stand by while this thing keeps killing people?” 
 
    “That’s what he said.” Danny flipped the tortillas that were warming on the rack near the base of the fire.  
 
    “What the hell are we up against?” 
 
    “I’m still going with something super sucky. Get washed up. These are almost done,” Danny instructed.  
 
    I didn’t do “standby” well. I did “jump straight into the middle of shit” well. They should really know this about me by now.  
 
    Danny handed me a plate when I returned from washing my face and hands. “I know that standby is not what you want to do, but at least promise me that we’ll be a bit cautious.” 
 
    “A tad,” I agreed over a mouthful of amazing.  
 
    “Thank you,” Danny said, taking a seat across from me. “Run, shower, then head into town and see who may be missing a hand this morning?” 
 
    “Works, but we have to be at the ranger station at ten to give our statements.”  
 
    Danny groaned. 
 
    “Don’t like being a murder suspect?” 
 
    “Not so much,” Danny replied.  
 
    I gave a half-hearted chuckle before letting my mind wander off to the real killer. We were facing a demon that has claws, wings, likes to gut people and then take their bodies … yeah, I didn’t get too far down that line of thought before hitting Suckville. “You haven’t found anything out about what we might be up against?” I asked before I stuffed the last bite of burrito in my mouth.  
 
    “Not yet. I was going to start that search this morning. I spent last night creating that email and setting up our alibi.”  
 
    “And now you’re talking like a real murder suspect,” I teased, standing to collect our dishes. “You start on that while I get this cleaned up and then we’ll take a run.” 
 
    “On it.” Danny headed off to get his tablet. 
 
    Norm and I were feeling itchy knowing that there was a demon nearby and we weren’t supposed to do anything about it. Or maybe it was just me.  
 
    The dishes were done and I needed to run, but Danny was nose down into his research so I went off to collect more firewood.  
 
    When I returned, arms full, Danny’s clicking and swiping had stopped; I hoped that meant he’d found something. 
 
    “Something interesting?” I asked, stacking the wood in a neat pile off to the side of the fire ring. 
 
    “Legends mostly,” he said, powering down his tablet, “nothing real substantial yet.” 
 
    I nodded, no need to press Danny, I knew he would share when he found information he thought was helpful. “Run to the clearing in case we missed something?” I didn’t think we had, but it never hurts to double check. 
 
    “Works,” Danny agreed, stretching out his quads, then his calves.  
 
    I mimicked him, though I didn’t really need to warm up. My body was already humming with the thought of a run.  
 
    Danny and I made quick work of the ground. We were there in just over five minutes. I could have been there in less time but I was sticking close to Danny. We were still a good hundred yards away when I had started to smell the coppery smell of blood. I could also tell that several animals had visited the site as well. They too had been drawn by the scent of death in the air.  
 
    We slowed, as we got close to the clearing. Danny’s eyes were already searching our surroundings for any traces of the demon. I started my own search, focusing my senses to locate an all too familiar scent. I smelled the damp rot of a fallen tree, the wild musk of a wolf pack that had passed through the area, the smell of fish and algae from the nearby lake, the blood and death of last night, but there beneath all those scents was what I was looking for, the familiar perfume of O’la Dem’on. The scent was one of sour sweat, decaying earth, burnt flesh mixed with the strange overlay of lavender. It was faint now, but still unmistakable. I stepped into the clearing and slowly turned around. The scent was more concentrated here, most likely because the demon had spent the most time here. It takes a few extra seconds to remove someone’s insides I guessed. “What are you thinking?” I asked Danny. 
 
    “I think the demon snatched the woman from somewhere. I can’t imagine a woman was out here by herself, and I didn’t hear the cops say anything about a car.” 
 
    “Could have been a second person and they took the car.” 
 
    Danny conceded that point with a nod. “Or that. Either way, she ended up here, got a swipe in, and for her efforts,” Danny looked at the large spot of dark brown dirt where the pool of blood had soaked into the earth, “it took off her hand and gutted her.” 
 
    “Then took the rest of her for … what? A midnight snack?” 
 
    “Who knows with demons?”  
 
    “Right.” I took another glance around. I didn’t see anything that I hadn’t seen the night before. Besides the evidence of the predators that had visited the scene overnight. I could smell their scents and see their paw prints. I searched the trees, finding only the abandoned web of a spider that had zigzagged a hasty mesh of silk, apparently wanting to get a look-see as it didn't take the time to complete its normal intricate design. Finding nothing of use, I turned to Danny. “You ready? I don’t think there’s anything more to see here. Plus, I want to get a few more miles in before we have to shower and get ready to-”  
 
    “Go get,” Danny finger quoted, “interrogated by the sexy ranger?” 
 
    I pointed to the forest. “Run,” I ordered.  
 
    “I was just joking,” Danny said as he started to retreat. “I was just making light of the whole murder-suspect situation. You know … ha, ha, ha, handcuffs.” He nearly tripped over a branch as he scrambled backward. 
 
    “Run,” I repeated, still pointing. 
 
    “AJ! Come on now …” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Ahh, damn it!” Danny yelled as he spun and took off sprinting into the forest. 
 
    I was grinning when I took off after him. 
 
    We raced through the woods, making the natural terrain our own backyard obstacle course. I caught him easily, slapping him on the back of the head as I passed him. We ran for another twenty minutes before I headed back to the campsite.  
 
    Danny was breathing hard when we finally slowed at the edge of the lake. We walked the last few hundred yards so our bodies could cool down. 
 
    I held up a fist. “Nice run, partner.” It felt good to burn off the built-up tension from the last two days.  
 
    Danny knuckle-checked me. “Nice run, partner,” he repeated. “I’ll set you up.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied, knowing that he was talking about the outdoor shower that consisted of lifting a five-gallon tank of water with a shower head rigged to it on top of Woody’s roof.  
 
    By the time I had my towel, soap, and a change of clothes, the shower was up and Danny was back to his tablet. The cold water was always a shock to the system, but after the initial “holy fuck that’s cold” my skin liked the sting and tingle that the water sent racing over my body. With only a few gallons of water and Danny also needing a cool water rinse, I hit the essentials, doing a quick leg shave and wash of my hair. Of all the things that changed when I became a demon hunter, long hot showers were one of the things I missed the most. Every once in a while after a long stretch on the road, I would let Danny book us a room in a motel where I took full advantage of having a shower curtain and limitless hot water. In the meantime, it was no modesty and ice water, which all added up to me being showered, dried off, and what passed as presentable in less than five minutes.  
 
    Danny took three minutes, choosing to go without shaving, a look he pulled off especially well.  
 
    It was barely eight o’clock, but being on demon-hunting hold, I was restless. “Head out? Get gas and check out the town a little?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I had only really seen the sheriff’s department and Betty’s, but the rest of the town was just how I presumed it to be—old. We didn’t see any homes or buildings that had been built in the last decade. I figured it was suffering from the same fate as most small towns in America. Its residents were being forced to move to the bigger cities to find work to sustain themselves. We wove through the small community, taking a turn on any street that caught our fancy. There were a lot of vacancies, and many of the properties were no longer maintained. We passed a large manufacturing facility that was once a lumberyard according to the faded paint scrawled down its side. A panel of its tin roof had blown off and was lying in a large blacktop parking lot that once could have easily held a hundred vehicles, but was now home to a single, vacant “Homegrown Tomatoes” stand.  
 
    “I bet when that place closed it was an economic blow to the community,” Danny suggested, giving the place a once over as we drove by. 
 
    “Definitely,” I agreed.  
 
    At some point we’d inadvertently exited the actual town because as Danny turned toward Betty’s we passed a city limit sign boasting that they had a whopping 2,526 residents. By the looks of things, I didn’t figure the city had done a head count recently.  
 
    We stopped at Betty’s as it was on the way to the ranger station and we were down to the last few drops in Woody. “I’ll fill up. You run in and get a few things?” 
 
    “Sure,” Danny agreed. 
 
    “Great. I need tampons.” 
 
    “You suck,” Danny announced as he climbed out of Woody and shut his door in my grinning face.  
 
    I chuckled as I got out to fulfill my end of the “don’t have to buy embarrassing girlie products” bargain.  
 
    “Need anything else?” Danny asked over the hood. 
 
    “No, but keep your ears open in there. See if anyone is talking about anything.” 
 
    Danny nodded and moved away. I turned to the old-school gas pumps. A crackled voice came over an overhead speaker. “Pump two is on for the blue Jeep.”  
 
    The white dials were slowly rolling over to  
 
    “$ assload”. Apparently, Woody was going on a bender. I switched hands. My right hand was getting a cramp because the very convenient metal holder-in-placey thing was not-so-conveniently missing. As I naturally did anywhere I was, I scanned the area around me. I even added an overhead scan of the sky, because that’s apparently a thing now. I didn’t see anything. There was nothing else moving in the parking lot, nothing abnormal anyway, unless you count the perfectly clean, brand-new, pearl white, Cadillac 4x4 truck that was pulling up to the pump at the next island. The newest truck I had seen in this town thus far was a 1993 Ford F150. I glanced at the plates. This state. This county.  
 
    I was curious about its occupants as it was easily a $60,000 truck, which meant it cost more than most of the houses we’d seen. There was also the small question of “Seriously, who buys a Cadillac truck?” What self-respecting farmer buys a Cadillac truck? The kind that wears diamond studded pinky rings apparently, as I caught the sparkle of bling as a hand pushed open the door.  
 
    It was more cop instinct than Norm this go around that had me replacing the pump nozzle and plotting a way to get closer to the driver. He was tall, six feet plus. He was just a tad taller than his truck, or maybe a tad less as I heard boot heels hitting the pavement and making their way around the front of his truck.  
 
    I decided to go for the squeegee so I could get a closer look. The man that rounded the hood wore pressed jeans and a buttoned-down plaid shirt that read more Ralph Lauren than Farm ’N Home. He had light green eyes, rimmed in long black lashes. His hair was brown, slicked back flat, with just a bit of curl at the ends. I assumed the cowboy hat that he used to complete this wannabe cowboy look was still on his front seat. He was in his late twenties, handsome, if you were into pretty man-boy posers, which I sooo wasn’t on any or all fronts. He didn’t make eye contact with me as he grabbed the gas pump, flipped the nozzle, and engaged the handle holder.  
 
    I dropped the squeegee, splashing blue water in his direction on accidental-purpose. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t get any on your boots, did I?”  
 
    His annoyed grimace dropped the second his eyes met my boobs. Appreciating what he saw apparently, he turned on his best imitation of a sexy grin by the time he got to my face. “Not at all, ma’am. It missed me entirely.” 
 
    “Geez. I’m such a klutz sometimes,” I said, channeling my best dumb blonde. I bent over to pick up my tool of attention-getting to give him a bonus shot down my tank-top.  
 
    He stepped over the gas hose. “Well, I have to say you’re the sexiest klutz I have ever laid eyes on.” He reached out a hand. My first impulse was to rip it off and hang it from his bumper like those super-classy ball sack ornaments but removing people’s hands seems to already be a trend in this little town, so I shook it instead.  
 
    “Addison Jo,” I offered, though I hated to say my real name out loud, especially in public. But it did work well in a blonde pinch.  
 
    He turned my wrist over and kissed the back of my hand. “Wayne Jr. It’s very nicccce to meet you, Addison Jo.” 
 
    The way he drew out the word “nice” as he gave me another up and down made me want to do some not so nice things to his face, like punch his perfectly white teeth down his throat. I don’t know exactly why I took an instant dislike to this guy. It was either the PMS talking or the “Oh, the things I could do to you” look on his face. Good possibility it was a mixture of both.  
 
    “What brings you to our little town, Addison Jo?”  
 
    “Just some sightseeing. Visiting your lovely forest,” I replied. 
 
    He leaned a hip against his truck, crossing well-defined arms across his chest. “I’d be more than happy to act as your personal tour guide, show you some more intimate sites that you won’t find on a map.” 
 
    Damn it. I hate upchucking in my mouth so soon after I brushed my teeth. “Would you now?” I giggled, then stepped forward to detect whether the faint hint of demon was coming from him or the bed of his truck. I gave his collar a playful tug. “That sounds awfully nice of you.” 
 
    “Nice is my middle name.” He gave me a wolfish grin, leading me to believe he was all but nice.  
 
    “AJ?” Danny called out. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and gave Danny my best Miss America wave. Which was a very clear sign that something was most definitely up. I never ever Miss America waved. At least not under normal circumstances. Danny knew that, and I smiled as his back stiffened and he moved my bag of tampons to his left hand, freeing up his right. I turned back to Wayne. “Boyfriend,” I said with a hint of disinterest.  
 
    Wayne Jr. leaned closer. “Lose the Indian and meet me tonight at the Down ’N Dirty. I’ll show you some sights and what a cowboy can do for ya.” He winked as he righted himself, tipping his nonexistent hat.  
 
    I fake giggled again, then turned back to Woody before I ripped off Wayne Jr.’s … Raisinets and hung them from the rear bumper of his stupid-ass truck.  
 
    “Who was that?” Danny asked when I jumped into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Wayne Jr., the Mary Kay truck driving, Mayor of Douchetown,” I supplied.  
 
    Danny started up the engine. “Umm, I find that not at all interesting.” 
 
    “Try this on your interest scale. He told me to dump your Indian ass so I could ride a real cowboy.” I waved a hand. “Or something to that effect.” 
 
    “Mayor of Douchetown it is then,” Danny agreed. 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “We have a few minutes yet, so let’s follow him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have a feeling,” I replied. 
 
    Danny’s hand paused on the shifter. “But bad things happen when you have feelings.” 
 
    “Exactly why I don’t watch the Hallmark channel.” I did a shooing motion. “Let’s go. I don’t want to lose him.” 
 
    Danny dropped Woody in gear. “Seriously? There are like five cars and seven streets in this town.” Danny pulled out. Wayne Jr. was easy to follow. The speed limit never got past twenty-five and he only made two right-hand turns before taking a third into a parking lot. Danny drove past slowly, both of us turning to see his final destination. Wayne Jr. drove diagonally across the large vacant parking lot of a two-and-a-half story, white stucco building that didn’t look as if it had been hit by the same financial downturn that plagued the rest of the town. 
 
    “New Life - Assembly of God Church. Union City,” Danny read as Wayne Jr. pulled to the front of the lot and parked in the “Reserved for Pastor” parking space.  
 
    “Wow. I didn’t see that coming,” I said. “However, it does explain the pussy truck.”  
 
    “God’s word delivered by Reverend Wayne Cline Sr.,” Danny continued. 
 
    “Daddy then,” I stated. “Let’s add this to our ‘to be figured out’ list.” I drum-rolled Woody’s dash. “Right this second we need to go get questioned by a certain sexy ranger.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ashlyn was standing on the front porch, her cell phone to her ear when we drove up and parked in front of the small, quaint, cabin-style ranger station. She smiled when she saw me, or maybe Woody. We both get that a lot. When I stepped out, I caught the end of her conversation. “Yes sir, it’s being handled. She’s here now actually. I will give you an update later.”  
 
    Well, isn’t that sweet; she’s already telling her friends about me.  
 
    Ashlyn ended her conversation, sliding her phone in her pocket, and greeted us with a weak smile on her lips. “You’re right on time.” 
 
    “Ask and thou shall receive,” I said. Danny gave me an odd look, I shrugged. “Getting that close to a church must’ve filled me full of the holy spirit.” 
 
    “Filled you full of something for sure,” Danny muttered as we stepped up onto the porch.  
 
    “I appreciate you two coming in,” Ashlyn said as she held the door open for us.  
 
    Ashlyn was the only one present in the small office, which I thought was interesting and somewhat encouraging as she apparently didn’t see Danny or me as too big a threat to meet by herself.  
 
    “Welcome to my home away from home. It’s not much, but we don’t spend a lot of time in here,” Ashlyn explained as she ushered us further into the space.  
 
    The cabin wasn’t large, maybe forty by forty. It was an open floor plan with only two closed doors along the right-hand wall, which I assumed was an office and a bathroom. I’d seen similar cabins and guessed some government blueprint was passed out to builders to use for park rentals, and in this case ranger stations. Off to the left, a kitchenette offered all the modern office amenities: a microwave, refrigerator, and coffeepot. Where I assumed the couch and dining room area would be normally laid out, the rangers had placed two office desks, a row of filing cabinets, and a couple of chairs.  
 
    “Can I get either one of you anything to drink? Coffee? Water?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    When Danny and I both declined, Ashlyn moved to sit behind the desk beside two large windows that looked out over the forest. Instead of sitting, I stepped forward and admired the view. “Beautiful,” I stated. 
 
    “I’d rather be out there, but when I have to be inside, the view eases the pain a little,” Ashlyn offered, the pride for her forest evident in her voice.  
 
    “You sound like you love your job,” I said, turning to look at her. 
 
    “I do,” she replied. “Please have a seat so we can get this over with and I can get you on your way.”  
 
    I took the seat next to Danny, looking directly at Ashlyn now. I saw the exhaustion on her face, in her eyes. She hadn’t gotten much, if any, sleep last night. 
 
    “I know that I was with you for part of the events last night, but I need to get everything on record. Mr. Whitefang,” Ashlyn started. 
 
    “Danny, please.” Danny interrupted her.  
 
    “Danny,” she conceded. “We will start with you, if you don’t mind. Can you please recount your travel and actions starting with the last two days?”  
 
    Danny told his story, or at least the one we had agreed upon on the ride in. I took the opportunity to study Ashlyn. She was left-handed. I knew this already because she carried her gun on that side, but this fact about her was more apparent as she took notes while Danny spoke. Her handwriting had the unique tilt that most lefties have, and I couldn’t help but fantasize about the unique tilts and angles she could bring to places besides the desk. Nope. Scratch that. I could conjure images for the desk too.  
 
    She asked Danny about why we traveled in two cars and he’d given her the same answer I had, that we were coming from two different places. That little lie, we’d had to work on, as it hadn’t been a great answer to begin with. All she’d have to do is check his paperwork or see his temp tags, which likely she already had, so we opted for a story based a little more on fact. I left Danny behind because he ate my Oreos, but he was already looking at the Prius because we needed to split up after this trip.  
 
    Ashlyn glanced at me when Danny hit the Oreo part of the story. I shrugged. “PMS.” She apparently took that as a viable answer. She chuckled and began writing again.  
 
    She followed up Danny’s statement with a few more clarifying questions. After they went back and forth a few times, Ashlyn laid her pen down on her notebook. “Thank you, Danny. I think that’s all the questions I have at this time.” She pulled out a desk drawer and grabbed a couple of blank statement sheets. “Do you mind writing down what you told me? Please include places and any people that can verify your story, including the receipt and information you showed me last night.” She handed him the paper and a pen. 
 
    “Sure, no problem. Here or …?” Danny asked, looking around the room. 
 
    “You can take them to that desk or outside if our,” she nodded at me, “conversation will bother you.” 
 
    “Do you mind if we go outside instead?” I interjected. I needed some fresh air to dissipate the sweet, enticing smell of Ashlyn or my mind might not be able to detach from images of me, her, and her desk.  
 
    “Suurrre,” Ashlyn answered hesitantly. 
 
    “Just slightly claustrophobic,” I explained. 
 
    She looked at me curiously, obviously adding my words to my refusal to go to a motel. “Oh, oh yeah, okay … Sorry. Sure.” She started gathering her notebook and pen, knocking over her water bottle in her haste.  
 
     I caught the bottle, righting it. “It’s not a big deal. I’m good.” When I saw her relax, I added. “I simply like being outside better.” 
 
    “So it’s more of a preference versus …” 
 
    I smiled. “I’m not going to start foaming at the mouth or peel my skin off trying to get outside, no. I just enjoy the outside more than the inside.” 
 
    “Me too.” She grinned. “Let’s go outside then.” 
 
    I chose the side of the table that was upwind from Ashlyn, but it did little to help my libido because every time she looked at me, her eyes lit up with the warm light of the sun. I, like Danny, told my version of the events. When I finished, she met my gaze.  
 
    “I only have a couple of questions,” she stated. 
 
    I didn’t think this was going to fare well for me because she’d placed her pen down on her notes and slid them off to the side.  
 
    “Off the record, I take it?” 
 
    “Off the record,” she confirmed. 
 
    “I’m not going to answer anything about Seattle,” I replied quickly, establishing the boundaries of the “no go” zone.  
 
    “Okay,” Ashlyn agreed. 
 
    “And for every question you ask, I get to ask one in return.”  
 
    Ashlyn leaned forward, pointing a finger to me and then to herself in a back and forth motion. “You do realize that I’m the one conducting the interrogation here, right? I’m the one in charge?” 
 
    “Is that your first question?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “No, my first question is …” she paused, making sure I wasn’t going to interrupt, “are you and Danny really Bigfoot hunters?” 
 
    I considered her question for a long moment. I searched her eyes and saw in them more than a cop simply asking questions. She wanted—no needed—the answer, and I couldn’t bring myself to lie to this woman. “More like bounty hunters. We find monsters and send them back to where they belong.” She could take the word “monsters” however she wanted. 
 
    It was Ashlyn this time, searching my eyes. “How’d you know where we’d find the crime scene last night?” 
 
    “I’m an excellent tracker,” I replied. She started to ask a follow-up question, but I held up and then waggled a “nah-uh-uh” finger. “I think it’s my turn to ask a question.” 
 
    “Okay, fine. Ask away,” she said, forcing nonchalance. 
 
    “Would you go out with me?” I paused as I enjoyed the way her pulse kicked up. “I mean, if I wasn’t a suspect in your case and all?” I was smirking, enjoying her reaction to my bold question. 
 
    Though her pulse was giving her away, Ashlyn wasn’t going to knowingly show me what I did to her. Instead, she leaned forward, the model of cool and unfazed. “Yes.” She paused to offer her own wicked smirk. “If you weren’t a suspect and all.”  
 
    “Good to know,” I replied just as coolly. 
 
    Her next question was cut off before it even started, as Danny knocked on the sliding door before he opened it. “Um, Ranger. I think they’re calling you on the radio.” 
 
    Ashlyn shot me a glance. “I’m not done with you.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it,” I answered. 
 
    Ashlyn stood with a roll of her eyes, heading inside to answer her radio. 
 
    I stood as well, moving to stand in the doorway with Danny. “Anything interesting?”  
 
    “Tapped into their database.” He showed me a palmed thumb drive. “Downloaded what I could, but there’s only a few years’ worth. I’m guessing they either changed systems or they’re just really slow with their automation.” 
 
    “It is the government, so …” I patted him on the shoulder as I moved into the room to see what had caused the worried look on my ranger’s face. 
 
    “Roger that. I’ll be in route.” Ashlyn clipped the radio to her belt. “I need to head out. I have a call on the other side of the park.” 
 
    “All okay?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, just a report of some missing hunters, probably routine. We get several reports a year of groups who like to hunt on the outskirts of the park in hopes of snagging the animals that wander out. After a few too many beers they lose their bearings, wander into the park, get lost, miss dinner, their wives call, and then we spend the next few hours searching for them.”  
 
    I could tell that was true and that she was trying to convince herself it would be the case this time as well, but she still had the events of last night playing through her mind.  
 
    “Need help?” I offered. 
 
    Ashlyn let an amused look play over her face. “I think we’ll be okay. Thank you, though.” 
 
    I didn’t like the thought of Ashlyn out there trampling through the forest with some winged demon. “You’ll be asking for volunteers for search parties, won’t you? We’re volunteering.” 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously. “How about this?” She reached into her breast pocket and pulled out a notebook and pen. “Let me get to the scene, get more information, and if we call for volunteers then I’ll call you.” She handed me the pen and notebook. “Give me your number.” 
 
    I grinned. “Not exactly the circumstances I’d hoped for when you finally asked me that question.” She was grinning too as I jotted down my number. I held onto the notebook when she reached for it, all playfulness gone from my voice. “Promise you’ll call and promise you’ll be careful out there?” 
 
    Ashlyn gave me a long look. “I promise.” 
 
    I released the notebook. “Where’s the scene?” I could tell she was weighing her options again, wondering if telling me the location would be the right or the wrong thing to do. I tried to sway her. “It’s not like it’s the actual crime scene, only the starting point. I just want to know so we have time to Google it. I promise not to show up unless you call.” She remained silent. “Ex-cop, remember. I know how these things go. I promise I won’t do anything to jeopardize you or this case.”  
 
    “Don’t make me regret this,” Ashlyn said. 
 
    I crossed my heart and held up Girl Scout promise fingers. “I won’t.” 
 
    “Highway 50 to County Road 420, quarter mile east. There’s a hunting cabin off on the north side of the road.” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ll be waiting for your call.” 
 
    “Okay. I need to lock up, so …” She looked around, grabbing her car keys and more statement sheets. 
 
    Danny flipped the thumb lock on the back door. “I got this one.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ashlyn handed me the statement sheets. “I’ll get these from you later. I’m sure you know how these go?  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Thanks again for coming in and cooperating,” Ashlyn said as she locked the front door behind Danny. “I’ll call or text if we’re looking for volunteers.” 
 
    “Be careful, Ranger,” I replied as Danny and I headed for Woody. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I started Woody and waited for Ashlyn to pull out ahead of us before putting Woody in Reverse. When Ashlyn passed behind us, made the curve at the bottom of the hill, and disappeared out of sight, I put him in “P” again.  
 
    Danny and I both got out, moving quickly to the back of the ranger station. We made quick work of the short climb, both landing on the deck a few seconds later.  
 
    Danny slid open the unlocked back door. “I’ll hit the hard drive again, and you check the files.” 
 
    Three file drawers later, “Incident reports, 1990-2002,” I announced.  
 
    “I have 2002 on,” Danny answered, pulling out the thumb drive from the side of the computer.  
 
    “Copy machine,” I announced, as I started pulling out the files.  
 
    “Scanner, even better,” Danny said as he started hitting buttons on the small screen of the machine. 
 
    I handed Danny the first of the files and we assembly-lined the process of bringing a stack of reports to the machine, scanning them, and refiling them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in Woody, I fired up his engine. “She’s had a good fifteen-minute head start. Directions?” 
 
    “So by you saying ‘we’ll wait for your call,’ you really meant …” 
 
    “Secretly follow behind you. Duh.” 
 
    “Duh,” he repeated as he pulled up directions. He navigated back through town, down a country road that traced the outline of the parkland, and out to the location of the cabin Ashlyn had described. “I think this is good,” Danny said, indicating that I should pull over. He held out his tablet. “We’re here; cabin is there.” He pointed to a small, brown roof peeking through the Google Earth image he’d found of the area. “I’m estimating last night’s scene to be about there.” He indicated a clearing a few miles away. 
 
    “Looks about right. And the truck I found yesterday is …” I studied the map. “Right about here.” Not too far, but still a good distance away from the cabin. 
 
    History has told us that demons, although they come over here in an effort to escape from hell, rarely travel that far from the hellgate they popped out of in case they need a quick escape home because, say, ohhh, a demon hunter is on their tail. Sometimes literally, as I almost got dragged into a hellgate because my jacket got caught on a tail barb of a particularly nasty demon that was hell’s much, much more evil version of Barney, complete with an annoyingly stupid laugh.  
 
    “You know, I sure do lose a lot of clothes in this gig. I think we should talk to someone about a clothing allowance.” 
 
    Danny eyed me as if I was drunk and suggested we karaoke Right Said Fred’s “I’m too Sexy.” Again. Been there, sung that. Ruined a shirt that night too, ’cause, duh, I was too sexy for it.  
 
    “Can we fast-forward through the random crazy and focus on the fact that a demon might be munching down on three hunters right now?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Sure, but we’re going to revisit this.”  
 
    Looking at the map I asked, “Truck and the hand? They are what? Two, three miles maybe?” 
 
    “About that, yeah.” 
 
    I drew an imaginary line between the cabin and the location I’d found the truck. “But here to there … That’s a good little jaunt through some pretty rough terrain.”  
 
    “By foot yes, but not if you …” Danny muttered as he flapped a hand in a flying motion. 
 
    “True,” I agreed with a groan.  
 
    “Plus, we don’t know how far they wandered into the forest,” Danny added.  
 
    “Right.” I reached behind Danny’s seat to grab an extra knife I had stashed there. Unfortunately, I didn’t think it was a good idea to carry anything on me that was not easily concealed in case I ran into someone of the human authority variety. Knife secured. “I’ll call you,” I advised and hopped out of Woody. I turned back to Danny before closing the door; he was already flipping up the armrest and sliding over to the driver’s side. “By the way, do we have any idea what I am looking for exactly?”  
 
    Danny pondered for a second. “Umm, I’m guessing evil with wings, probably bigger than a buzzard, and more than likely it’ll have an angry scowl on its face.” 
 
    I winked as I pointed a finger gun at him and fired it. “Right. I have no idea what I’d do without you, Tonto.” 
 
    “Still not funny,” Danny yelled even though I’d already shut the door.  
 
    I looked in both the direction of the cabin and the other scenes. I didn’t know which way I wanted to head first. I could try to get near the cabin and pick up the hunter’s trail or search a wider area for demon scent. The thought of being near Ashlyn, ensuring that she didn’t stumble across the demon, was what had me going in the direction of the cabin. My pocket chimed as I took my first step. I stopped and checked my phone; it was a one-word text from Danny. “Kato.”  
 
    I snorted and typed back, “Dream on, Beppo the Super-Monkey.” I didn’t have to worry about Danny getting the throwback Superman reference, as he and I secretly enjoyed comic books and dropped in stores whenever we got a chance. I laughed out loud this time when Danny replied with “0.o U suck”.  
 
    I crammed the phone back in my pocket and started for the cabin. As on the night before, I set a comfortable pace, and around the half-mile mark I felt Norm make his way to the surface. I didn’t feel a prickle up my spine, his little way of saying something bad is about to throw down in the neighborhood; he just wanted to stretch and enjoy our little run. I randomly searched the sky for something “bigger than a buzzard” just for good measure. I lifted my nose, taking in deep breaths, not knowing if I would catch the scent of a demon from above or not. Nothing. 
 
     I was about a hundred yards away from the cabin when I started to hear the murmur of voices. I couldn’t make out their words just yet, only tones, which told me there were at least two males and one yummy and familiar female on-site. A vehicle was pulling up, as I heard the hum of the engine and crunch of rock under the tires. Probably more law enforcement officers from one agency or another, I surmised, knowing they would likely call out as many law enforcement resources as possible if they were preparing for a search-and-rescue mission.  
 
    The implications of that little possibility started to hit me. How the hell was I going to keep potentially twenty, heck fifty plus, people from searching themselves right into the demon’s hunting ground? Up to this point, I’d just thought about inserting myself into the search efforts so I could be close to Ashlyn, keeping her safe from the bad that happened to be taking up residence in her backyard. But now I had a much bigger problem. I was likely going to have a whole lot of people to keep safe and away from the demon’s doorstep.  
 
    My phone chimed in my pocket. I pulled it out, another text from Danny. “More cops headn ur way.” 
 
     I replied back. “Thx @ cabin.”  
 
    The phone chimed one more time. “B careful.” I smiled as I put it on vibrate, not wanting the chime to give away my presence as I closed in on the cabin.  
 
    Twenty yards out, I could see four officers milling around in the driveway and yard. A quick scan of the area showed that the front door to the cabin was ajar, and I could hear two more male voices inside. Most of the voices I recognized as the same officers from the night before. This was a sparsely populated area, so it was a good possibility they wouldn’t have a very large law enforcement pool to tap into, which with luck meant fewer cops to keep track of and out of the demon’s den.  
 
    My eyes found Ashlyn. She was standing at the front of her truck with two other rangers, each holding down a corner of the large map they had spread out on the hood. They were discussing routes the hunters most likely had taken and how they were going to cover each path. One of the men waved a deputy over and asked him to put a call out for his department’s four-wheelers. They discussed bringing in a civilian search team. Neither of Ashlyn’s companions liked the idea, but they also recognized there were only so many of them and a whole lot of forest.  
 
    It appeared that no one would be entering the woods in the next few minutes so I thought I could complete a perimeter sweep, just to see if I could get a line on which direction the hunters had gone. There were likely several scent trails and directions they traveled, especially if the hunters had been there for several days, but it was worth a try. I stayed out of sight, but close enough that I could still hear the conversations going on around the cabin.  
 
    More officers arrived as I scouted the area. I stopped to listen as they were briefed on the situation and learned that two of the missing men were from a town several hundred miles west. The third guy was from a small town in the opposite direction. According to their wives, they were college frat brothers, who for the last ten years took an annual hunting trip together. Always the first week of deer season. Always five days. They left on Friday evening with their routine: set up and scout the area Saturday, hunt Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday. Be home Tuesday night. When none of the men showed up last night, the wives called each other, the guy who owned the cabin, and finally local law enforcement. The men should have been familiar with the area, as the guy renting the location said they had been coming to this particular cabin for the last four years. This led me to believe they would have been familiar with the forest, the area, and their hunting grounds, making it unlikely that they would have simply wandered off in the wrong direction.  
 
    The cabin was surrounded by forest on three sides. The fourth was a large open field currently covered in mature wheat. I was halfway around the perimeter and still hadn’t found signs of anyone Little Red Riding Hood-ing it into the woods, no fresh signs anyway.  
 
    A path wound through the trees. I paused on the trail and could hear a small stream in the distance. I guessed the path ultimately led there. It had been used enough over the years to easily identify its lazy course. But there were no signs of anyone using it recently. Downed leaves lay undisturbed. The moist dirt was smooth and free of boot prints. And the air was free of scent from any recent travelers. Although most people would naturally take a path already carved out, that wasn’t always the case, at least not for this particular trail anyway, so I moved on.  
 
    I went as far as I could travel without exiting the cover of the trees. There was no evidence that the men had entered the woods in the last few days. I called Danny. He picked up immediately. 
 
    “All okay?” he asked in a rush. 
 
    “Yeah. I just skirted the edge of the woods surrounding the cabin and there are no signs these guys ever set foot into the woods. There’s an open field that butts up to the property; they could’ve gone that direction. It doesn’t seem like the most logical thing, but that’s the only option at this point.” 
 
    Danny thought for a long moment then spoke grimly. “Not the only option.” 
 
    I also paused to think about possible alternatives. I sighed. “Son of a … They never made it to the woods. It snatched them from the cabin.” 
 
    “Odd behavior for a demon. They usually can’t or don’t enter homes, but we may not be talking about a normal demon.”  
 
    “I’m headed back your way,” I said, clicking off the phone and cramming it back into my pocket.  
 
    I was starting to get frustrated that we didn’t know what we were dealing with. Not that we always knew what we were facing when we went after a demon, but still ... There are as many kinds of demons as there are different races of humans, maybe more, and not all of them have shown themselves to our world. Others have racked up some frequent flyer miles and as their reward have earned their very own folktales. Vampires, werewolves, zombies, trolls … all just demons. Only with time and the retelling through the generations have their stories splintered and their tales morphed into false legends with manipulated origins.  
 
    Generally, demons, though they kill humans in different ways, do it for one ultimate reason: power. Apparently to demons, human souls are like a vat of Red Bull with a dump-truck side of crack, laced with Incredible Hulk-level steroids. And if that wasn’t enough of a reason to keep the little fuckers off our plane, here’s the super fun big picture. When we die, our souls get on the proverbial good/bad elevator. The up or down arrow is preselected, and we get a one-way trip to eternity. For either side, good or bad, the soul is like a source of energy for that realm, helping it maintain its existence. So, yeah, the ultimate good versus evil fight … that’s a fight for power, figuratively and literally. Essentially, both sides are fighting to keep the lights on.  
 
    To date, most demons simply escape over here like Lindsay Lohan sneaking out of the Betty Ford Center. They’re checking out long enough to get their fix on. Other demons are sent in an effort to tip the scales: Hitler, Stalin, Mao Zedong to name a few ass-munches. The good side thinks coming down and intervening in the taking or eliminating of souls is cheating, but they do feel it is perfectly legit to eliminate the rule breakers. Enter stage right, me, the demon hunter. I kind of thought they should have gone the Superman or Wolverine route, but ehhh, whatever. There’s a lot more if, ands, and assholes but in short demons suck and I’m here, at least for the time being, to send them back through the fiery shit-hole that pooped them out.   
 
      
 
      
 
    I broke out of the forest to find Danny and Woody coming down the road toward me. He pulled over. I jumped in and he U-turned, leading us away from the cabin. “They’re talking about calling out the civilian team. Hopefully, we’ll hear something soon.”  
 
    “Cool. There’s a side road down there a bit where I parked while you were on your little jaunt.” He took the road a few seconds later. “FYI, I got all the info and the scans from the ranger station. I’d just started looking through them when I got a call from the elders.” 
 
    I raised a curious eyebrow. Most of our communications were with the Chief.  
 
    “Grandfather is doing a dreamwalk,” Danny explained.  
 
    Dreamwalks are his little way of tapping into the other worlds or planes to see if he can get any clues as to what is going on. He didn’t do them casually, and I’ve only known him to dreamwalk in grave situations. Add his “don’t engage directive” and, I am going out on a limb here, I’m guessing that means we aren’t likely hunting a normal run of the hell demon.  
 
    Danny went on. “They didn’t really have anything else, but I did ask about the location of any hellgate here and if it had ever been active before.” 
 
    “And?” I asked as he pulled over and parked.  
 
    “They said they’d check the records.” 
 
    I didn’t like the way this whole thing was playing out: winged demons, orders not to hunt the bastard, and the Chief on a dreamwalk. Yeah, not a good day in the neighborhood. I didn’t like sitting on the bench while the demon was racking up points on the death scoreboard. Out of respect I might wait a minute to play some offense, but defense was another matter because damned if I was going to let Ashlyn or any other member of the search team go tramping out and get taken out of the game. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’d been sitting idle for exactly four minutes and thirty-six seconds. I had been passing the time by staring out the window and checking my watch every three seconds. 
 
    “She’s going to call,” Danny said absently as he swiped another finger across his tablet to “flip” the page on another report. 
 
    My phone rang in my hand. I shot him a glare. “How’d you do that?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. 
 
    Ashlyn started in as soon as I answered. “We’re going to be sending out a search party in about thirty minutes. We’re not going to call for volunteers until we’ve done a preliminary search.” 
 
    I started to protest. “I can still-” 
 
    Ashlyn talked over me. “I might have exaggerated your and Danny’s resumes, so I have you both assigned with me. We’re going to send five three-man groups out for three hours and make a decision after that if we haven’t located them,” Ashlyn explained. 
 
    “We’ll be there in ten,” I offered. When Ashlyn didn’t reply, I asked, “Is that okay?” 
 
    “I’m putting a lot on the line here,” she answered, barely over a whisper.  
 
    “We’ll be able to help,” I answered simply. 
 
    “For some reason I believe that.” 
 
    “We’ll be there shortly,” I said before hanging up. “Ashlyn got us a pass behind the line; we’re going to be with her. Five three-man search teams for three hours. Then, if needed, they’ll call in secondary; civilian search teams. I don’t know how we are going to keep five teams away from …” My mind was filled with other things and I couldn’t immediately come up with a new clever name for the demon so I simply flapped a hand in the air. Danny knew what I was talking about. “I told Ashlyn we’d be there in ten, so we need to waste a few more minutes.”  
 
    Danny nodded, shut down his tablet, and slid it into his bag under the seat. “I’ll drive around. I know you don’t do waiting or sitting well.” 
 
    “I have no idea what would ever give you that impression,” I said, using my hand to hold down my knee that was bouncing to the beat of an AK-47.  
 
    Danny smirked. “Yeah, I have nooo idea.”  
 
    We drove aimlessly for a few minutes, eating up the clock.  
 
    Seven minutes later, Danny was pouting because he was losing miserably at the “I spy with my little eye” game. He had forgotten to put the one-hundred-yard radius limit on the game and I’d picked out a yellow “No Trespassing” sign hanging on a fence about a mile away. Danny scowled. “Fine! I give up. And I totally remember why I don’t play this game with you anymore.”  
 
    We pulled into the drive of the cabin where a deputy greeted us. Danny told him we were here at Ranger Parker’s request. When he verified that fact via radio we were led in and told to park next to the other vehicles off to the west side.  
 
    I started to open the door when Danny grabbed my arm to stop me. “Try not to do anything stupid.” 
 
    “Geez, want me to get you some pom-poms to go with that pep talk?”  
 
    “You know the struggle is real,” he said, releasing my arm. 
 
    I tilted my head in consideration. “Okay, I can see you have a valid concern so I will try to be on my best behavior.” 
 
    He scoffed. “That’s exactly why I’m worried.” 
 
    I slugged him. 
 
    We met at the front of the truck, both of us already scoping out the scene. “I still don’t smell anything.” I said, taking in another, deeper breath of air. Nothing. Well, at least nothing that smells like earth and lavender. There was a scent that did perk my interest. I started forward as I saw Ashlyn head in our direction, a suspicious glare readable from a good distance away.  
 
    “You two got here quick.” 
 
    “We were in the area,” I offered. 
 
    “Right.” She shook her head, likely second-guessing her decision. “Okay. I assume I don’t have to tell you about crime scene protocol?” 
 
    “Immediately pick up any and all things suspicious looking so they don’t get lost,” I answered.  
 
    Ashlyn tilted her head and crossed her arms. “Cute. But how about we try the ‘absolutely don’t touch anything at all’ method.” 
 
    “That’s so not how we did it where I came from.” I waited until she cracked the slightest smile, then added, “Fine, we’ll try it your way.” I paused, giving a head nod behind her. “Is there any way I can try this new theory out in the cabin?”  
 
    “I, well …” she trailed off as she looked over her shoulder, “the crime scene guys are still in there.” 
 
    “Maybe when they’re finished? That was kind of my thing back in Seattle,” I explained. I wasn’t lying. When you have super-sight and smell, it does tend to give you a slight advantage when looking for evidence at a crime scene. 
 
    She assessed me for a moment and then relented. “If they’re done before we head out, I’ll see what I can do. For now, just stay on the fringes and out of the way.” She took a step toward the makeshift command post set up next to her truck. “And try not to call attention to yourself,” Ashlyn suggested. As soon as the words left her mouth, she knew that was a ridiculous statement. It only took one look around to see that every male and the only other female on the scene had stopped what they were doing to stand slack-jawed and drooling in my direction. “Or not,” Ashlyn mumbled to herself. “We’ll be leaving in fifteen. If the crime scene guys finish up beforehand, I’ll come and find you; otherwise, we will be meeting on the other side of the cabin by the woods. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Got it,” I replied. 
 
    “Thanks.” Then she headed back to talk with the two men at the command post.  
 
    We were closer to the cabin now and I could catch the scent of several different men. A few I could associate with the officers in the area. I could play the match the scent to its owner game, but we only had a few minutes so I focused on searching for any nonhuman scents. 
 
    Danny had wandered off to the small worn-down parking area in front of the cabin, where a solo vehicle was parked. He glanced in the side windows and then rounded the vehicle, stopping before he came full circle. He motioned me over with a head jerk. 
 
    “What?” I asked, coming to stand next to him. 
 
    “I’m guessing this vehicle,” he pointed at the SUV he’d been examining, “belongs to the hunters. But what about those?”  
 
    There was a clear set of tire tracks parked next to the SUV. I wasn’t the expert, Danny was, but they too looked like another SUV or truck. 
 
    “Not the same,” I stated as I compared the two.  
 
    “Yeah, not the same tread pattern,” Danny answered confidently. “Michelins,” he pointed at the SUV, “Yokohamas.”  
 
    Danny’s assessment was good enough for me. “Could be the owner that came and checked on them?” I pondered. 
 
    “Could be,” Danny agreed. “I was just thinking about where the guys live. They live on opposite sides of the state. It would make more sense that two of them rode together and the other met them here.”  
 
    “So where is their other vehicle?” I questioned. “They could have taken the second vehicle to a different hunting location.” I offered, not liking that option. 
 
    “That would suck,” Danny said, stating the obvious. 
 
    I glanced into the windows of the vehicle. Clean-ish. Nothing of obvious significance until I took a deep breath. I stepped back, clearing my nose of stale cigarette smoke and cheap perfume. The smoke was ripe and potent without the staleness of a smoker’s car. There was something else going on here and I was starting to think it might not be demon related. I needed to be in the cabin. As if part of my abilities were to bend things to my will, which it isn’t unfortunately, because that could be fun, two crime techs came out of the cabin and headed for Ashlyn and the men standing with her. Ashlyn was on the phone but when she saw them exit she wrapped up the conversation.  
 
    I gave Danny an elbow and a nod in their direction. I wanted to get a sneak peek of any evidence they had collected. According to their verbal report, there were no signs of a struggle or any acts of violence. There was a little blood found in the bathroom sink and some on the back porch, but they attributed that to a simple shaving accident, and the porch was set up for hunters to clean and dress their kills so they assumed the samples they collected would be animal. Otherwise, nothing of significance. 
 
    I made some assumptions. One, a demon didn't simply knock on the door and yell “pizza guy.” So either they weren’t here when the demon snatched them, we were dealing with an odorless, OCD demon, or …“This isn’t adding up to supernatural,” I whispered to Danny. We started to walk back toward our vehicle. “Could these guys have gone somewhere in the area? An all-night strip club? Casino?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can stir up. But don’t you think they would have checked out all those leads before calling out a hunting party?”  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to Ashlyn who was on the phone again. “They might be. Could be limited resources. Plus, I’d say they get a lot more ‘lost in the woods’ calls than anything else, and they’re likely pushing to get a team out before night falls again or it’ll set them back another day.” I heard a vehicle coming toward us and groaned. “Crap.”  
 
    “Who is it?” Danny asked, looking up for the source of my sudden attitude change. 
 
    I didn’t have to look. I knew exactly who had put the ‘Damn it’ in my mood. “It’s the sheriff.”  
 
    “Same sheriff that thinks you and I are murder suspects?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I confirmed as I turned my back on her car as if I could hide from the woman that was parking next to us.  
 
    “And I’ll go work on that research now,” Danny advised, hot-footing it to Woody before I could protest. 
 
    I thought it best if I too stayed out of Sheriff Linn’s way so I moved to the edge of the woods, deciding I might as well walk around the yard to see or smell anything suspicious along the inside of the perimeter.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Ashlyn found me a few minutes later. “We’re delayed a couple of minutes; the Sheriff is still trying to run down a couple more leads.” 
 
    “You thinking they may not be out there?” I asked, hoping that was exactly the case.  
 
    “The sheriff’s department is running the investigation part of this. We’re trying to assist where we can, but our main priority is the rescue.” She checked her watch, and it was just after noon. “We’re going to need to get going in the next few minutes in order to conduct a reasonable search before nightfall.” 
 
    We were standing near the entrance of the path that I had found earlier, and I didn’t see any signs of entry from this angle either. “I don’t think they entered the forest,” I said before really thinking about it. 
 
    Ashlyn stepped up next to me. “Why?”  
 
    I took a second to enjoy her nearness before kneeling and pointing to the unbroken twig and clump of grass that hadn’t been trampled by a boot. “Ground is undisturbed. There are no boot prints …” I stood. “No traceable evidence.” 
 
    Ashlyn knelt, studied the area for a long moment, and stood to look up and down the tree line. “They could have entered somewhere else.” 
 
    “Could have, but I already walked this line and didn’t see any entry points.” I started down along the edge of the trees again and Ashlyn followed, both of us looking for any signs of someone entering the forest.  
 
    “So where did you learn these tracking skills? Do a lot of that in Seattle, did you? Or did you acquire these skills after you started traveling the country in search of Bigfoot?” There was a smile in Ashlyn’s voice when she asked. 
 
    “Hunting man or beast, the same principles apply,” I answered. “But to answer your question, Danny and his grandfather taught me.” I usually stayed far from the truth when talking to people, but Ashlyn wasn’t people and my normally unbreachable conversational walls were becoming more picket fencey. They still established a boundary, but if you came in wrong you’d be singing soprano.  
 
    “You and Danny, you’ve been friends for a long time?” 
 
    “For a while. We met my senior year in high school and we’ve stayed …” I searched for the right word, “connected … inseparable really, ever since.”  
 
    “He must be quite a guy,” Ashlyn offered.  
 
    Ashlyn’s voice became subdued. We were at the end of the trees so I stopped and met her gaze. “He’s the best friend I’ve ever had; he watches out for me. We watch out for each other.” Though I could tell my answer created more questions in Ashlyn’s mind, she only nodded.  
 
    I looked out over the open field, changing the subject. “They could have gone in that direction, but …” 
 
    “Not unless they really don’t know where they’re going. That way would be a rough trek. If they were hikers, rock climbers maybe, but hunters would have been deterred quickly.”  
 
    We both stared out over the field. “I don’t think they were hunting,” I finally said, figuring there was no time like the present to start derailing the “let’s go look for them in the woods” plan. I started back toward the cabin.  
 
    “I can’t say I disagree with you, but why do you think so?”  
 
    I hitched a thumb over my shoulder. “I don’t think they went hunting there. They could’ve taken the second vehicle and gone somewhere else to hunt.”  
 
    Ashlyn stopped. “How did you know there was a second vehicle?” 
 
    Foot in it, I shall step. “I’m a good guesser?” I tried.  
 
    “AJ, I never told you about the second vehicle. I never told you anything but the address and that three guys are missing.”  
 
    And we are back to murder suspect, fun times. “It’s not what you’re thinking.” 
 
    “You have no idea what I’m thinking,” Ashlyn advised. 
 
    “Your hand just moved to your gun, so I think I have an idea.”  
 
    Ashlyn crossed her arms over her chest. “You have two seconds to explain.” 
 
    “There are two sets of tire tracks.” I decided to go with the CliffsNotes, more obvious option, versus the “Danny hacked into the FRBO rental database, looking for the parties who rented the cabin, saw they were from other sides of the state, we made an assumption and, oh, there are two sets of tire tracks” version. I walked over to the drive where Danny and I had stood before and pointed.  
 
    Ashlyn reluctantly followed. “That could be another vehicle, maybe the cabin owner’s.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond but closed it along with my eyes as a familiar voice came booming from the steps of the cabin. 
 
    “What the hell is she doing here?” Sheriff Linn yelled, stomping with each word she spat to accentuate the level of “not okay with this” she had with me being on her crime scene.  
 
    “We are not done with this conversation,” Ashlyn whisper yelled. 
 
    “Peachy. Can’t wait,” I replied, spinning to find the sheriff in my grille, and she didn’t look at all happy to see me. I better confirm it. “Hey, Loretta,” I sang out in the same tone as Loretta’s famous song. You know, on family road trips I thought I would rather stab pencils in my ears than listen to my grandfather’s Greatest Loretta Lynn Hits cassette over and over, but now seeing the pure rage that my song knowledge inflicted on the sheriff, it had been so, sooo, so incredibly worth it.  
 
    “Why is she here?” the sheriff asked again, pointing at me. 
 
    Pet peeve number sixty-three: talk about me like I’m not here. “So my Daddy loved my Mommy and one night they-” Ashlyn slapped down my hand gestures before I could really get the visual demonstrations up and going.  
 
    “Not helping,” Ashlyn scolded through gritted teeth. 
 
    The sheriff snarled. “I don’t want her on my crime scene unless she’s in cuffs.” 
 
    Ashlyn straightened her back, facing off with the sheriff. “Have I missed something, Sheriff? Have you determined a crime has happened? I thought we were acting under the premise that we are looking for three lost hunters?”  
 
    The sheriff glared at her. “Either way, there’s no good reason for her to be here.” 
 
    “Actually, I think there is. Miss Mattox, as you know, is a highly-decorated Seattle detective, and she has already proven to have excellent tracking skills.” 
 
    I refrained from sticking out my tongue at the sheriff. However, I was surprised after the little encounter with Ashlyn only a few minutes ago that she was sticking up for me so adamantly. I thought for that alone I should try to behave myself. 
 
    The sheriff huffed her displeasure. “Ex-cop, found in the middle of a murder scene? Seems to be her M.O.” She glared. 
 
    I glared. 
 
    “I asked her to come here to assist with the search,” Ashlyn broke in. “I would also like her to take a look at the cabin, now that your team is done with it.” 
 
    “So she can contaminate the evidence? Over my dead body!” 
 
    “It’s my understanding your techs already went over the cabin and found no real evidence, so where is the harm?” Ashlyn raised a hand to stop the Sheriff’s protest. “I will be with her the entire time. I won’t let her touch anything.” 
 
    “It’s against the rules,” the sheriff said, thrusting her fists into her ample hips.  
 
     Ashlyn tilted her head. “So, we’re going to start following all the rules, are we? I’ll remember that the next time I run into your youngest fishing from …” 
 
    The sheriff shot her a look and was about to protest when her phone rang. “Fine. But don’t let her touch anything or I will take her in for obstruction.” She dismissed us with another glare and spun away to answer her phone. 
 
    “You showed her,” I said, pride evident in my voice. 
 
    Ashlyn stepped close to me, fire in her eyes. “Do not think I did that for you. I want to find out what happened to the three hunters. I want to know if they are lost in my forest. You are just a means to that end,” she poked a finger into my chest, “nothing else. If I find out you had anything to do with this, or heck that you had anything to do with anything ever, I will personally make it my mission to arrest you.”  
 
    “I jaywalked in Poughkeepsie once,” I offered in an effort to lighten the mood.  
 
    Ashlyn took a step back. “Do not make me regret this, AJ.” 
 
    “I didn’t-” 
 
    “Save it. Let’s go inside before I change my mind,” Ashlyn ordered. 
 
    “Okey-dokey,” I muttered to Ashlyn’s retreating back.  
 
    Ashlyn entered first but stepped aside to let me go ahead of her. “Go for it.” 
 
    I moved past Ashlyn, meeting her eyes as I did. I held them for a long moment before stepping further into the room. The cabin’s décor was someone’s flea market attempt to re-create the front page of a 1970s Field and Stream magazine. It had a relatively open floor plan, three doors off to the left, bedrooms and a bath I assumed. A living area and kitchen that made up the front room, a back door that I assumed led to a rear mudroom, and a crude knotty pined staircase that matched poorly with the cheap paneling, which led up to a loft, probably another bedroom.  
 
    I stepped further into the room, scanning every item. The brown leather couch was well worn; two butts had taken up residence on opposite sides. A matching leather chair had evidence of someone sitting there as well. The coffee table was pulled close with a mix of chip bags and a couple of glasses. They had all sat around the table at some point. There were three sets of playing cards on the kitchen counter that divided the two rooms. Maybe a poker game? Or a manly game of gin rummy?  
 
    I got hints of aftershave and soap, mixed with whiskey. Knowing I couldn’t touch anything I simply bent over to sniff the glasses. “Whiskey.”  
 
    Ashlyn didn’t comment, only stepped behind me to sniff the glass herself. When she took two tries at two different glasses, I figured maybe she wasn’t getting the same nose report that Norm gave me.  
 
    I stepped around the coffee table to look closer at the couch. I didn’t say anything at first but there was a card of some sort crammed between the two cushions, the corner barely visible. I had an idea what it could be. I moved on to the chair, another piece of the puzzle there. I leaned forward to take a closer look. Ashlyn nearly fell into me trying to see what I was looking at. I straightened, causing Ashlyn to be pressed up against me for a split second before she jumped back.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said, distancing herself even further. 
 
    “I’m not,” I replied with a curve to my lips, which made her eyes dart away to inspect the curtains, which I hated to tell her was futile because I’d already been there, done that, and there was no evidence there. 
 
    I moved into the kitchen. This time Ashlyn kept the island between us as I wandered around. There was nothing out of the ordinary, a few dishes in the sink and typical food that one would expect for a guy’s weekend sitting on the counter. I gave the cabinets a nod. “May I?” 
 
    “Sure, just don’t take out anything,” Ashlyn answered. 
 
    I looked around the kitchen for something to open the cabinets with, spotting only a dishtowel next to the sink, not an option if they used it for something more sinister than drying dishes. I looked back at Ashlyn. “You have anything I can use …” I waved my fingers at her. 
 
    “Yeah.” She reached to the back of her duty belt, unsnapped a pouch, and pulled out a set of latex gloves. 
 
    She handed them over the counter to me. “Thanks.” I didn’t put them on, simply used them as a barrier between my hand and the knobs. I made a quick scan of the cabinets. Most of them looked unused, simply stocked with the bare cooking necessities: plates, glasses, a couple of pots, pans, cleaning supplies under the sink, etc. I moved to the refrigerator. More weekend food staples: lunchmeat, condiments, a few beers, nonalcoholic beverages, nothing that I would consider out of place or suspicious. I figured I wouldn’t find anything in the freezer either, but I checked it anyway. As expected, I found only four half-empty blue ice trays.  
 
    I stepped around the edge of the refrigerator to where the trashcan was located. I assumed the crime scene unit had already searched it, but I put my foot on the pedal to lift the lid and take a gander at what lay inside. More typical waste, but I reached in, latex glove actually on now, and pulled out a piece of paper. At first it appeared to be a simple scorecard as if the three guys had been playing cards and adding up their points, but the numbers were much more complex. I held it up to examine it closer. 
 
    “What is it?” Ashlyn asked from behind me. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. I laid it on the counter so she too could examine the seemingly random numbers.  
 
    “Scorecard?”  
 
    “I don’t think so, or at least not for any game I’m familiar with,” I answered. “Might not be anything,” I said, although I wasn’t really convinced of that. “Check out the bedrooms?”  
 
    “Okay,” Ashlyn agreed. 
 
    I wanted to see what these three hunters had packed for their big hunting weekend. It didn’t take me long riffling through the bedrooms, loft, their suitcases, and bathroom to have a pretty good idea of what was really going on here. “I’m good,” I finally said, and then headed for the front door of the cabin, pulling off the latex gloves. 
 
    “And ...” Ashlyn followed me outside. 
 
    Danny was outside the cabin, tablet in hand, as the Sheriff was giving him an on-the-spot interrogation. He was shaking his head, adamantly denying her accusations. I would have let the situation go on, as it was kind of fun to see Danny sweat for other reasons than me chasing him, but we had a search party to crash.  
 
    I heard Ashlyn sigh behind me as she took in the scene. That gave me a little hope that she didn’t think Danny deserved the tongue lashing he was receiving or maybe it was because she knew there was a good chance the Sheriff and I were getting ready to have another not so friendly tête-à-tête.  
 
    I was running out of Loretta Lynn song references, damn it, so I decided to go with a direct insult this time. “Solved your crime for you, Sheriff. Should I send my bill directly to you or to the county commissioners?” 
 
    The sheriff spun on me. “You seriously expect me to take your word on … well, absolutely anything?” 
 
    “No, actually, I don’t expect you to. I expect you to keep acting like a close-minded, backward-town sheriff that-” 
 
    Ashlyn stepped in front of me just as the sheriff lunged at me. “Loretta, I think we all need to take a second to calm down.” She held up a hand when the sheriff took another step. “You don’t want to do this here.” Ashlyn softened her voice, “not in front of everyone.”  
 
    The sheriff hesitated and turned her head slightly to see the crowd of law enforcement officers who had all stopped what they were doing to watch the show. She reluctantly took a small step back. 
 
    I smirked as I added insult to injury in my best country twang. “Wise choice, Loretta ‘cause You Ain’t Woman Enough to-” my last Loretta Lynn song slam was cut off as Ashlyn spun on me, shoving me back with one push to the chest.  
 
    “Say one more word and I will take you in for threatening a law enforcement officer.”  
 
    I’d be pissed off if I weren’t so turned on. My little ranger had some fight in her. I’d seen it in her eyes before, but she was willing to back it up. I swallowed the grin that was forming and held up my hands in an “I give” gesture. 
 
    She eyed me for a long moment, probably not believing I would relent so easily. To her credit, she could have me doing a lot of things I wouldn’t normally do.Apparently satisfied I was going to behave, at least in the immediate future, she turned back to the sheriff. “Let’s just hear what she has to say. We have three men who are possibly out there and we need to either start the search or figure out where they are. We’re wasting valuable time.”  
 
    The sheriff didn’t reply, only crossed her arms over her chest. I was again impressed, not only because of her ability to actually wrap her arms around those things, but that she was able to keep her mouth shut. I glanced at Ashlyn. This was the third time Ashlyn had been able to talk the sheriff into something she was adamantly opposed to doing. There was a history between the two women, a connection or something. God, hopefully not a connection, connection … ’cause icky icky times a healthy dose of ewwww. 
 
    Ashlyn nodded to the sheriff. “Thank you.” Then she turned to me with a glance that only I could see, which loosely translated to something like ‘knock the mouthy shit off and behave.’ I may have seen similar renditions once or a hundred times. “AJ?” 
 
    “I think they’re at a casino or strip club,” I began, giving a quick glance to Danny, who gave me an approving head nod.  
 
    The sheriff snorted, unimpressed.  
 
    I ignored it, in an effort to prove to Ashlyn I could behave if and when I chose to. “They’re working some card scheme. My guess is two on the table, one spotter throwing signals. I think they’ve had some amount of success this weekend and they’re celebrating with strippers or bar girls.” I paused to gauge my audience’s reactions. Ashlyn’s eyes were furrowed in confusion, likely running over the items she saw me locate in the cabin and piecing them together for herself. The sheriff was … well, still unimpressed. Danny gave me an up-and-down of his head and then tapped his tablet, which I took to mean he had found evidence to support my theory. 
 
    “Walk me through it,” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    “Two vehicles, one is missing. Coffee table is set up like they had been playing cards, two side by side, one off to the side. More decks on the counter.” 
 
    “You’re basing your theory off a coffee table and a couple decks of cards?” The sheriff huffed. “You had enough yet, Ranger?” 
 
    “I’m also basing it on the piece of paper in the trash that has cards and codes on it, the worn card of a strip club between the cushions of the couch, the glitter transfer on the cushion of the chair, and the fact that there are only poser hunting clothes packed and still sitting clean in their suitcases, probably just props for the wives’ sake.” I held up a hand as I saw the protest forming on the Sheriff’s lips. “Now granted, they could be rewearing their gear; boys are dirty like that …” 
 
    “Hey, not all boys,” Danny protested.  
 
    “But there are no dirty boot socks, only dress socks. No one, especially guys that hunt every year together, pack Gold Toe dress socks to hunt in nor do they pack one pair and rewear them. Plus, all their dirty clothes smell like cigarettes, cheap booze, and even cheaper women. For all those reasons that your crime scene guys missed is why they’re not lost hunters, but instead in the nearest gambling town.” 
 
    “Tunica,” Danny offered, “is an hour drive.”  
 
    “Tunica,” I repeated, knowing that would be where Danny had already found them. “If I had to guess, and this is a pure guess on my part, there are two reasons they didn’t show up for checkout: They’re passed out between the boobs of a bunch of dirty-legged strippers or the casino caught them in their little card scheme.” I looked at Ashlyn. “You can call off your search and rescue mission, Ranger.” Then, to the woman wearing the I hate you with every cell of my body look, I said, “And, Sheriff, not to tell you how to do your job or anything but I would start calling casinos.” A glance at Danny told me he wanted to join in the “stomp on the sheriff’s pride” game. “Unless, Danny, you want to help the sheriff with that part of the investigation as well …”  
 
    He grinned widely. “As a matter of fact.” Danny pulled up his tablet, hit the screen with his fingertip a couple of times, and then turned the tablet to face them. “I’d start with the Golden Eagle Casino. They entered the casino at 8:34 last night.” The video he had pulled up on his screen showed the three men entering the casino doors together, then immediately separating in three different directions.  
 
    I patted Danny on the back. “Okay, our job here is done.” Confident they would not proceed with a search of the woods, we now needed to get out of here as soon as possible before the “how did you know what they looked like” and the “how did you get that video” questions started. And we needed to hurry as I could already see them forming in Ashlyn’s mind. “To the Batmobile, Danny,” I announced, already hotfooting it toward Woody. 
 
    Danny jogged up next to me. “Nice job,” I whispered. 
 
    “I think the sheriff hates me,” he replied, holding out a fist for a bump.  
 
    I checked it. Exploded it. “And boom, welcome to the dark side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent the rest of the afternoon and into the evening scouting around the lake, seeing if there were any other signs of demon or victims in the immediate area. I hadn’t found anything interesting, at least not of the demon or victim variety. When I returned to camp, Danny was still boots up, head down in his tablet, reading through the park ranger reports.  
 
    “Anything?”  
 
    “Not yet, but I’m only through eight years. I have a few more to go,” he replied without lifting his head from his screen. “All I’ve seen so far is animal-related incidents and hunting violations.” 
 
    “Nothing from the elders?” I asked, dropping down across from him and stoking the fire.  
 
    At that he looked up at me. “Nothing more than Grandfather is still doing his thing.” 
 
    “Maybe he got lost. You know, made a wrong left turn in Albuquerque and dreamwalked over to Vegas, decided to let his hair down, drop a few singles in some G-strings, and-” 
 
    “Please stop before I have to Q-tip my brain,” Danny pleaded. 
 
    I reached over to the cooler and grabbed two beers. “Here.” I tossed him one. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. I know how you and Q-tips get along.” 
 
    “You bumped my elbow,” Danny protested. 
 
    “And you cried for like two hours,” I countered. 
 
    “Having an instrument of death thrust down your ear channel isn’t pleasant.” 
 
    “Instrument of death wrapped in cotton,” I clarified and took a drink of my beer. 
 
    “You hit my elbow,” Danny repeated. 
 
    “You were taking like six years to get ready.” 
 
    “I was grooming-” he started and then saw my smirk at his word choice. He changed directions. “Shaving like a man’s man.” 
 
    “Man’s man?” I asked with a wiggle of my eyebrows. “That would explain the pink-” 
 
     Danny pointed his beer at me. “You suck.” 
 
    “Me? Ummm, I think we might’ve established that you-” 
 
    “Don’t you have anything better to do?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I’d like to send a demon back to hell but …” 
 
    Danny sat up. “I might have something.” 
 
    I moved next to him so I could see his screen. 
 
    “Twelve years ago, there were two bear attacks, same night.” He flipped between two pages. 
 
    “And?” Rare, sure. But it could happen, I thought. 
 
    “The first was the Reverend’s wife.” He flipped to the next report. “The second was,” he flipped the tablet so I could see it more clearly, “a Mr. Jesse Parker.” 
 
    I took the tablet from him and scanned the narrative of the report. “Ashlyn’s dad. She was there.” My heart hurt for her as if the old memory was my own. I handed the tablet back to Danny. “Think it was really a bear attack?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Danny offered. “I’ll keep looking.”  
 
    I stood abruptly. “I’ll be back. Keep Nancy beside you. Yell if you need anything.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6  
 
      
 
      
 
    I was running, but my thoughts were outpacing my feet, and my feet were tearing up the earth. I was at my destination before I could talk myself out of what I was doing, where I had gone. I had just enough time to chastise myself and turn to head back to the campsite when a familiar government vehicle pulled into the drive.  
 
    Ashlyn didn’t take the time to park in her garage, choosing instead a well-worn spot only ten feet away from her back door. I heard the click of her locks disengage then re-engage after she stepped inside. I sighed in relief knowing Ashlyn was home and secure for night. I was relatively sure Ashlyn wasn’t used to dealing with two murders and an almost search and rescue call in such a relatively short time frame. She was tired; I could tell by the way she mindlessly zombie-walked her way through her kitchen and living room. 
 
    If I was to ever be able to call a place home again, a place with actual walls and doors, it would be a home like Ashlyn’s. It was an A-frame log cabin, two-stories with floor-to-ceiling glass panels affording her an unencumbered view of the lake from both floors. It had a large deck that ran along its front. Ashlyn had placed patio furniture and a table there. I pictured her waking up, starting her day with a cup of coffee, and staring out over her forest. If I lived there, we would have all our meals outside on the table, to be followed with some outdoor sex for dess-  Umm yeah, I needed to stop that little fantasy before it had me leaping the deck railing. Oh fun, and to assist in that ultimate failure, Ashlyn chose that second to step out on the stage of my little fantasy.  
 
    Ashlyn set a short glass of dark-colored liquid on the table. I sniffed the air. Whiskey. My heart swooned a little as she got out a blanket, wrapped it around her, and settled into the cushions of a chair. I assumed she needed a little peace and alcohol to take the edge off the day. I couldn’t blame her; I could use a little of both as well. Though I knew her mind was probably replaying the events of the last couple days, trying to find a reasonable explanation as to why her forest was suddenly ground zero for so much brutal violence, she looked at peace. She was a woman simply having a nightcap and enjoying the view from the safety of her home.  
 
    I felt like a voyeur invading her privacy, the serenity of her home. I had just wanted, no needed, to make sure she was okay. I took one last look at her and slipped back into the trees. I wasn’t ready to leave just yet so I found a comfortable enough spot at the edge of the lake where I could still hear Ashlyn, if needed, and I could catch the random sweet scent of her in the air. I stretched out, stared at the millions of stars above me, and thought of the woman so close but so far out of my reach.  
 
    I had drifted off at some point, waking when I heard Ashlyn go inside and lock her doors. When I stood and stretched, I could tell my body appreciated the small relief before I started back to the campsite. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My day started as it had the day before. Danny was already up gathering more wood for the fire, and thank the good lord he already had the coffee pot heating over the flames.  
 
    “All good with the pretty ranger?” Danny asked as he dropped an arm full of wood and began to stack it neatly.  
 
    “Yeah,” I answered, finding my mug so I could pour myself some much-needed coffee.  
 
    “Since you’re here, I assume she didn’t fall for your feminine wiles?” 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “I didn’t unleash my feminine wiles. I just made sure she was locked safely inside her house.” 
 
    Danny’s eyes went wide. “She turned you down! Oh, my… I mean… I never thought I’d see the day that-” 
 
    “She didn’t turn me down. I didn’t even talk to her. She didn’t even know I was there,” I corrected, cutting him off before he broke into a dance of celebration. 
 
    “So you what?”  
 
    “Just watched her, made sure she got inside okay.” I took a “no big deal” sip of my coffee.  
 
    “I think I saw a movie like this once.” Danny moved to the other side of the woodpile, a playful grin playing at the edge of his lips. “What was it?” He tapped a finger to his bottom lip. “Single White Female? Or no, maybe it was Obsessed. Or…” 
 
    “You have three minutes,” I said calmly, taking another sip from my mug. 
 
    “Five?” Danny countered. 
 
    “Two fifty-nine. Two fifty-eight,” I started. 
 
    “I can barely get to the woods by then.” He pointed at the woods on the far side of the lake. 
 
    “Two fifty-seven…” 
 
    “Damn it!” He took off running. 
 
    I smiled as I watched Danny sprint for cover. We have been playing our own little version of “Hide and Seek” for years now. It was our way of keeping our skill sets well-honed.  
 
    I first met Danny the night I stole his demon-hunting destiny. He had been an awkward and kind of shy kid my age, 18. He was tall and lean, cute with thick black hair and intelligent brown eyes, but he had been just a shadow of the man he was today. Danny’s boy muscles had been replaced with those of a man. He was lean and fit with the tone you get from hard work and long runs, not from meat-heading it at a gym. His hair was a tad longer now, always falling in a fun mess, the look that would take a stylist thirty minutes and a handful of gels and creams to achieve. His heritage, combined with the time we spent outside, had turned his skin a rich bronze. In short, Danny could easily be the man gracing the front of GQ or Men’s Fitness. But for all the beauty you saw on the outside, it paled in comparison to what was on the inside. Danny’s mind and heart were by far his most impressive attributes.  
 
    It had been Danny who after all my WTFs and You all are flipping ass crazys, had finally calmed me down enough so my ears and brain could understand what falling into the ritual, his ritual, and getting shot full of Norm meant for me. He never raised his voice, never showed a hint of anger for stealing his destiny. Instead, he held my hand and vowed to be by my side every step of the way.  
 
    It wasn’t until Danny had shown up at my college of choice that I realized the depth of his commitment and of his sacrifices. Nor had I known truly just how much I had taken from him that night. Danny continues to give up his life and his dreams to protect me, to be with me, and to honor the promise he had made me so many years ago. As always, my heart did a little thumpety-thump-thump at the thoughts. Danny was a good man. I glanced down at my watch. And in repayment, I was now going to have to chase his tan ass down, kick it, strip him of his manhood, drag him back here, and make him cook me breakfast.  
 
    I moaned as I took one last sip of coffee, reluctantly set down the mug, then rolled my neck and shook out my arms and legs. With a wide grin, I took off to hunt down my best friend and make him my bitch … again.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Danny had given me a good run for my money by using a riverbed to drag out the search. It took me nearly two minutes of trekking through a quarter-mile of wet before I found his trail again. He had doubled back a couple of times, crisscrossing his scents, but I was closing in on him now. Though I could hear his breathing, hear a crunch of leaves under his footfalls, I slowed my pace. More than once he had tried to circle back and catch me from behind, the side, above even. None of them were ever successful, but there was always a first. Danny’s skills as a hunter and tracker were far superior to any other human. I’d more than once told him he should sign up for the “man against nature” reality shows. I’d been especially pushing for the Naked and Afraid series. Not because I wanted the world to see his naughty bits—been there, can’t unsee that—but I thought it would be hilarious to watch Danny, who is the shyest guy around, spend an hour trying not to look at the girl’s uppers and lowers. I had taken Danny to a strip club once. Before we even sat down, he had taken out a table, knocked over a waitress with a tray of drinks, and tripped and landed in a biker dude’s lap. It was awesome. Danny is hot, but cool he is definitely not.  
 
    The forest broke at the base of a rock cliff. Damn it, we are going to rock climb today. Danny could scale the side of a mountain like a freaking, a freaking … Fuck, whatever could scale shit fast. I stepped to the bottom of the cliff, looked upward to plan my path, and heard a pebble dislodge and pinball down the side. I was so going to kick Danny’s ass for this. I started up, finding handholds and crevices that were big enough to fit the toes of my boots. I lost my footing a couple of times, but fortunately I had good holds and plenty of upper body strength to pull myself up. I paused when I heard Danny go quiet ahead of me. I hadn’t caught sight of him yet, but I had heard his shoes on the rocks, his soft grunts of exertion, and increased heartbeats as he began to labor with the effort of climbing.  
 
    “Umm, AJ?” Danny said softly. “You need to get up here.” 
 
    I waited; unsure of what little trick he was trying to play.  
 
    He sighed heavily. “Seriously! Game over. You need to get up here. I’m not freaking joking.” 
 
    I could hear the underlying anxiousness in his voice and felt Norm rising within me, but I wasn’t ready to give in that easily. “Say it,” I replied.  
 
    “Are you freaking kidding me?” 
 
    I started up again, quickening my pace. “Say it.” 
 
    “You’re freaking ridiculous.” 
 
    I didn’t answer.  
 
    “Fine! Jesus. You’re the winner, I’m the wiener.” 
 
    I launched myself up and over the ledge. “That’s right,” I replied with a slap to the back of his head, “and don’t forget it.” 
 
    Danny gave his head a rub. “I gave up, so it really doesn’t count.” 
 
    “Oh, it counts. Three hundred-and-twenty-eight to a big fat zero. Now, what’s the big deal?” I asked as I spun around to see why the wiener called it quits. I stopped mid-spin. “Fuck me.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Danny muttered. 
 
    Norm was on full alert. “What the holy creepy-ass hell?” 
 
    “I feel like we just walked into a bad ’50s sci-fi movie, Attack of the Monster Spider,” Danny murmured behind me.  
 
    “Or like Spider-Man dropped acid and flipped the fuck out!” I took in the scene before me. Blankets of spider webs engulfed the trees and nearby bushes, as if they were netted, tethering them to the ground. I had my blades in hand and heard Danny extract his as well. “Demon?”  
 
    “Or one big-ass spider,” Danny answered.  
 
    I took a tentative step forward. “Please be a demon. I seriously hate spiders.” 
 
    “Or it’s a huge demon-spider,” Danny added. 
 
    I shot a look over my shoulder. “You’re a bitch.”  
 
    He shrugged. “I’m just sayin’.”  
 
    “Well, stop just sayin’.” I took a few more steps forward and listened for any signs of a spider or a demon or thank you Danny, a damn demon-spider. Hearing nothing, I finally released the breath I was holding and, mother freakin’ ass waffles, the scent of demon was all around us.  
 
    I took a swipe at the thick mesh of web that covered a nearby tree. It cut easy enough, but it clung to my knife, then my hands, and any and all of the other things it touched. I finally wiped it off on Danny’s shoulder. 
 
    “Seriously?” He made the mistake of using his fingertips to remove it. “Damn it!” He was still shaking and wiping web from his hands as we stepped further into the web-covered foliage.  
 
    “This doesn’t blow chunks at all,” I whispered as the air thickened with the scent of death and demon. As we wandered deeper, the white canopy of web became thicker, as if we were walking into a concave cloud. That is, if clouds stuck to you like a needy dryer sheet and totally sucked. “Motherfuc-, Danny,” I stopped, pointing ahead of me, “please God, don’t say those are what I think they are.” 
 
    Danny stepped alongside me. “Cocoons.”  
 
    I smacked him across the chest. “I said NOT to tell me, jack-hole.”  
 
    “Sorry. Should we cut one down and see what’s in it?”  
 
    I spun on him. “Have you never seen Invasion of the Pod People? Hell, let’s go with any movie ever involving pods or cocoons. There’s never anything good in pods or cocoons. They’re always bad. Very, very bad.” 
 
    “We still need to know what we’re dealing with,” Danny reasoned. 
 
    I narrowed my gaze. He was right of course, but I really, really didn’t want to know what was in those things. “If it’s your psycho alien clone, I’ll take great delight in killing it, just FYI.”  
 
    “Maybe there’ll be a sweet, cute, never-aging old person, like in Cocoon.” 
 
    “How do you not menstruate once a month?” I asked as I walked over to the smaller of the half-dozen cocoons. It was not much bigger than a basketball. Figuring we’d start with the smallest suck pod and work our way up to human-size cluster suck, I gave Danny a “here goes nothing” look and then ran my knife along the bottom, slitting open the web sac. 
 
    It took gravity a second to arm wrestle and ultimately win over the green goo that was holding its contents in place. Eventually, a skull with half of its flesh eaten away bounced one squishy bounce and came to a rest with one half-eaten eyeball staring up at the web-covered sky.  
 
    I shook my boot frantically in an effort to fling off the green slime that had just splooged onto it. “Agh! Freakin’ sick!” The green slime didn’t fling. “Son of a-” I walked over to find a leaf or something, anything that wasn’t covered in web. When I headed for Danny’s pant leg, he danced backward. 
 
    He pointed a scolding finger at me. “No!”  
 
    I arched an eyebrow. 
 
    He increased the distance between us. “AJ, no!” he scolded again in a tone that was universally reserved for and followed up by bad dog, bad dog. When I took a step forward, he went insta-whine. “Oh, come on. I don’t want flesh-eating goo on my pants. I just washed them.” 
 
    “Seriously, we’re getting a Costco card so we can start buying tampons in bulk.” I dragged the tip of my boot through the dirt in an attempt to wipe off the slime. I examined my boot. Knelt and examined it closer. “That shit is eating through the leather.”  
 
    Danny knelt beside me. “Damn.” He scooped a handful of dirt and poured it over my boot. “Maybe this will cover it enough so” he picked up a couple of leaves, pinching them between two fingers, “I can clean it off.”  
 
    I grabbed his wrist. “Careful. Geez. I’m pretty sure if it can eat leather, it can eat through a couple of leaves. We need water.” I looked around like there was going to be a bottle of water just lying around in the creepy web cave.  
 
    My brain registered the noise, but my body didn’t have time to react. I stared at Danny in disbelief. “Did you seriously just hawk a loogie on my boot?”  
 
    “You see any other options? Babbling brook? Puddle? Water cooler?” he asked as he quickly swiped at the goo that was nearly halfway through the toe of my boot. “We can’t let it get to your foot.”  
 
    I harrumphed.  
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t pee on it,” Danny added. 
 
    “No. You are lucky you didn’t pee on it,” I replied.  
 
    Danny ignored me. “There. I think we got most of it.”  
 
    My boot seemed to be clean, minus the spit gathering at the sole. “Thanks, but no more bodily fluids on my boots.” I paused then added, “Make that a blanket statement for any and all things I own.”  
 
    He nodded. “Noted.” 
 
    We both stood, moving back to check out what was left of the headless goo-man. There was a wisp of short dark hair still clinging to the scalp. “Might be the missing drug runner from the truck I found.” 
 
    “Wonder what happened to the rest of his body?” Danny asked.  
 
    I couldn’t help but look around at the larger cocoons. “Looks like more than heads are in those.” 
 
    Danny stepped around the head. “Definitely a guy with black hair, but can’t tell much else.” He poked one of the larger cocoons with a stick. “There’s not a single drop of blood here. It’s actually …” he looked around, “super clean.”  
 
    “An OCD demon. More new things for the book,” I quipped. 
 
    “Cut another-” 
 
    A shadow flew over Danny’s face the same time my skin prickled and Norm leaned an elbow on the danger doorbell. Before Danny could finish his statement, I had leapt next to him, pulling him down by his wrist. I scanned for what Norm had blipped on my demon radar but wasn’t able to see anything through the dense webbing. “We need to move,” I ordered as I was really not feeling like being all mummied up in a spider web today. “What happened to demons sleeping throughout the day?” I growled as we began backtracking out the same way we had entered. 
 
    “I’m not sure we’re dealing with a demon,” Danny said, pulling more info out of the WTF hat. 
 
    I stopped and spun. “Come again, Pocahontas?” 
 
    Danny furrowed his brow. “You know I hate when you call me that.” 
 
    “And YOU know I hate ‘What the holy fuck moments’. What do you mean not dealing with a demon? We’re demon hunters. We hunt demons.” 
 
    “Can we move while we talk about this?” Danny asked as another shadow danced across the ground before us.  
 
    I decided not to argue. I would save that for when we didn’t have a flying, head-removing, cocoon-making, whatever the fuck, interrupting our convo.  
 
    I was about to head back the way we came but quickly decided against it as I was not sure that going back-ass-ward down the side of a cliff was the smartest route in this little scene. Norm turned on the right blinker in my head and it only took a second for me to agree that right was a better option than down or left. It would be a longer hike, but it kept us in the cover of the trees. I set my pace at “just faster than Danny,” leading the way as he trailed a few steps behind me.  
 
    We hadn’t gone that far when I felt Norm take a backseat. I assumed this meant he didn’t think we were being followed. I slowed my pace and let Danny catch up to me. “I think we’re good.”  
 
    Danny checked the sky through a break in the trees. “Yeah, I don’t think it followed us.” 
 
    “What do you think IT is exactly?” I asked, slowing my pace even further to a brisk walk. 
 
    Danny sighed as he watched the sky. “I don’t know exactly, but I think it could possibly be a Nolia Flaua.” 
 
    “Fallen angel?” I asked. When I had first landed this demon-hunting gig I had studied a little about demons, not leaving all the heavy mental lifting to Danny, just most of it. I’m more of a CliffsNotes, don’t read the instruction manual, kind of girl. But what I did know was that Nolias started out as angels, guardians, or otherwise. Somewhere along the way they got caught up in the worst Red Rover game ever, and when the evil side called, well, they came running right over.  
 
    “AJ, this is really bad if this is a Nolia,” Danny said, stating the obvious. 
 
     “Yeah,” I agreed. “Run back?” I asked, wanting to burn off the anxiety that our little discovery had stirred up. 
 
    Danny nodded. “Yep.”  
 
    I kept pace with Danny this time, not wanting to leave his side. Now that we thought we were dealing with a Nolia, I didn’t know what to expect. Not that we ever really knew. Demons are like humans; they varied in size, shape, intelligence, and evil. But damn, Nolia Flauas were once angels. Correct me if I get this Sunday school story wrong, but that’s like Lucifer level stuff. I don’t think I’m digging this whole Nolia on Earth thing. I let my thoughts run with the idea. Yep, it’s verified. I can say with 100 percent certainty, I was not loving the blood-spreading, hand-removing, web-throwing, cocoon-making, flying part of the Nolia’s personality. I also didn’t like the fact it was out and about grocery shopping during the day. Most of the demons Danny and I have encountered have been night dwellers. There wasn’t any real reason they couldn’t be out in the daylight; most simply preferred the night. Probably because it gave them the cover to move around more freely. It also gave me time to think, hunt, and find the bastards. But, midday flyovers? Nope, not digging them at all.  
 
    I leapfrogged a large tree and jogged in place as I waited for Danny to scramble over it. My mind drifted back to the human-size cocoons hanging from the tree branches. We knew of only two missing persons and there were at least six cocoons—at least that’s what we saw before the flyover-interruptous. We’d need to find out if there were any other reports of missing persons in the area. Ashlyn could be a resource as I don’t see me walking into the sheriff’s department and having a jovial chat about possible other dead bodies.  
 
    When we finally hit the edge of the lake, we stopped, deciding to walk the rest of the way back to the camp. We were both hot and sweaty. As I stared out over the calm water, I thought some food and then a swim would be the perfect way to wash away the bad—for a little bit anyway.  
 
    Danny and I set to our normal routine. He started the food preparations, and I stoked the fire and got out the utensils. He was obviously hungry or stress eating, which he tended to do especially when it was his … okay fine, my time of month, as he went all out with bacon, eggs, and pancakes.  
 
    We were both silent. The only sound was my growling stomach, as I crammed another bite of pancake in my mouth. Danny is an excellent pancake maker, sometimes even making me little devil heads and weapon-shaped pancakes. I got plain old circles this morning. Apparently, the thought of a Nolia Flaua on Earth took the creative whimsy out of his culinary skills. Damn it.  
 
    Danny spent his chew time thinking. “Most demons escape their plane through a hellgate, land here, cause havoc, and well, we take care of them. But, what if …” 
 
    “What if what?” I asked when he didn’t finish his sentence.  
 
    He looked at me. “He was sent here?” 
 
    “You think the Nolia Flaua was sent here?” I asked over a strip of syrup-soaked bacon. 
 
    When he gave an “I don’t know” shrug, I continued. “Why do you say that he was sent here?” 
 
    “Just a thought. I mean, a Nolia is some serious muscle. There are rumors …” 
 
    I paused the fork heading to my mouth. “Rumors?” 
 
    “You know, like apocalypse kind of rumors.” 
 
    “Apocalypse kind of rumors?” 
 
    “Yeah. You know, Satan coming here to take over the world kind of thing.”  
 
    I dropped my fork. “Are you kidding me right now?” 
 
    Danny shoved in the last bite of his pancake, speaking over it. “Just a thought.” 
 
    “Just a thought is … is … I think I’ll go to town and buy an apple pie, not,” I waved an elaborate hand, “oh, the world might be coming to an end.” 
 
    “Aunt Flo wants an apple pie, doesn’t she?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Always, duh. But how about we talk about other things we know. Like, what do we know about Nolia Flauas?” 
 
    “Right, umm … most Nolia Flauas before they take the trip to the land down under-”  
 
    “You bastard. You did that so I’d have that song in my head the rest of the day, didn’t you?” 
 
    Danny grinned. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I’m going to shove a vegemite sandwich down your-” 
 
    “Anyway, most Nolias are warriors, avenging angels, and they’re mostly dudes.” Danny explained.  
 
    “Mostly dudes?” 
 
    Danny nodded. 
 
    “Well, good to know we’re true to our stereotypical gender roles even in heaven. So delicate female Nolia Flauas play nursemaid, keep the home, and make the meals while the big strong men Nolias are off warring it up-”  
 
    “Hey, I make most of the meals,” Danny protested. 
 
    “And you do it so well, you big progressive man, you.” I handed him my empty plate. “You do realize the demons we fight are males and now the Nolia are typically males. Are you seeing a gender theme here?” 
 
    “Hey, chicks can be bad too!” 
 
    “Yes, but the word is usually followed by asses. Badasses.”  
 
    “Whatever. Anyway.” He stood, taking both our dishes to the water container. “I’ll check in with the elders, ’cause I don’t know about the whole web and cocoon thing. That’s never been referenced with Nolias but …”  
 
    “You go do that. I’ll get the dishes. Then I’m going to rinse off in the lake. Join me if you want when you’re done?”  
 
    “Sure.” Danny nodded, then headed off to his go-kart of a car. 
 
    As I cleaned up, I returned to the thought of a Nolia Flaua and the den of creepy. Like Danny, I didn’t remember anything about Nolias and a fascination with spiders. Just our luck we get the odd demon out.  
 
    “Still nothing,” Danny said behind me a few minutes later, causing me to jump. Danny eyed me curiously. “What the hell? I never cause you to do that. Well, other than that one time in Texas when I caught you in the back of Woody with those twins-”  
 
    “Fun story. Moving on,” I said, cutting him off.  
 
    He took the clean dishes from me and packed them away. “You had to be deep in thought. You working on a theory?” 
 
    “Just wondering what we’re up against.” I hung the wet towels over a nearby tree limb to dry. “Wondering what other special powers they have besides up, up, and away. And the freaking spider webs.” I pointed at him. “If you tell me he shoots those spider webs from his freaking wrists, I’m going to seriously wig.” 
 
    Danny gave me a curious look. “As much as I’d kind of like to see that, I honestly don’t know. I don’t think there are any records of a Nolia Flaua coming here before. At least not as far back as I’ve read. I’m sure Grandfather will know, as soon as he returns.” 
 
    “He’s been at the walk for a long time,” I said, stating the obvious. 
 
    “I know.” Danny shrugged, but I saw worry in his eyes.  
 
    I walked over and squeezed his shoulder. “He’s fine, and we’ll handle whatever it is.” When he nodded, I made a suggestion. “How about we hit the lake and then head into town. Maybe we can find some answers there.” I started for the water. “We need to verify who the bodyless goo-man is and the owner of the hand—and whoever else might be currently doing bad impressions of creepy Christmas tree ornaments.” 
 
    Danny snorted. “You’re sick.” 
 
    “And you laughed, Danny Darko, so welcome to the club.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    There were three questions floating around in my mind as Danny and I drove into town. We knew of possibly two missing people and there were a half-dozen cocoons, so who else was playing bad tree ornament? Two, why was the Chief taking an extended cruise to Spiritville? And three, this question came from somewhere more south than my brain, but when would I be seeing Ashlyn again?  
 
    We started our little investigative town tour with the church, but the parking lot was empty. We moved on to hit Betty’s. We came out with the same information we went in with, plus a sleeve of powdered donuts, so winner. Next, we hit the roadside vegetable stand where we got some great sides for dinner but no useful information unless someday Danny develops gout or I marry a good-for-nothing son-of-a-bitch and breastfeed five kids. Eva was quite the storyteller.  
 
    Between the swim in the lake, cleanup, the trip around town, and Eva’s “My life sucks” tutorial, it was already noon. “Take a right. Let’s go to the square, get something to eat, and see if we can stir up any gossip at the local cafe,” I suggested. “Maybe someone there might know something about the guy in the truck or any other missing persons.” 
 
    A few miles later we were parking in front of the small restaurant just off the square and down around the corner from the sheriff’s department. The looks and whispers started as soon as Danny and I got out of Woody.  
 
    “I’m not sure they’re going to be friendly,” Danny muttered. 
 
    “Maybe not, but I bet at least half the menu items come with gravy so buck up boy toy and let’s walk our pretend mixed-race couple asses in there and put on a show.” I wrapped my arm in his. Danny and I have played the boyfriend/girlfriend card lots of times, and he hates it. I’m not really sure why. Many guys and gals over the years would have loved to tag me with that title. It could be the ass-grabbing, earlobe-biting, and repeated “snook-ums” and “boo-bear” names I assault him with, but that’s just a wild guess.  
 
    Danny stepped forward to open the restaurant door for me. I grabbed his ass. “Thank you, lover muffin.” 
 
    He immediately swatted my hand away. “Stop that. You know I hate when you do that.”  
 
    Okay, theory tested and proven. Moving on.  
 
    The little restaurant was straight out of Mayberry. In a quick count there were fourteen sets of overalls and seven shirts and or hats that referenced John Deere. The average age was closer to the grave than just out of the womb and the average weight was “more gravy please.” Danny and I couldn’t have stuck out more if we’d walked in with a third eyeball, wearing an “I’m a vegan Democrat” T-shirt.  
 
    We selected the one open booth along the far wall. Once we sat down, the talking began to resume in a low hum. I, of course, could hear most of what they were saying. Most of the conversations were pleasant enough—simple curiosity about who we are, where we’re from, and if we had anything to do with what happened to the two dead people. I did, however, tune in to one particular voice that had the rhythmic cadence of a preacher and that started way too many sentences with thou shalt not and ended with sayeth the Lord. I didn’t like him. Not just because his tone oozed condemnation, but because he had just called Danny and me “an abomination of God’s will.”  
 
    Danny saw my grip on the menu tighten. “Leave it alone. I think we and God are pretty okay.” Danny gave me a wink over his menu. 
 
    “I guess hunting demons for the good side does score us a few heaven points, huh?” 
 
    “A few, I would think.”  
 
    “How many do you think got erased after the long weekend I spent with the red-headed yoga instructor in Tennessee? Because let me just say, some of those positions were just sinful …” 
 
    “I hate you,” Danny said, then looked back down to his menu. “I’m thinking good old fried chicken. What are you getting?”  
 
    I ran my finger down the menu. “Chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes and gravy, with homemade applesauce,” I declared, laying down my menu just as a woman with a notepad in hand headed toward us.  
 
    “Well, you two are just about the sexiest things that have walked into this place in twenty years. My lord you two are gorgeous,” she added a “mmmMMMmm.” “If my Frankie was half as good lookin’ as you.” She poked Danny’s bicep with a fire engine-red-painted fingernail. “We’d have fifteen kids and I’d be walkin’ bowlegged.” 
 
    Danny blushed. I busted out in a snicker. The woman was in her late sixties, wearing just short of a dozen plastic bracelets around her left wrist, with the plumpness that comes from too much work, feeding too many kids, and no time to do anything else. Her cheeks were splashed with a rose-colored rouge, her hair was long but pulled back and twisted up at the back of her head, reminding me a lot of the waitress from that old show. 
 
    “My name is Flo. Any ‘kiss my grits’ jokes and I’ll charge ya double.” She looked at Danny, giving him an exaggerated wink. “But, sweetheart, you kiss anything of mine and your chow is free.” She laughed at Danny’s reaction. “Shy too.” She looked at me. “You got a real keeper here, sweetheart. Okay, what’re y’all havin’? I’ll tell ya right now that you need a little meat on your bones, so I ain’t allowin’ you to order some wimpy city salad.” 
 
    “I was thinking about good old country chicken fried steak, mashed potatoes, and applesauce.” 
 
    “Thata girl.” She scribbled on her notepad. “And how ’bout you, heartthrob. What can I get cookin’ for you?” 
 
    “I’ll do the fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, and green beans please, ma’am.” 
 
    “And a slice of cobbler for calling me ma’am,” she replied as she scribbled. “I’ll grab you a couple of waters. Want anything else? Lemonade? Soda?”  
 
    “I’d do an unsweet iced tea too, please,” Danny asked. 
 
    “Oh lord, I knew you were too good to be true. Unsweet iced tea?” Flo scoffed, raising a hand and her eyes to the ceiling. “Heaven help this young man see a better way.” She returned her eyes from the ceiling to Danny, a sly grin on her thin, lipsticked mouth. “I guess every man has a flaw.” She turned to me. “How about you, darlin’?” 
 
    “I’m good with water for now, thank you.” 
 
    “Alrighty, I’ll be back with y’all in a bit.” She ripped off the paper she’d been writing on, put it upside down on the table, then moved back to the kitchen counter and yelled our order through the service opening.  
 
    “She was nice,” Danny said, a little crack in his voice. 
 
    “If only Frankie hadn’t snatched her up before you got a chance,” I tsked. “I’m going to guess, she might be the only chance we have in here.” I glanced around. Most had resumed their normal conversations, except Reverend Assmunch, who was now standing and coming in our direction. I closed my eyes and began chanting, “I will not kick his ass before I get my chicken fried steak. I will not kick his ass before I get my chicken fried steak. I will not kick his ass before I get my chicken fried ste- Ouch!”  
 
    Danny kicked my shin underneath the table then greeted the man who was trying to loom over us despite his small-dick stature. “Hello, sir.” Danny rose slightly in the booth, reached out a hand in greeting. 
 
    The man looked at Danny’s hand and put both his hands in the small pockets of the vest of his circa Boss Hogg suit. Danny dropped his hand and dropped back down in his seat. 
 
    “I’m Mayor Cline. I am also the reverend at the local New Life–Assembly of God Church.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” I grumbled.  
 
    Mayor McDoubleDouche continued. “I wanted to let you know that this town, my town, don’t take kindly to your kind around here.” 
 
    Danny reached out and laid a restraining hand over my clenched fists. 
 
    “What exactly is my kind, Reverend-Mayor?” I asked.  
 
     “Troublemakers, sinners, and the like,” he blustered. 
 
    I shrugged, oh okay. So he did kind of have me there. 
 
    “I assure you, Mr. Mayor, we are not here to cause you or your town any trouble. We’re just here to enjoy the beauty of one of God’s many creations. The forest is quite glorious, don’t you think?” Danny asked, all innocent altar boy like. 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    The Mayor assessed Danny. “I do, son. I truly do. Being you understand the glory of God, I hope you understand why he would not appreciate any,” he cut his eyes at me, “sinning going on in God’s house.”  
 
    “You mean like dancing or rock music because it will lead to s-e-x?” I stage whispered. He likely wouldn’t get the Footloose reference, but I did and it amused me, which is really what it’s all about.  
 
    Danny closed his eyes briefly, probably praying I would shut my mouth. He did that a lot. It never worked.  
 
    “Sister Linn told me you have the devil’s tongue,” the Reverend said.  
 
    “Devil’s tongue?” I stretched out my tongue, attempting to look at it. “Hmmm. My tongue has been called a lot of things, especially when I go dow-”  
 
    Danny jolted so hard the table bounced, our silverware jumped, and the saltshaker toppled. Danny quickly sat it upright. “I’m sorry, my knee …” 
 
    Flo came to Danny’s rescue. “Reverend, you go on now. Leave these young folk alone.” She wiggled her way in front of him to set our drinks on the table. She gave me a conspiratorial wink before straightening back up. “Your food will be right up.” She turned to the Reverend, taking him by the shoulders, spinning him halfway around, and starting him back to the front. “And you scooch on out of here. I’ll see you on Sunday.” She gave his back a little pat. “Don’t worry about the tab; this one’s on me.” Flo snatched up his hat as they passed his booth and handed it to him.  
 
    “Bless you, my child,” he answered, taking his hat and straightening it on his head.  
 
    She gave him a little wave as he headed for the door. He said a few good-byes to the patrons around him and left, but not before giving me a look as he crossed himself.  
 
    Flo waited for the bell over the door to stop clanging before she offered an apology. “I’m really sorry about the Reverend. He’s … well, a little drunk with the holy spirit. He simply doesn’t know when to check it at the church step, if ya know what I mean.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Danny offered. “And you didn’t have to cover his bill just to get him away from us. He could have-” 
 
    Flo waved off his words. “That cheap buzzard doesn’t pay half the time he’s in here. He’s always got someone paying for his meal one way or another. Sometimes I think God sewed his wallet shut.” She laid a hand on my shoulder. “Plus, seeing you stand up to the man, it’s a small price.” Her smiled dropped. “But Darlin’, as much as I enjoyed the sight, you need to be careful. He has a lot of influence in this town and you don’t need that kind of trouble.” 
 
    “Sister Linn?” I asked. 
 
    “More like daughter Linn,” she corrected. “Loretta is a good woman. She was quite the wild rebellious one back in the day, preacher’s daughter and all that, but then he sent her off her senior year of high school. She doesn’t talk about it, and there are all kinds of rumors, but she came back a different woman. She does right by people when she can. But her daddy, well, he still has a power over her, like he does a lot of folks ’round here.” She stepped back, realizing she was revealing too much. “But enough about that. This here is a good little town with lots of good people. Alrighty,” she clapped her hands together, “I’m going to go check on that food. You two just sit tight.” 
 
    “Well, that was fun,” I offered as soon as Flo was out of earshot. “Oh, and super cute impression of an ass-kisser you just did there.” I held my hands up, curved my fingers in two halves of a heart, and pressed them together in front of my chest. “I’m hearting you so hard right now.” 
 
    “I just thought we had enough problems, you know, being murder suspects and Nolia stringing people up from trees, so we didn’t need the preacher man breathing the gospel down our necks.” 
 
    Again, of course Danny was right but I didn’t have to like it. “He better keep his gospel away from me or his ass will need a flashlight to read the good word.”  
 
    Danny chuckled. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “And that is why you like me.” 
 
    “A big amen to that.” He picked up his glass of tea to toast the statement. 
 
    I clinked my water glass, took a drink, and started in. “So, interesting little tidbit on the sheriff. You think you could find out where she was sent off to?” 
 
    “How’s that relevant to what we’re doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s probably not. I’m just a curious bitch and want to know what happened to the once,” I paused to air quote the next word, “rebellious sheriff to make her such a …” Danny raised a ‘watch it now, you don’t know what happened to her’ eyebrow. I reconsidered my next words, “fun and delightful challenge.” 
 
    The unimpressed Danny responded. “I’ll see what I can do.”  
 
    “We’re obviously going to have to deal with her. If I knew the source of her anger, maybe I could communicate with her in a more positive and useful manner?” I tried. 
 
    “I think you communicating is likely the source of her anger,” Danny replied. 
 
    “Hmmm, your theory may have some weight but still I-” 
 
    Danny held up a hand. “I’ll look into it.” 
 
    “You’re just covered in awesome sauce. Speaking of …” I sat back in the booth, spotting Flo coming in our direction with our order of cholesterol smothered in gravy. Yumsters.  
 
    Our conversation over lunch consisted purely of caveman speak, all grunts and moans. When we were done, I wanted to curl up and take a nap. I was considering doing so right there in the booth when Flo showed up with two bowls of hot blackberry cobbler and a scoop of vanilla ice cream shamelessly losing its battle to stay frozen on its berry-filled island.  
 
    Danny groaned again. “Oh my god, that looks amazing.” 
 
    “It is pretty darn amazing, so eat up, Buttercup.” She pinched Danny’s check before leaving us to our gluttony.  
 
    We did as ordered.  
 
    “You need to take me back to camp so I can lie around in glorious misery,” I told Danny. 
 
    “We haven’t exactly gotten any information about any missing bodies,” Danny replied. 
 
    I rubbed my overly full stomach. “I sooo don’t care right now.”  
 
    Danny smiled. “Why don’t you go walk it off. I’ll pay the bill and see if Flo might have any more info.”  
 
    I knew I didn’t have to say it, but I did anyway. “Extra big tip to make up for the preacher.” 
 
    “All over it,” Danny stated. 
 
    I passed Flo who was delivering drinks to another table and gave her shoulder a pat. “Thank you.” I put a hand to my stomach. “It was painfully wonderful.” 
 
    Flo straightened. “You come back and see me before you leave town, promise?”  
 
    “Promise,” I replied.  
 
    I left Flo smiling. If I was to ever settle down, that would be the kind of woman I would want to find myself waking up with twenty years down the road, sassy and kind, but could and would put you in your place if need be. Outside on the sidewalk, I checked right, then left, seeing what else this town offered while I cleared my arteries and my brain a little. Right looked as if it had more options, plus it led toward the courthouse and the sheriff’s department.  
 
    I passed a secondhand shop that offered all the things one would need for a new baby: strollers, highchairs, and a multitude of blue and pink outfits. My thoughts quickly fell back to the preacher/mayor and his daughter, now sheriff. That was a lot of power for one family to have in a small town. Run the church, be the mayor, and have the sheriff in your pocket? Add in Wayne Jr., the poser, who had somehow come in close proximity of a demon … yeah, it didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t have any evidence or anything more than a hunch, so there was a possibility that I was, in Danny speak, “projecting negatively because of my dislike for these individuals.” Maybe, probably … most likely, but I didn’t give a rat’s ass.  
 
    My prejudices and I moved past the pharmacy, past the jewelry store, and to the end of the block. I started to round the corner but stopped when I saw the courthouse in front of me. I had seen it only briefly on my trip to the sheriff’s department, but now I took time to admire the old building. Its four stories of grayed stone exuded its strength and conviction. I loved old architecture. I’d even thought about being an engineer before getting this gig and going into law enforcement. I respected the care and beauty taken in the placement of every stone, every peak, and every valley. I appreciated the talent it took to create the arched windows, the spires and domes; revered the mechanics that rang the bell hanging within the ornate clock tower. It was a testament to true art and skill. I was still gazing at the miraculous structure when I heard Danny come out of the diner, pause, then head my direction. I waited for him to join me. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Danny said as he took in the building before us. 
 
    “Pretty much,” I replied, taking another look and then turning to him. “Okay. So, Mr. Charmer, what did you find out? And umm, what are those?” I pointed at the white bag filled with something delicious. 
 
    “Muffins,” he said, his eyes alight with excitement. “Flo gave them to me.”  
 
    I took in a deep whiff of blueberry. “Nice.” I started walking around the square. “Any other goods, like of the informational kind?” 
 
    “Well, not a lot. She had customers to get back to, but she did say strange things have been occurring here for a couple of months.” 
 
    “Months? But the Nolia just showed up a few days ago?” 
 
    “That’s what we assumed, yes. But I’m not sure that what’s been going on here is related. She said the town is dying a slow, painful death. The youth are all moving to the bigger cities in search of jobs. Also, one of the larger employers in the area, a lumber factory, closed its doors about a year ago, leaving a lot of the residents out of work.”  
 
    I stopped, sat on a metal bench, and studied the intricate carvings on the archways over the courthouse windows. “Did she know anything about any missing persons?” 
 
    Danny and his bag of goodies sat next to me. “A little, that’s kind of what started her down the whole ‘town was dying’ story. She said some people would come by and say good-bye, announce it at church or whatever, but others are just packing up and disappearing overnight. She assumed it was the shame of having the bank foreclose on their house and such …” 
 
    “Anyone in the last week or so?” I asked. 
 
    “Roy Papst,” Danny replied. 
 
    “What’s his story?” 
 
    “Graduated in ’03, big high school football star. He was going to state college but didn’t pass a drug test. Came home causing trouble.” 
 
    “Like running cocaine kind of trouble?” 
 
    “Apparently, it was his truck you found. Or that’s the rumor anyway.” 
 
    “I have his plate number, just need a way to run it. How about leads on the handless woman?” 
 
    “More gossip.” He paused. “A lady, Vera Littlefield, didn’t show up for last night’s sermon. I guess she’s the church’s treasurer.” 
 
    I was quiet for a long moment. “Let me get this straight.” I turned to him. “We have a dead, washed-up football star turned cocaine dealer; a missing, presumably dead, church lady; a pompous reverend-mayor, who is the father and puppeteer of his daughter; the moody sheriff; and let’s not forget, a douchebag son who has been playing chauffer to a demon.” 
 
    “A Nolia Flaua,” Danny corrected. 
 
    “Nolia Flaua,” I repeated. I sat quietly for another long moment. Pondering my own words, I glanced around then back to Danny and smiled. “We need some solid information.” 
 
    “Why are your eyes sparkling? We always get in trouble when your eyes sparkle. Sparkle is bad. Very, very bad.” 
 
    I pshaw’d him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Danny pointed at my face. “And now you’re smirking. Smirking and sparkling. No, AJ. No. You need to forget whatever you’re thinking right now.” 
 
    “What?” I stood. “I’m just thinking about your muffins.” 
 
    Danny snatched the bag up and held them to his chest. “My muffins.” 
 
    I made a ‘hand it over’ gesture. “Trust me. This will all go significantly easier if I have those muffins.”  
 
    Danny held them tighter. “Why my muffins?” 
 
    “It’s for the greater good, Man-boy. Hand them over.” 
 
    “Damn it.” Danny held out the sack. “I’m so going to hate this.” 
 
    “Good possibility,” I said, heading for the sheriff’s department. As we walked, I briefed Danny on my plan, finishing up at the bottom of the staircase leading to the front entrance of the sheriff’s department. “Ready?” 
 
    “If I end up in jail for this little hack job, you better bring me muffins every single visitation day,” Danny ordered. 
 
    “Deal. I’ll also smuggle you in butt lube, ’cause your pretty ass will-” 
 
    “Not helping!” Danny exclaimed, starting up the stairs.  
 
    I jogged up beside him. “We have muffins …” I undid another button of my shirt, looked down, wiggled, and adjusted. “And ta-tas. What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
     Danny gave said ta-tas a sidelong glance then quickly diverted his eyes. “Oh, I don’t know. Just possibly everything.” 
 
    “You’re being a little negative and glass half-empty right now,” I stated. 
 
    “Fine.” He reached for the door handle, looking back at me. “I’m absolutely positive that I’ll need a full glass of something strong if we survive this.” 
 
    “There ya go. That’s the kind of can-do attitude I like in my sidekick.” I patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Partner,” he growled as I passed him. 
 
    “Tomato, side of potato, whatevs,” I sing-songed over my shoulder. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Deputy …” I leaned over the counter to pretend read the twenty-something deputy’s nametag. He about fell backward out of his chair as he looked up and caught sight of what I set on the countertop, or it could have been the bag of muffins. “Deputy Stillwell. I was hoping you could help us.” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely.” He jumped up so quick the butt of his gun caught under the arm of the chair. He wrestled with it for a second, freeing himself only to race around his desk and ram his leg into its corner. He didn’t let the pain slow him as he hobbled quickly to greet me. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Well, my brother and I …” He looked at my blond hair and then at Danny’s very not blond hair. “I’m adopted,” I offered as an explanation.  
 
    He nodded, still rubbing his thigh. 
 
    “We were just passing through, saw your lovely town, and thought we might take in the local sights for a few days. Would you be so kind as to direct us to a motel and any points of local interest that we should see while we’re here?” 
 
    “Sure. Yes. I’d be happy to. We have a really nice motel just-”  
 
    “I’m sorry. Excuse me,” Danny interrupted, a hand over his stomach. “I don’t think all that fried stuff we had at lunch is agreeing with me. You wouldn’t happen to have a restroom I could use by chance, do you?” 
 
    “Yeah. Just down the hall, second door on the left. And there’s that fancy spray stuff under the counter.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Danny said, heading off. 
 
    The deputy turned back to me, his neck and face flushed. Could it have been that he just told Danny about poop spray or it could be what I had set on the counter. “Muffin?” I pushed the bag of baked goods toward him. 
 
    The deputy was three bites into his second muffin and just about to tell me the after-high school accomplishments of one Roy Papst, who was apparently BFFs with one Wayne Jr. And speaking of BFFs, mine had just slammed the door to her patrol car and was stomping up the staircase. Crap.  
 
    Sheriff Linn threw open the front door. Her deputy jumped and I rolled to one elbow, giving her my best “hey buddy” smile. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she boomed. 
 
    “She was just asking for local attractions,” Deputy Stillwell stammered.  
 
    “And I brought muffins.” I scooted the bag in her direction. 
 
    She ignored the bag, looking pointedly at my chest. “So I see.” 
 
    She didn’t seem all that impressed with my offerings. Not really surprising since she was walking around every day sporting two triple D yam baskets, which FYI from this moment forward will be called Lucy and Ethel.  
 
    Danny skirted around the corner, trying to act like he had not just been hacking into the sheriff ‘s department database.  
 
    “Oh, hey. Sheriff, ma’am.” He looked over his shoulder. “Used your bathroom. Thank you.”  
 
    She shared the glare she had been giving me with Danny.  
 
    “Too many muffins. Gluten, it gets him every time,” I explained.  
 
    “I thought it was fried things?” The deputy said behind me.  
 
    Damn you, Lucy and Ethel. “That too. He’s kind of a pain to travel with. I’m constantly rolling down the windows.” I waved a hand in front of my nose. “If you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Good talk,” Danny said, grabbing my arm as he passed, “but we really need to get going now.” 
 
    “I have my eye on you, Miss Mattox,” the Sheriff growled. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and winked while Danny was still pulling me to the door. “Then I’ll make sure to put on a good show so you get your money’s worth.” 
 
    “Holy crap,” Danny said once we hit the sidewalk.  
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Danny dug in his pocket, pulling out the Wonder Woman flash drive I’d bought him for his birthday. “I don’t know what all I have. Definitely Roy’s address, the case files from the two incidents, and two desktop folders from the Sheriff’s computer. One was titled HBO and the other was MOM. They’re both password protected so I thought they might be important.”  
 
    “Nice job, Dan-o.” I raised a hand for a high-five. 
 
    He fived me. “How about you?”  
 
    “Well, not as good as you, but I did find out Wayne Jr. and Roy were best buddies all the way through school. Them and two other guys, brothers Todd and Mick Butler. Guess they were quite the all-star athletes in high school, won state and the whole bit.” 
 
    “Those two guys still around here?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Daddy owns the hardware store,” I answered as we made our way back to Woody. “I’ve got to wonder if Wayne Jr. isn’t still leading the pack. Maybe even has his hands in a little cocaine ring. Daddy, the mayor, sister, the sheriff. Heck, maybe it’s a family business.” 
 
    “We’re going to investigate this little theory of yours, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Because fighting a Nolia Flaua isn’t challenging enough for you?” Danny asked over Woody’s hood. 
 
    “All demons all the time makes AJ a dull girl.” I jumped into the driver’s seat. “Plus, it kind of has this whole-”  
 
    “You’re going to make a Walking Tall reference, aren’t you?” 
 
    I wiggled my eyebrows. “You know I love me some Rock.”  
 
    Danny groaned as he put a protective hand over the wooden bat we kept jammed between the front seats. “I’m hiding Hank.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    I reviewed the two case reports without learning much more than what I already knew. It was Roy Papst’s truck that I had located. The sheriff’s department and park rangers were interviewing family and friends, running down leads to locate him. Blood samples were sent to the lab, as were fingerprints, but otherwise his truck didn’t produce any other evidence. The cocaine was seized.  
 
    As for the crime scene of the woman, again, blood evidence was sent to the lab as was the “black oily substance.” Good luck with that. Interviews were being done in reference to their best victim lead. Vera Littlefield, a sixty-two-year-old woman, lived alone only a few blocks from the church. They interviewed several of the church parishioners and a few of her relatives, all of whom lived out of town. As of the date of the report, no one had seen or heard from Vera since Tuesday morning when she did her normal grocery shopping on double coupon day. 
 
    As I was able to quickly review the two open reports, it took Danny the better part of the afternoon and early evening to unlock the sheriff’s secret files. Turns out, the HBO file wasn’t clips from her favorite True Detective episodes, but a rather impressive collection of case reports that had been HBOed, cop speak for “Handled By Officer.” There were about ten in total: a check the well-being report dated yesterday, which was called in by a woman who hadn’t seen her neighbors in a few days and their mailbox was overflowing; three suspicious vehicle calls involving a large black truck parked at the back of the hardware store; three reports of sexual assault by an unknown white male; and four reports of simple assaults by two white male suspects, all unknown. I found these odd as I took Union City to be an “everyone knows your name” kind of town. 
 
    “I think it’s stakeout time.” I handed Danny’s tablet back to him.  
 
    “Human or demon?” 
 
    “Human,” I answered. “And maybe we’ll get lucky and said human will lead us to the demon.” 
 
    “Wayne Jr.?” 
 
    “Yep. It’s flimsy but he was best buddies with the first victim, second victim was the treasurer at daddy’s church, sister has a bunch of HBO files …” 
 
    “And you just don’t like the guy,” Danny added. 
 
    “And I just don’t like the guy,” I agreed. 
 
    “You get the ‘MOM’ file opened?” 
 
    “Not yet. I’ll keep working on it while we’re on our stakeout.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had been outside Wayne Jr.’s house about an hour before we saw the taillights to his truck flash red. I slapped Danny across the arm to pull his attention from his tablet. “We’re on the move.” 
 
    I waited until Wayne Jr. was around the corner before I pulled out and followed him. I wasn’t too worried about losing him in traffic as it was only eleven o’clock and we’d seen only two cars since we arrived. I used a parallel street to track his movements. He was heading to the south side of town, which was literally four blocks. He pulled into the feed store that shared a small parking lot with Butler Hardware. There was not enough cover for Woody so I pulled over. “I’m going to go see what he’s up to.” 
 
    Danny nodded and slid over into the driver’s seat as soon as I vacated it. “Be careful.” 
 
    “Always.” I shut the door and took to the back alley, which was extra dark since someone had shot out all the bulbs on the overhead poles.  
 
    Wayne Jr.’s truck was backed in at the dock of the hardware store alongside two other vehicles, a blacked-out Chevy Tahoe and an old beat-up Dodge Ram truck.  
 
    I held up next to the dumpster, about seventy yards away, where I could blend into the shadows but still watch and hear the transaction without alerting them to my presence.  
 
    Wayne Jr. got out of his truck. “Boys, how are we doing this fine evening?” 
 
    The two guys sitting on the tailgate of the Dodge jumped down to greet him. They were both in their high school letterman jackets, though they expired over a decade ago. “Bro,” they greeted in unison, as they took turns doing some playground secret handshake. Dang, live in the past much? 
 
    The third guy made Dumb and Dumber look like giants. He was probably five-foot-six, five-foot-seven tops, 135 pounds, balding, though I guessed him at not much over forty, if that. “Wayne.” 
 
    “Jimmy!” 
 
    “James,” James corrected.  
 
    “James,” Wayne conceded. “We ready to do this deal?” 
 
    “Are you sure you have what we seek this time?” James responded.  
 
    “I assure you that was an unfortunate, one-time incident. I took care of the problem. We are all good. And just to ensure continued good relations, I threw in an extra bundle this go-around. See for yourself.” Wayne snapped his fingers at the throwback twins. They both jumped, using the front bumper of their truck as a stepladder to leap up on the dock. One hit a code next to the roll-up door, while the other slid under it as soon as it was halfway up. A few seconds later, he returned pushing a dolly loaded with ten brown tightly wrapped bundles, each about the size of a George R.R. Martin book. He threw a packet down to Wayne Jr.  
 
    “You can check it out for yourself.” Wayne Jr. flicked open a pocketknife, offering it handle first.  
 
    “That is unnecessary.” James took the package. “You will be dead, as will your companions, if there are any issues this time.” 
 
    Wayne pocketed the knife. “You’ll be satisfied,” Wayne responded, though not with his usual confident swagger.  
 
    The man waved toward the rear of his SUV. “Load it while I retrieve your compensation.” 
 
    While the Doublemint Twins loaded the bundles, James went to the backseat to retrieve a briefcase. I sent Danny a quick text to let him know what was going down and to be ready. I got a “Don’t do anything stupid” text in return. I ignored it because well, where’s the fun in that? I got another text. “Don’t ignore my last text.” 
 
    Exchange complete, James got into his SUV and started in my direction. Wayne and his two buds were flipping open the briefcase to count their rewards. 
 
    I shot Danny another text. “Follow Wayne Jr.; I’ve got the other guy.” I shoved the phone back into my pocket, pulled out my boot knife, waited for the Tahoe to pass—then got my stupid on.  
 
    Once James was out of the alley and pulling onto the street, I matched his pace for two blocks, wanting to put a little distance between us and Wayne. I finger waved at Danny as I ran past and smiled at his bug-eyed stare. 
 
    There were two four-way stops in Union City and the first one was coming up. As soon as I saw the brake lights flash, I pounced. Grabbing hold of a roof rail and landing one foot on the running board, I smashed the end of my knife against the passenger side window. It shattered. I quickly pocketed the knife, used the rack to swing up and in through the window, then dropped into the passenger seat before James could react. 
 
    “Hey, Jimbo,” I said sweetly. 
 
    “Who the fu-” 
 
    I was ready for his backhanded swing. I blocked it with my forearms in front of my face. Catching his wrist with my right hand, I used my left forearm to push hard, causing his body to slam against the steering wheel.  
 
    “Jimster, this can go one of two ways for you, bad or really bad. Your choice.” 
 
    He jerked, thrusting his elbow back toward my face.  
 
    “Really bad it is then.” I pulled my elbow in and smashed it into the side of his head at the same time I jerked his arm farther across my body. His head wobbled once and fell lifelessly to the side. 
 
    I put the vehicle in park, dropped his limp arm on the console, and got out. I walked around to the driver’s side and pulled open the door, flopping James back against the headrest so I could reach the seat belt release. Freed, I hauled his still limp ass to the rear of the vehicle, tossed him on top of the blocks of drugs, and hit the close button.  
 
    In the driver’s seat now, I called Danny. Danny reported that Wayne Jr. had left the hardware store, with the Dodge truck in tow, and they had all gone back to Wayne’s house.  
 
    “Probably going to drink PBR and talk about the good old days while playing PSP,” I offered before telling Danny where he could pick me up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was admiring my work when Danny pulled up and parked.  
 
    “I just need one more second.” I dug around in the back of Woody and smiled when I found what I was looking for. “Be right back.” 
 
     “I thought we talked about the not doing something stupid thing?” Danny asked, following me around the Tahoe. 
 
    “What? We foiled a drug deal and I’m just turning the evidence over to the local authorities.” 
 
    Danny put his hands on his hips. “You duct-taped a guy to their flagpole.” 
 
    I shrugged, glancing at James who was still unconscious and now safely secured to the flagpole outside the sheriff’s department. “No one was in the office.” 
 
    Danny pointed to what I’d just finished doing. “And that?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure they found the evidence.” I put the cap back on the marker while I looked at the Tahoe that now had the words “Drugs In Here” neatly written in silver Magic Marker on the front windshield, complete with little arrows down the side windows all pointing to the back of the vehicle. 
 
    “Are you done playing here?” 
 
    I looked around, satisfied. “Yep.”  
 
    The next morning, we chose a swim versus a run. Danny hit the water in his Jockeys, and I was two steps behind him in my bra and skivvies. I launched myself at his back, taking him under the water as we fell. We both came up splashing and laughing like a couple of teenagers at summer camp. It was times like these, in the middle of a demon hunt or more accurately sitting on the sidelines of a demon hunt waiting to be put in the game, that I truly valued Danny’s friendship. It was hard to keep friendships going when I was bouncing around from place to place killing demons. I still had some guys from the force that would text or call every once in a while just to check in, but it wasn’t like I could show up at their backyard BBQ and have a ‘What’ve you up been up to?’ convo over burgers and beers. Oh nothing, got a perp robbing the 7-11 the other day. You? Oh, not a lot here either. I chased down a two-headed dragon man-demon that had a taste for crispy fried feet with a side of slightly toasted brains. Beer clink. 
 
    I’d had a lot of friends before my fun trip to Freakville. I’d always been the girl that substituted bravado for confidence, relied on my gift of common sense to get me out of jams, and exercised a whole lot of smart mouth to get me through everything else. A recipe that was the exact opposite of what the other half to this odd couple relied on. Danny was the studious geek that got by with brains and I’m pretty sure a fair amount of mathematical equations. He also has a remarkable ability to turn a deaf ear, a skill I’m rather sure he honed in high school. When I’d first met Danny, he was a twig of a guy with thick glasses, and his half-blind great-aunt was cutting his hair. When he’d enrolled in the same college as me, I finally resigned myself to the fact I was really stuck with him and his fate crawling around in my body for a while. It had taken two trips to the mall—one for clothes and one for an appointment to a glasses and contacts-in-an-hour place—followed by a walk-in appointment to a Snip N’ Clip, to de-geekify him. Add a year of us training and working out together and he had turned into a total man-hunk. He still had the really annoying power of tuning me out, but fortunately for me I still had the power to kick his ass.  
 
    Danny dove under the water, grabbed me around the calves, and pulled me under. I tried to kick free, but he only tightened his grip. I tried to roll. He simply rolled with me. There was one surefire escape, so I used it. I grabbed his nipple and twisted. He released my legs immediately. We both surfaced, me with a smirk of satisfaction, him with both hands over his girlie nibs, and a that flipping hurt furrow to his brow.  
 
    “Mess with the bull, you get the titty twister,” I said as I pushed water at him. 
 
    He resurfaced. “I don’t think that’s exactly how that saying goes,” he countered, giving his nipples a final rub. 
 
    “It should. It would make bull fights a lot more interesting and less … well, sucky for the bull.” I gave him a nod toward the other side of the lake. “Across and back?” 
 
    “I’m not racing,” he proclaimed, and then took off like a bullet. 
 
    He wasn’t this competitive when we first met, I thought, grinning. “I love being a bad influence.” I took off after him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt Ashlyn before I was able to bring my head up enough to catch a glimpse of her sitting on a rock at the edge of the lake watching Danny and me race back from the other side. I fought to keep my pace in the normal human range, my body wanting to race to the woman who had my thoughts and libido in hyperdrive. I slowed even more to allow Danny time to catch up a little. Though Danny knew that Norm gave me an unfair advantage, his man-ego still gave him a swift noodle kick each time I beat him. I felt bad for the guy. Not bad enough to let him win but enough to not completely destroy him in front of a beautiful woman.  
 
    I stood when the water got shallow, deliberately not turning to face Ashlyn, instead watching Danny who was only a few strokes behind me.  
 
    He came up breathing hard. “I almost had you,” he panted. 
 
    “Umm, okay, Swim Shady,” I said, still a little breathless myself.  
 
    He flicked a glance over my shoulder. “You have company.”  
 
    “I know,” I answered, still not turning to face our guest. “I’m playing hard to get.” 
 
     Danny snort laughed. “Since when?” 
 
    “Since now,” I answered.  
 
    “Okay, let me know how that works out for ya.” 
 
    “I will.” I wrung water out of my hair, ran my fingers through it, and turned to face the Ranger. 
 
    “Um, AJ?” 
 
    I looked back over my shoulder. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Would you mind, you know,” Danny put his hands in front of his man parts, “throwing me a towel?” He gave his nether regions a glance. “Please?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but look downtown myself. Though I’d given up man parts a long time ago, I knew Danny had nothing to be ashamed of. “Seriously?” 
 
    “The lake is kind of cold in the morning,” he said from the corner of his mouth.  
 
    I couldn’t help but let out a little giggle. “Sure thing, super stud.” Then, just for fun, I reached back and twisted his nipple. 
 
    Okay, so I might have James Bond girled it a little out of the lake, but it was worth the small gesture when I heard “holy mother of god” slip from Ashlyn’s lips as she watched me slo-mo it out of the water. I smirked at her quick intake of breath when she realized that my swimsuit of choice this a.m. was a pair of black underwear and a black bra. I made my way to her and had to admit I was getting rather addicted to the sound of Ashlyn’s heart speeding up at the sight of me. “Good morning, Ranger.” 
 
    “Good morning, um …” 
 
    “AJ?” I offered when Ashlyn took a minute to remember my name. 
 
    Ashlyn diverted her eyes from my chest. “AJ. Right. Right! Sorry, I was just,” Ashlyn laughed awkwardly. “I sooo haven’t had enough caffeine this morning.” 
 
    “We have coffee at the campfire,” I offered. “Follow me. I’ll grab a towel and get you a cup.” 
 
    Ashlyn stood. “Perfect, thanks.” 
 
    “So, what brings you back to our little neck of the woods? More questions?” I stopped. “There hasn’t been another incident, has there?” 
 
    “No. Or at least not the type of incident you’re talking about. I just wanted to make sure you both are okay, and I didn’t get a chance to thank you two for yesterday. You saved us quite a bit of work.” 
 
    I resumed my trek to the towels. “Well, as you can see, we’re fine.” I opened Woody’s rear door and dug for our towels. 
 
    “I can see that,” Ashlyn muttered.  
 
    I turned, caught Ashlyn’s eyes somewhere around the vicinity of my ass, and smiled. “I’m going to run a towel down to Danny,” I advised, handing her a coffee mug as I passed. “Coffee is over the fire. Make yourself at home and I’ll be right back. Mr. Teenie Weenie was shy about getting out of the lake in front of you,” I said, throwing a thumb over my shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t … That wasn’t … I’m fine. I didn’t need a towel. I’m good, you know,” Danny stuttered behind her. “I’m all good. Perfectly good. Better than good. Great. No complaints. Like never, ever. More than satisfied.” He looked at me then back to Ashlyn, both of us extremely curious how he was going to close out this little conversation with his manhood intact. “I just didn’t want to show off.” His eyes widened, impressed with his own comeback.  
 
    “Thank you. Seriously, thank you for all of that,” I replied.  
 
    “Ugh, never mind.” He waved at Ashlyn. “Morning, Ranger.” 
 
    “Good morning, Danny,” Ashlyn said, a slight chuckle in her voice.  
 
    He pointed at Woody. “I’m just going to go change into my dignity now.” 
 
    “Make sure to wear your matching pride pants,” I yelled to his back. 
 
    “Always a good time. Always a good time,” Danny yelled back. 
 
    “You two seem very close,” Ashlyn stated. 
 
    I turned back to her, searching her eyes for the purpose of that statement. General observation or general curiosity? I was going with curiosity. Now was it for investigative or bedroom reasons? I didn’t know, but hopefully it was the latter. “We’ve been friends,” I paused for emphasis, “a long time.” 
 
    “How’d you meet?” Ashlyn asked, trying to sound nonchalant but not quite pulling it off.  
 
    “We met during a summer trip to his hometown, and we ended up going to college together,” I answered truthfully-ish. I smiled as Ashlyn fought to keep her eyes on mine versus roaming up and down my body. “If you have a few minutes, I’ll go put some clothes on and then we can continue this little background check?” 
 
    “I’m not doing a back-”   
 
    I cut off her words with a look. “It’s fine. I understand. I’d be doing the same thing if I was interested in someone …” I paused for fun, then added, “as a murder suspect.”  
 
    “I don’t necessarily think-” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I heard Ashlyn’s exasperated sigh as I made my way around Woody to grab my duffle bag of clothes. I would normally be a bit uncomfortable with a law enforcement officer asking so many questions, but I had questions that needed answers, too, and, well, she was sexy and … and double well, quite simply I wanted her. I changed into my black jeans and my SPD T-shirt that Danny had gotten me when I graduated from the academy. It was my favorite T-shirt and I figured a little subliminal message plastered across my chest wouldn’t hurt my cause any. I checked on Danny who was also clothed and pulling out his tablet. “She’s asking you and me some questions. I’m going with truth-lite.” Danny and I have had to explain ourselves numerous times over the years, “truth-lite” was our code for factual minus the demon hunting parts, so we would be singing the same song.  
 
    He nodded. “Got ya. I’m going to do more digging into the Clines, see if I can turn up anything more there, being all I have is dead ends on the demon stuff.” 
 
    “Still nothing from Grand?” I asked even though I knew I would have heard the phone ring. 
 
    He looked at me. “No, still must be on the dreamwalk. It’s been two days and I’m starting to get nervous.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll get back to us soon. In the meantime, I’m going to see what I can get out of Ashlyn.” 
 
    “Are ya now?” Danny smirked. 
 
    “Information. What information I can get out of her,” I clarified with a slug to his arm. 
 
    He only laughed. 
 
    “I’ll check back with you in a bit, but let me know if you find anything.” 
 
    “Roger that,” he said, saluting. 
 
    I chose to sit across from Ashlyn. She was uneasy this morning, and I didn’t want to do anything more to make her uncomfortable or make her distance herself from me. I wanted the exact opposite of uncomfortable and distant; I wanted naked and close. Very, very close.  
 
    My face must have betrayed my thoughts as Ashlyn brought her eyes up to mine and I heard her heart trip in her chest. “Was there something else you wanted this morning, Ranger?” I knew the underlying meaning to my seemingly innocent question. So did the Ranger. 
 
    A smirk rose to Ashlyn’s mouth. “Are you like this all the time?” 
 
    “Like what all the time?” 
 
    She pointed a finger at me, doing a couple of figure eights in the air. “That. All causal, and …” 
 
    “And?” I challenged. 
 
    “And sexy,” Ashlyn answered, meeting my challenge. 
 
    “Sexy?” I grinned. “I think you have that confused with interested, attracted … captivated.” 
 
    Ashlyn merely shook her head. “Can anyone say no to you?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I kicked my legs out, one boot over the other. “Can they?” 
 
    After a couple of deep breaths Ashlyn spoke again. “I won’t compromise my job, this case. Cases,” she corrected.  
 
    “I wouldn’t want or expect you to. And I wouldn’t be interested in you if you were that kind of woman,” I said. 
 
    Ashlyn seemed to ponder that for a long moment. “I somehow believe you.” 
 
    “Do you believe that I didn’t have anything to do with the murders?” 
 
    Another long consideration. “I don’t think you’re directly involved with the murders, no. But,” she searched my eyes, “I think you know more than you’re saying. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that you and Danny are here.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to lie to her, so I didn’t say anything.  
 
    She sighed. “And I don’t think you’re going to tell me the real reason.” She set her coffee mug on the ground and stood to go. 
 
    I stood as well, moving to her. We stood there, several heartbeats, just searching each other’s eyes for the answers we both wanted. Needed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I need to get to work,” Ashlyn replied but made no move in that direction. 
 
    “Can I help?” When she gave me a sardonic eyebrow lift, I chuckled. “Right. And we’re back to the why you’re really here thing.” 
 
    “Exactly. Otherwise, you can help by getting me your statements. I need them for the file.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “I should go.” 
 
    I stopped her with a hand on her arm. “I am really sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    She looked down at my hand then back at my face. “I’m really sorry too.” She smiled softly and started for her truck. 
 
    I didn’t want this to be it. Didn’t want what hadn’t even started to already be over. I followed her. “How about this? Maybe you could get to know me a little better while you are working? I was thinking about taking in some of the local culture. I heard there’s a bar just outside town?” 
 
    “The Down ’N Dirty,” Ashlyn answered, her hand on the handle of her truck. “You’ll get a full dose of local culture there and more than likely an irritating rash.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect. I like living on the edge.” Ashlyn looked back at me through the rolled-down window of her truck. “How about I do my statement today and you could come there to pick it up? Maybe we could have a drink?” When she took too long to answer, I added, “Who knows, I might be a lightweight. Couple of drinks and I could start blabbing away.” I put my hands next to hers on the window frame. “I could end up telling you all my dirty little secrets.” I ran a thumb across her knuckles. “What do you say, Ranger?” 
 
    She released an exasperated breath. “Apparently the answer is no.” 
 
    “Apparently the answer is no?” 
 
    “Yes. Apparently, no one can say no to you.” She slid her hand out from under my caress. “I’ll see you tonight to pick up the statements.” She crawled into the driver’s seat, pulled the door shut, and fired up the engine. “One question though …” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know anything about a guy getting duct-taped to the flagpole in front of the sheriff’s office, would you?”  
 
    “A guy got duct-taped to a flagpole in front of the sheriff’s office?” I repeated. 
 
    “Yeah, exactly what I thought.” She smirked. “I’ll see you tonight. Try to stay out of trouble until then.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danny shooed a backhand at my face. I was apparently annoying him by looking too closely over his shoulder. Something I had been periodically doing the entire afternoon. But I was anxious. He’d just unlocked the “MOM” folder from the Sheriff’s computer, which contained the original report forms from the night of Ashlyn’s father’s death as well as the one on Sheriff Linn’s mother’s murder.  
 
    Danny held his tablet to his chest as I leaned over him again. “Oh my god, go over there and sit down and I’ll read them to you,” Danny ordered. 
 
     I did as he asked, only with an added growl. 
 
    “Okay.” He scanned the reports, “looks like they occurred on the same evening, not even an hour apart. Ashlyn was witness to her father’s, the Sheriff her mom’s.” He paused. Clicked a few keys. Furrowed his brow. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Either these reports have been whitewashed or the small-town sheriff’s department really didn’t know how to conduct a thorough investigation. There’s nothing else, just the basic details: time of call, witnesses’ names, addresses, etc. No crime scene photos. No witness statements … well, except for the Honorable Reverend’s.” 
 
    “And what does Mayor McDouche have to say?” I asked. 
 
    Danny read. “Just vague details of an encounter with a bear who attacked his wife and how he narrowly escaped, but of course not before he was able to save his daughter.”  
 
    “All hail the hero. Coroner reports?” I asked. 
 
    “Another locked file.” 
 
    I stood. Paced. Found myself looking over Danny’s shoulder. “Don’t you have somewhere to be? Shouldn’t you be getting ready versus annoying me?” 
 
    I looked down at my watch. 7:30. “I guess I should groom myself before my big night on the town.” I finished my beer, stood, and pulled off my T-shirt, leaving the black tank I wore underneath. I then leaned over, ran my fingers through my hair, straightened, and finger combed a couple more times. “Okay, done. How do I look?” 
 
    Danny gave me an up and down. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    I rocked my hips side to side. “But am I ridiculous in a hot kind of way?” 
 
    Danny released a resigned sigh. “The hottest.”  
 
    I walked over and gave him a kiss on the head. “Thanks, and you ain’t so bad yourself, sweet cheeks.” 
 
    “Be careful, please,” Danny yelled to my retreating back. 
 
    “You too. Keep your head up and keep Nancy within arm’s reach.” 
 
    Danny tapped the shotgun that leaned next to him. “Got her.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Down ’N Dirty was quite possibly the most accurately named bar on the entire planet. Everything down, meaning everything below my eyeballs, was in fact dirty. Being that I was rather tall that included 95 percent of the bar’s inhabitants as well. I wasn’t afraid of a little dirt. I was, however, slightly wigged that every step I took required me to unsuction my boot from the tacky substance that seemed to be coating the floor. My super smeller was not liking the mix of wet hay, cow shit, cheap drugstore cologne, and thirty years of sweat, sex, and cigarette smoke.  
 
    I moved to the bar. “Whiskey and Coke,” I yelled at the rode-hard, put-away-wet cowboy who was moving back and forth behind the bar, filling drinks, and dropping off beer bottles. He smiled, revealing his serious need for dental floss or possibly a jackhammer to remove the chewing tobacco packed at his gum lines. “Forget the Coke,” I yelled again, louder this time, as the volume on the decade old jukebox was set at “annoying as fuck.”  
 
    The cowboy hat worked his tongue around in his cheek, spit on the floor, and then yelled back, “Comin’ right up, pretty lady.”  
 
    While I waited, I took in the rest of the establishment and its patrons. The typical neon beer signs were hung around the bar walls, some of them working, some of them long fried. For the super fancy décor that wasn’t a la neon, someone who had most likely passed third grade art class with a C- had painted the walls with crude cowboy boots, lassos, a horse with a really long neck or maybe it was an alpaca, and what I think was supposed to be a cowboy hat but looked more like a vagina riding a stingray.  
 
    At the far end of the place was a small dance floor, which of course was home to one already drunk woman. She was solo dancing to a rhythm of her own as it didn’t match the whiny kick my dog country music that was blaring over the speakers.  
 
    The cowboy hat behind the bar slid my drink to me. “Five bucks.”  
 
    I dropped a fifty. “Keep them coming.” 
 
    He swiped the bill, shoved it in the front pocket of his fit-ten-years-ago jeans, spit, and winked. “Will do, pretty lady.” 
 
    The burn of the whiskey felt good going down. I hoped it was going to help dull my senses a little so Norm and I could stand to be in this place. I also prayed that on its way down it was killing all the dirty leg, hick-a-billy cooties I was inhaling.  
 
    I watched two cowboy hats enter from the back hall, carrying speakers, guitars, and mic stands. Oh, goodie, live kick your dog, lose your woman music. I groaned. I didn’t hate country music; there was a place for it. Actually there were lots of places for it, like any and all places in the whole entire world where I wasn’t presently in earshot of it.  
 
    Another cowboy hat bellied up to the bar next to me. That wasn’t just a figure of speech; literally, his belly hit the bar a good thirty seconds before the rest of him. “Whatcha drinking, ma’am?” 
 
    I held up my glass and looked at the brown liquid swirling in the ice cubes. “Pina colada.” 
 
    “That a fancy city girl drink?”  
 
    “Yes,” I answered. 
 
    “I figured.” He turned to me, tipped his hat up with his knuckle, and gave me a once over, the first in this place that didn’t have me wanting to take a shower. “You look like a fancy city girl.” 
 
    “What gave me away? My full set of teeth or my jeans touching my boots versus stopping at my ass cheeks?” 
 
    Cowboy hat chuckled. “Both. I’m Earl.” He held out a meaty hand.  
 
    I shook it. “Hey, Earl. I’m AJ.”  
 
    “So where ya from?” 
 
    “Here and there,” I answered, finishing off my drink and signaling the bartender for another. “How about you? I take it you’re a local?” 
 
    “Born and raised. What gave me away, my missing tooth,” he pulled back a cheek to show a gap, “or was it my ass cheeks?” He added a little butt wiggle. 
 
    I smiled. “Both.” 
 
    “I run the local feed store. Been in my family nearly seventy years.” 
 
    “Ah, I was by there the other night. Next to the hardware store, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, Butler Hardware,” he answered in a tone that said he didn’t much approve of his drug dealing neighbors.  
 
    I was going to ask more but the bar door opened and Wayne Jr. graced us with his presence. Wayne Jr. took one step into the bar, followed closely by Thing 1 and Thing 2. Wayne Jr. stopped and surveyed his domain, giving all the peasants ample time to take in the awesomeness that was him.  
 
    Earl groaned next to me. “Good lord.” 
 
    “What’s his story?” 
 
    “Trouble with a capital T. That’s Wayne Jr., son of Reverend Wayne Cline Sr.” 
 
    A waitress scurried over to Wayne Jr. with an already open beer on her tray. 
 
    Wayne Jr. snatched up the beer, took a long swallow, and leaned in to whisper something into her ear, which made her go all giggly. He dismissed her with a slap on her butt-hanging-out-of-her-shorts ass.  
 
    “And his claim to fame is?”  
 
    “Being a pompous, lower than rat spit, ass,” Earl answered. 
 
    Wayne Jr.’s eyes got around to me then, and a slow wolfish grin took up residence on his pretty-boy face. He tipped his beer in my direction. 
 
    “Sounds like the exact kind of guy I like to make a complete and utter fool of.” I took a drink of my newly refreshed whiskey. 
 
    Earl grabbed my elbow. “AJ, don’t go messin’ with Wayne Jr. — him or his daddy. They don’t take kindly to people that cause them trouble.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like very good Christian-like behavior.” 
 
    Wayne Jr. said something over his shoulder to his two groupies at which point three wolfish grins turned in my direction.  
 
    “They’re a little loose with the interpretations,” Earl offered as he and I watched Wayne Jr. make his way in our direction. 
 
    “A little overzealous on the wrath and damnation parts?” 
 
    “AJ, I’m serious. They’re not a family you want to get on the bad side of.”  
 
    I turned to Earl and saw genuine fear in eyes.  
 
    “I’m serious.” He looked past me. “You need to be careful.” 
 
    “Earl, you sly dog you. Are you hitting on the prettiest girl in this place?” Wayne Jr. asked from behind me. 
 
    “Wayne Jr.,” Earl said in greeting. “Just welcoming a visitor to our little town.” 
 
    “That’s mighty nice of you, but I think I can take the welcoming from here.” Wayne Jr. put a hand on the small of my back. “But it’s always nice to see you. Please say hello to your daughter for me.” 
 
    Earl’s neck and face went crimson but he nodded, taking the hint he was being dismissed. “AJ, it was nice to meet you. I hope to run into you again.”  
 
    “I’ll come check out your place before I leave. No worries.” I gave him a wink, hoping it would help ease the guilt he had at leaving me with Wayne Jr.  
 
    “Sooo Addison Jo, I’m glad you came to your senses and dumped the Indian boy to come out with a real man.” He punctuated his statement with a groan and rub to my hip.  
 
    I reluctantly refrained from tearing his dick off and shoving it up his ass. “He was busy, so I thought I’d sneak out for a little fun.” I used the word little on purpose but he was too busy looking down my shirt to notice. 
 
    While the band was doing the last of its sound check, Wayne Jr. downed his beer and slammed it on the bar. “Drink up and let’s dance.”  
 
    “I don’t dance,” I said, forgetting momentarily that I was playing the “in awe” female. 
 
    He urged my whiskey glass to my lips. “Drink up and no worries. I’ll lead.” 
 
    I downed the rest of my drink, turning to the bartender and saying “I’ll need a double next round” just as Wayne Jr. grabbed my hand and pulled me to the dance floor.  
 
    Turns out I can dance, if by dancing you mean let Wayne Jr. rub his penis against me while dueling banjos play in the background. Didn’t someone make a movie like that once? After two songs, or maybe it was one really, really, really long song, I was done with the pelvis grinding, and all I had found out was that my first impressions of Wayne Jr. were correct. He was officially a card-carrying, small penis-rubbing douche. “I need to go to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Right on,” Wayne answered as I pulled out of his grip and headed off the dance floor.  
 
    I hit the bathroom door with the palm of my hand, slamming it against the wall, causing a hole and forcing the woman using the single sink to hold on as she went top heavy toward the mirror.  
 
    “Sorry, whiskey,” I offered as an explanation. Apparently, I’d caused her to smear the last go-around of “Hooker Red” lipstick outside the lip track she’d circled a good ten times already.  
 
    “Understood, sweetheart.” She pulled a paper towel from the roll someone had politely placed on top of the broken towel dispenser. “Men and liquor do that to me as well.” She dabbed at her face. “But for me, it’s bourbon. Gets me every time. I even put a hole in the side of my trailer once with a toaster.” She smacked her lips, tossed the used paper towel in the already overflowing trashcan, and turned to me. “I just hung a picture of Jesus over it. It serves as a good reminder that six drinks is my limit.” 
 
    “Good plan,” I replied. 
 
    “Not really.” She winked an overly mascaraed eye, the small motion nearly throwing her off her three-inch high heels, “as I’m on number seven as we speak.” She giggled as she righted herself. Well, righted-ish, as she was still leaning a half-bubble off-center, but it was apparently close enough for her as she started toward me. She squeezed my shoulder as she passed in a gesture of woman to woman support. Or maybe it was more solo support as she waddled out the bathroom door, despite having to shoulder check each side of the door frame once to make it all the way through.  
 
    I moved to the sink, turning on the faucet, and watching the long red hair the previous occupant had left whirl reluctantly down the drain. I fight demons for a living. I deal with green goo, blood, puss, slobber, and none of it’s a problem. Other people’s hair on a bed, a brush, or in a sink … yeah, ick-snay-to-the-grossbay. “And speaking of gross,” I said, dropping my head as the bathroom door reopened.  
 
    “I figured going to the bathroom was code for you wanted to fuck,” Wayne Jr. said as he shut and locked the door behind him. 
 
    I shut off the water. “No code involved. Just wanted to go to the bathroom.” My nice girl facade was quickly sliding away and down the sink with the icky hair.  
 
    “Well, being we’re both here now …” He moved behind me, pinning me against the sink.  
 
    “You know what? I’m really not feeling this. I think I’ll just head out,” I offered, giving him a shot at not getting his ass handed to him in the women’s restroom.  
 
    He grinded once against my ass before lifting my hair from the side of my neck. “Ah, come on. You don’t want to be a tease now, do you?” he asked as he started to lower his mouth toward my neck. 
 
    “Touch your mouth to any part of my body and you’ll be gumming bananas for a week until your new set of teeth come in the mail.” 
 
    He gave me a head to toe, then smirked. “How’d you know I like it rough?” 
 
    I used the small space he’d created to spin and face him. “You just seem like that kind of guy. Oh, and just for reference by guy I mean, meat-headed, ignorant, small-dicked jackass.” 
 
    Wayne Jr. grabbed a wad of my hair, yanked me to him, and forced his mouth to my neck. 
 
    “Jackass that fights like a Cadillac truck-driving pussy,” I added, a second before I grabbed his wrist and twisted it away, forcing him to release my hair as I wrenched. When he stepped back to release the pressure on his wrist, I rammed a knee into his boy pebbles. He buckled. I stepped around him, leaning to whisper in his ear. “Haven’t you heard no means no, dickwad?” I took his head by a fistful of hair and bounced his face off the sink. He dropped to the floor, curled into a ball, cupping his crotch as he writhed. 
 
    “And just for clarity, don’t put your mouth anywhere on me is code for don’t put your fucking mouth anywhere on me,” I said right before booting him hard in his gut.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I met Earl in the bathroom hallway. He was heading in my direction, fear melting to relief when he saw me. 
 
    “You okay? I saw him follow you.” 
 
    “I’m fine, but I can’t say the same for him.” I patted his shoulder as I passed.  
 
    I went to the bar and downed the double whiskey that was waiting for me. 
 
    Cowboy hat spit and asked, “Wanna ’nother?” 
 
     “I’m good. Cashing out for the night.” When he started to dig in his pocket, I held up a hand. “Keep the change.” 
 
    He spit and tipped his hat. “Thank ya, pretty lady.” 
 
    I hit the bar door heading for the parking lot just as Ashlyn was coming in. I caught the swing of the door as she jumped back. “Hey. Sorry. I was-” 
 
    “Leaving so soon? Too much local culture for you?” she asked. 
 
    I looked back, seeing Wayne Jr. being helped down the hall by his posse. They were holding him up while he was trying to hold half a roll of bloody paper towels to his face while pointing in my direction. I let the door shut behind me. 
 
    “A tad.” I grabbed Ashlyn by the elbow, pulling her quickly toward Woody. “How about we take a ride instead?” 
 
    “But my truck-” she started to protest. 
 
    “We’ll come back for it.” I opened up the passenger door and all but picked her up and threw her in the seat. I started to close the door and thought better. “You might want to … umm, you know …” I made a bend-over motion with my arm. 
 
    “What? Why?”  
 
    “Might not be the best time to be associated with me,” I offered. 
 
    “AJ, what did you do? Why-”  
 
    The bar door opened with a slam. Ashlyn’s eyes went wide, and I took the opportunity to put a hand on the back of her head, coaxing it to her lap. “Just cause.” 
 
    I slammed the door, ran around to the driver’s side, hopped in, and was peeling out when I heard what I assumed was a beer bottle hit Woody’s tailgate. Normally, I would have turned around and added two more ass-kickings to my resume, but I wouldn’t let Ashlyn get caught up in my anger management issues. 
 
    “Can I come up out of this extremely embarrassing position now?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    Though I could still see Wayne and his cowboy mafia crew standing in the dust, I knew we were well out of their eyesight range. “Yeah, coast is clear.”  
 
    Ashlyn sat up, finger combed her hair back in place, and glared at me. “Please enlighten me as to exactly why you just kidnapped a federal law enforcement agent. 
 
    “Kidnapped? I think someone is exaggerating just a tad. I simply, softly persuaded you into actions for your own best interest.” 
 
    “My own best interest?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    I tried the sheepish grin thing.  
 
    “Don’t even try to pull that on me.” She added a pointed finger for emphasis.  
 
    Ashlyn was apparently not a fan of the sheepish grin thing. “What?” I smiled again to test my theory. 
 
    “That.” She swirled a finger at my face. “That ‘I’m innocent and sexy’ grin thing. It’s not going to work. Now spill it. What or who are you running from and why did you feel the need to take me hostage?”  
 
    Theory tested and proven. “Hostage?” 
 
    “I’m in your truck, aren’t I? And I’m pretty sure we’re driving away from the scene of a crime. So, hostage.” 
 
    “Or accomplice?” I went with a teasing smirk this time, just to see if it would get any play.  
 
    “Hard to be an accomplice, when I have no idea what’s happening. And you can knock the playful shit off too.”  
 
    No go with the smirks either. Dang, that’s like half my charm arsenal.  
 
    “Take this road up here on the left,” Ashlyn ordered. 
 
    “Hostages usually aren’t so bossy,” I muttered as I took the road she’d indicated. 
 
    “There’s a park entrance on the right.”  
 
    I pulled Woody up to the wooden gates that blocked the entrance to the park service road. “Park here?” I looked at the dense woods around us. “Because now I feel like we’ve gone from captor and hostage to teenage parkers.” I looked back at Ashlyn. “Not that I’d complain or anything.”  
 
    Ashlyn’s pulse reacted to that little comment. “I’m still going with hostage. We need to get off the road in case your problem is following us.” Ashlyn opened the door and started to jump out, but got yanked back. 
 
    I released her seat belt. “Be free, hostage.” 
 
    She turned around to glare at me.  
 
    “I take it Stockholm syndrome hasn’t kicked in just yet?” I asked.  
 
    Ashlyn sighed. “Good lord,” she murmured. “How am I-” She slammed Woody’s door on the rest of her sentence, not knowing I could still hear the “supposed to keep my hands off this woman” ending. 
 
    Ashlyn unlocked and swung the gate wide. I pulled Woody through and waited for her to secure it.  
 
    She guided me to the small parking lot where I pulled in the first space and killed the lights and engine. 
 
    Ashlyn fidgeted in her seat, undoubtedly remembering my earlier parking comment. “This place looks beautiful. Want to get out and show me around?” I asked, wanting to ease her nerves.  
 
    “Yeah, sure, but it’s pitch black up here.” 
 
    I, of course, wouldn’t have an issue seeing in the dark, but that would bring up questions I wasn’t prepared to answer. “I have a flashlight in the glove box.” 
 
    I turned the overhead light on so Ashlyn could dig around. She pulled out Betsy, my small but very effective switchblade.  
 
    “Fish knife,” I explained. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She returned Betsy to the glove box and pulled out the flashlight, flicking it on and off. “Ready?” 
 
    There was a path at the corner of the parking lot leading up a slight incline. “So what’s the story with this place?” I was interested, but also figured Ashlyn would relax a little if she was talking about something familiar. 
 
    “It’s the ruins of the Dilbeck mansion. The Dilbecks were a wealthy family and made their money from horse breeding, cotton, and soybeans. Jarrod Dilbeck was one of the first people in the area to use the cotton gin in the early 1800s. By the late 1800s they had the biggest operation in the area. Jarrod’s eldest son built this mansion for his parents and his new bride, who was actually the fourth Mrs. Dilbeck.” 
 
    “Commitment issues?” I asked. 
 
    “Committing wasn’t the problem. Staying committed, however-” Ashlyn shined the light on a fallen branch. “Watch out.” 
 
    “Got it.” I bent and flipped the branch off the path. Maybe a tad too easily as Ashlyn flashed the light over the limb and back at my face. “Hey.” I raised a hand to shield my eyes. 
 
    She shined the light back over the branch. It was about eight feet long and at its thickest was about ten inches. Oops. “So son and new fourth bride?” I prompted. 
 
    “Right.” Ashlyn started walking again. “He built this mansion with each stone brought in from up north; it took nearly five years to complete.”  
 
    The path’s incline increased as it veered to the left. “They moved in on December 20, 1880, just in time for Christmas.” 
 
    “I’m guessing this doesn’t have a ‘happily ever after’ ending,” I said, stopping at the ruins of a once grand structure. 
 
    Ashlyn shined her light across the stones of the still partially standing walls, window arches, and a fireplace chimney. “I guess it’s whose perspective you want to go by?” 
 
    We started forward again. “How’s that?” 
 
    “Well, not a great ending for Dilbeck. On December 24, 1880, someone set fire to the place and, well,” she ran the light beam over the ruins again, “this is what was left.”  
 
    “So, the other perspective?” I took the stairs at the front of the mansion, leaning into what once would have been a grand window.  
 
    Ashlyn stepped beside me, shining the flashlight into the interior, which was now just a pile of caved-in stone and weeds. “Second and third wives were suspects in the arson but were never found guilty. The fourth wife left Dilbeck on Christmas to go back home to her family in Georgia, where it was safer. There was never a fifth wife and Dilbeck never rebuilt. He died a few years later. The other brothers didn’t want to do anything with the land so they donated it to avoid the taxes and hassle of it.” 
 
    “And now we’re here,” I stated, looking back at her over my shoulder before stepping around the corner of the mansion. 
 
    “Right,” Ashlyn said with a hint of a smile in her voice. 
 
    The back of the mansion was lit by moonlight, and Ashlyn was able to click off the flashlight. “This is why he built here. It’s quite breathtaking in the daylight,” she said, coming to stand at the edge of a large stone patio.  
 
    I was already in awe at the sight. From high on this hill, I could see for tens of miles over the national forest. I heard a river running below and the sounds of animals all around me. I took in a deep breath of pine and forest and nature. “It’s amazing.” 
 
    “Normally you can see for miles.”  
 
    “I can imagine,” I said, looking out toward a vast landscape in whose muted hues I could still see the beauty. 
 
    We both stood there a long moment, taking in the peace and wonder of the place. 
 
    “So, do you want to tell me what happened back at the Down ’N Dirty?”  
 
    “Not really,” I answered honestly. What I wanted to do was run a hand through her moonstruck hair, taste her lips, feel the smoothness of her skin, and breathe in her soft vanilla scent. I fought my urges while propping my hip on the stone wall. 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me anyway,” Ashlyn returned. 
 
    “Fine. I simply had a disagreement with a local, but we worked it out.” 
 
    “And by worked it out, you mean what exactly?” 
 
    I shrugged, turning my attention to the rolling hills. “Nothing. Just had a chat.”  
 
    “AJ, you all but threw me into your truck, had me put my head down, and someone threw what I’m guessing was a beer bottle at you. It wasn’t nothing. I want to know what happened inside the bar.”  
 
    “I met a nice guy named Earl.” I smiled. 
 
    “Earl Westmoreland. He owns the feed store. He’s like the nicest guy, so … how?” 
 
    “He has a daughter?” I asked.  
 
    Ashlyn hesitated, confused. “Yes, Kara. Graduated a year behind me in school. AJ, where’s this going? I know Kara wasn’t there tonight.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t Kara be there tonight?” I asked, not knowing the details, but knowing there was a story I wasn’t going to like that involved Kara and Wayne Jr. I’d read it on Earl’s face and had smelled the hate and fear in Earl’s sweat.  
 
    Human’s lie; their bodies don’t. They’re the most honest thing about us. If you use all your senses, especially when they’re super-juiced, you can tell way more about the way a person is thinking and feeling than by the words that come out of their mouth. Earl hated and feared Wayne Jr. Wayne Jr. enjoyed it. And I wanted to know why. 
 
    “She left shortly after high school, went to college, and doesn’t ever come home to visit,” Ashlyn answered reluctantly. “I don’t get how Kara has anything to do with you—and whatever happened in the bar?” 
 
    I turned to Ashlyn, wanting to be looking at her reaction when I said my next words. “I met Wayne Jr.” 
 
    As expected, Ashlyn’s eyes went cold, her body stiffened, and she stepped closer in instant protection mode. If we’d been in a car, she would have thrown the mom arm across my chest. “Did he try to hurt you?” she growled. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt me.” I reached up, grabbed her balled fist, and pulled her down to sit next to me. 
 
    “Tell me what happened.” Ashlyn sat, but her body was still in fight mode. 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “I sent a very clear message that I’m not interested.” 
 
    “AJ, Wayne and his father are not people you want to cross.” 
 
    “That’s not the first time I heard that tonight. So, Kara?” 
 
    “Told him no and well, he didn’t take it very well,” Ashlyn answered. 
 
    “So, why hasn’t he been arrested? I’m guessing Kara wasn’t the first and only victim in his wake.” 
 
    “Sadly, most women buy into his charm. He’s the golden boy, son of the all-mighty Reverend Wayne Cline.”  
 
    “How about you?” I asked. “I have to assume he’s had you in his sights as you’re the most attractive woman I’ve seen in this town.” 
 
    Ashlyn’s eyes softened at my words. “Thank you for that. And, yes, he’s tried many times, but fortunately for me I carry a gun.” 
 
    “I’m guessing women aren’t the only trouble Wayne Jr. gets into. So why hasn’t the sheriff done anything? I mean she’s a bit, um …”  
 
    “Difficult?” Ashlyn suggested. 
 
    “Sure, difficult … but she doesn’t seem totally incompetent. Why hasn’t she knocked him down a few notches, or has she?” 
 
    “Sheriff Loretta Linn’s maiden name is Loretta Cline.” 
 
    “Awww. So sister.” I knew this already of course, but I wanted to hear Ashlyn’s take on the sheriff’s and bad brother’s relationship.  
 
    “Yep. I honestly think Loretta is different from her family, but her dad has a lot of influence. Have you came across the little fact that he’s also the mayor?” 
 
    “Reverend and mayor, sheriff, town asshole, so what’s Momma Cline, city treasurer?” It was a bad joke I know, as I already knew the woman’s fate, but I didn’t have a clear picture of who was playing on what team and I also hoped the reference would lead to Ashlyn telling me more about her father. 
 
    Ashlyn gave a half-hearted laugh. “Probably would’ve been, but she died twelve years ago.” 
 
    Ashlyn’s demeanor changed with her words. Her shoulders slumped, her breaths became heavier, and her eyes were downcast, taking her to another time and place. 
 
    “What happened twelve years ago?” I whispered. 
 
    Ashlyn didn’t answer. I wasn’t even sure she had heard my words. I gave her time to work through whatever she was replaying in her mind.  
 
    I hadn’t let go of her since I’d pulled her down next to me. The thumb that had been absently rubbing over my knuckles suddenly stopped. Ashlyn stared at our still conjoined hands, likely wondering how they had gotten that way. She looked up at me, curiosity filling her eyes. “Why are you here?”  
 
    “Because you kidnapped me and brought me up here to take advantage of me?” 
 
    “Nice try,” she said, but she didn’t release my hand. “Seriously, why are you here in Union City?” 
 
    I was the one who looked away this time. I couldn’t tell her who or what I am, what I do. I’d made that mistake once before, and it didn’t turn out so well on many levels.  
 
    “AJ.” She put a hand on my cheek, turning my face back to hers. “Why are you here?” 
 
    I searched her eyes. They wanted, no … needed the answer. “Ashlyn, I-”  
 
    “Please,” she whispered. 
 
    I put my hand over hers. “I’m sorry, it’s-”  
 
    She pulled her hand away from mine, stood, and walked away from me.  
 
    I didn’t blame her. I got that a lot.  
 
    She paced for a moment, then spun back, determination in her eyes. “I want to tell you a story.” 
 
    “Okay, sure,” I answered, interested in the change of posture and tone of her voice. 
 
    “Twelve years ago, I was a Junior in high school. I’d just turned sixteen and it was Labor Day weekend. My father and I were going to go camping.” She nodded to the forest behind me. “It was kind of our thing. He’d been taking me camping ever since I could remember. I loved it. He loved it. Anyway, I was also, well, a sixteen-year-old girl and I had a date. So instead of going out and making camp after school on Friday, as was our norm, I went out with Billy Shepard.” She started to pace again. “Needless to say, Billy was not near as fun as camping, so I came home early, grabbed my gear, and headed out to our favorite campsite.” Ashlyn wrapped her arms around herself as if she was cold, though it was still warm out and she had on a jacket. She turned away from me and kicked one of the stone steps.  
 
    I stood, moving to her as I saw Ashlyn’s resolve falter, heard her breathing change, her heart started to pound, and I smelled the salty scent of her tears. I laid a hand on her shoulder, encouraging her to turn and face me. “Ashlyn?” 
 
     She ran a sleeve across her eyes and sniffed. Reluctantly, she met my eyes. “I was too late.” 
 
    I really didn’t like where this story was headed, especially since I already knew the ending. “Too late for what?” 
 
    “He was dead, someone … something,” she corrected with steel in her voice, “had killed him.” 
 
     I pulled Ashlyn into me. She wrapped her arms around my waist as her tears continued to slip down her cheek, silently. We simply stood there for a long moment, the moon warming my back, the woman heating my whole body.  
 
    Ashlyn tightened her hold briefly, then released me. “Thank you.” She covered her discomfort with a chuckle. “Twelve years and …” She swiped away a tear. 
 
    “And you still love your father,” I finished for her.  
 
    She nodded her agreement. “He was such an amazing man, an incredible father.” She wandered off from me again.  
 
    “Will you tell me what happened?”  
 
    “The official report says it was a bear attack.” 
 
    “And the unofficial story?” 
 
    “I haven’t told that version in years.” She started pacing again.  
 
    “I don’t understand. Why would you’ve changed-” 
 
    “I didn’t change anything!”  
 
    “Okay. Sorry.” I took a step forward and she retreated one. I stopped, holding my hands up in surrender. “So explain what you mean.” 
 
    She let out a heated breath, calming. “I was told I was just upset. Confused in chaos. Traumatized. Distraught ramblings by an emotional teen …” She sounded as if she was reading a medical report. “At some point I stopped arguing, stopped telling the story.” 
 
    “Will you tell it to me? Your story? Your words?” I asked softly.  
 
    She huffed out a laugh. “Because we’re into sharing now?”  
 
    “Ashlyn, it’s different. I ca-” 
 
    She waved a hand at me. “Can’t. I know. So you’ve said.” Suddenly exhausted, she leaned a hip on the high stone border that lined the short staircase. “Maybe what I have to say will change that.” She didn’t give me time to protest, just started into her story with a rush. “He was in his camp, our camp, the one that we favored and had chosen for the weekend. The fire was going when I arrived. I’d seen the smoke and flicker of flames before I made it there. I was going to surprise him, sneak up on him since he wasn’t expecting me until later. I came in behind our tents. He’d set them both up already. I saw a shadow against the trees and thought he was probably stacking more wood for the fire. I shot between the tents, ready to scream his name only to see him …” Her rush of words slowed, she pushed off the wall, and went back to the pacing routine.  
 
    I waited.  
 
    She stopped looking at the ground before her as if she was seeing something more than weathered stone at her feet. “He was just lying there on the ground. When he saw me, his eyes were wild with fear. His mouth was opening and closing, trying to warn me to run, but the blood coming from his mouth and the cut across his throat wouldn’t let him make a sound.” She paced back and forth on the top step.  
 
    Ashlyn stopped abruptly, the inner war she’d been waging finally won. She turned to look at me with a slow assessing stare. “Do you believe in monsters, AJ?”  
 
    “I’m a bigfoot hunter,” I said with a slight grin. 
 
    She cracked a small smile and came back down the stairs to stand before me. “Touché.” She took my hand, led me to the wall, and pulled me down next to her. “I saw something that night. Actually, I saw a few things that night I can’t explain or haven’t found the answers to, not yet anyway.” 
 
    “And you think I can help answer those questions?” 
 
    “I do.” She held up a hand to stop my protest. “Let me finish, tell you what I saw, and then you can deny whatever you want, okay?” 
 
    I nodded. “What did you see?”  
 
    “A woman.”  
 
    That was not at all what I was expecting. “A woman?” 
 
    “Yes. She was kneeling over my father’s body. But she was beautiful in a way I can’t even describe.” She looked down, running one boot over the top of the other. “I mean, it wasn’t like a beauty I’d ever seen before.” She looked up at me with a weak grin. “Though recently there’s been some close competition.” 
 
    “Describe her.” 
 
    My request erased the playful grin and her focus went back to her boots. “She was …” she sighed, “angelic in appearance, but dark. Dark hair, dark eyes. She was kneeling over my father. I thought at first she was helping him. Like he was hurt and she was assisting him. When I screamed and ran toward them, she turned, and …” 
 
    I laid a hand on hers. “And what?” I coaxed.  
 
    “For a split second I saw she had these teeth.” She ran a hand over her own teeth. “They were sharp. All of them. She had two that were like fangs, longer than the rest. And her nails were …” Ashlyn looked at her own hands. “I don’t know, talon-like. But then she changed. I blinked and she was normal. Her teeth were normal, and her hands …” Ashlyn shrugged. “She smiled at me, told me that my dad had an accident and she needed my help to save him. I remember thinking she was going to hurt me, just her look, her grin, but my dad needed help so I went to them. My father’s eyes were pleading with me to run but I ignored him. There was just so much blood. I wanted to help him. He grabbed a burning stick from the fire and swung it at her. He caught her arm and she let out a scream. I’ll never forget the sound that came from her; it was hate, rage. It was pure evil and it was the same sound we heard the other night,” she said, looking directly at me.  
 
    “Ashlyn.” I didn’t have anything more than that to say. 
 
    “She killed him. Drove her fangs into his neck. Tore-” Her stoic mask slipped for the briefest of moments. “She was … it was …”  
 
    “Evil,” I provided.  
 
    “Evil,” she agreed.  
 
    I knew that evil, knew the creature would have done the same to Ashlyn just to spite her father, even though he was no longer there to witness it. “How did you get away?”  
 
    “I didn’t think I was going to. The rage on her face when she turned to me told me she was going to kill me and she was going to like it.”  
 
    I knew that look, too. Every evil thing, whether man or demon, that I’ve ever hunted had that same look. It was one of pleasure, the pleasure of causing fear and of the thrill and anticipation of the pain they wanted to inflict.  
 
    “She caught my ankle as I started to scramble away. She had me. There was no way I was going to break free of her. I knew this, though I kicked and fought anyway. She would’ve killed me, I have no doubt, except … a man intervened.” 
 
    “A man?” 
 
    “A Native American man.” She paused to let that little bombshell land and explode at my feet. “And though I only saw flashes of him as he and the woman began to fight, there was one thing I did see quite clearly.” She paused again. “His eyes.” 
 
    That had me looking away before I could stop myself. “Huh,” was my genius reply. 
 
    “He was fast like you, strong like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how about his witty repartee?” 
 
    “AJ, I know there’s more to all of this. You …” 
 
    I stood, pulling away from her. “Ashlyn, we’re not going to go there. I just can’t. Won’t.” 
 
    Ashlyn let me do a couple of back and forths before stopping me with a hand on my arm. “Tell me what I’ve been hunting for since my father’s murder isn’t just my imagination.” Tears started to form in her eyes again. “Look me in the eyes and tell me what I’ve been hunting for, for the last twelve years, doesn’t exist.” Her voice softened and she ran her hand down the side of my face. “Tell me I’m wrong about you.” 
 
    My heart shattered and healed in the matter of a heartbeat. My brain was screaming “Not again. Not again.” But my heart was beating “Maybe this time.” We were both searching for the answers to our unasked questions. 
 
    The last time a woman found out what I was—saw the monsters I chased and the destruction I could yield—she ended up fearing me as something no different than the demons I fought. Ashlyn was simply projecting her residual hero worship from some white-eyed Native American man. And, yes, I will be having a little chat with said Native American later. If she really knew what I was capable of, I doubted she would still be looking at me that way. In reality, Ashlyn had no idea of the depth of the oogity boogity world she was trying to force her way into. All she knew was that her father was dead and she wanted answers. But most people couldn’t or didn’t want to deal with what lurks in the darkest regions as it awakened too many fears and brought them too many nightmares. I didn’t want that fate for Ashlyn. 
 
    She must have sensed the change in my demeanor and felt my emotional defenses go up.  
 
    She stepped back. “You aren’t going to let me in, are you?”  
 
    I looked away from the disappointment and pain in her eyes. “I want to, I just …” 
 
    “Don’t trust me?” 
 
    “I’m trying to protect you,” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t need or want your protection, AJ. I need answers—and damn it, I want you.” 
 
    I started to respond just as my phone chimed with a text. I pulled it out to see Mr. Perfect Timing lighting up my screen. My heart jolted when I read the message, “911.” I glanced up and caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I spun to the hills just as a large winged demon flew into the forest. 
 
     “We need to go!” I grabbed Ashlyn’s hand, pulling her with me. I didn’t have time for flashlights this time. “Just do what I do,” I said, already in a sprint, navigating us safely back to Woody. 
 
    It took us only minutes to get back to the parking lot and into Woody. I hit reverse and was backing out of the parking space as Ashlyn shut her door. “AJ, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but Danny needs me,” I said, throwing Woody into drive.  
 
    Ashlyn didn’t say anything more until we got to the locked park gate. “I’ve got it,” Ashlyn said as I skidded Woody to a stop.  
 
    “I’ve got it.” I jumped out and kicked the gate where the chain held it together, causing the wood and chain to splinter and snap. I was back in the driver’s seat before Ashlyn had even been able to get the gate keys out of her pocket. 
 
    Ashlyn watched the gate slam against the support post as Woody pushed through. “Seriously?” 
 
     “Adrenaline,” I said, shoving Woody’s gas pedal to the floor.  
 
    I broke more than a few traffic laws driving back to the campsite. I rolled down the window as soon as we were a mile or so out, wanting to hear or smell anything that would give me a clue as to what lay ahead of me and what caused Danny to hit the 9,1,1 buttons on his phone.  
 
    When we broke through the trees, I saw Danny standing silhouetted by the flames of the campfire. “Fuck me,” I said on a relieved breath before the copper tinge of blood drifted in on the wind. I was opening the door at the same time I was putting Woody in park. “Danny!” 
 
    Danny whipped around at my voice. “AJ, it’s-” His words cut off when he saw Ashlyn. “It’s umm.” He fumbled unconsciously, fondling Nancy as his brain searched for an Ashlyn-revised version before he realized he was playing with an illegal sawed-off shotgun in a national park in front of a park ranger. He slid Nancy behind his back.  
 
    “Smooth. You’re okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, but something.” He paused again as Ashlyn stepped up by the fire. “There’s an issue, you know, with a certain someone else.”  
 
    I could smell the pungent scent of death now.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Ashlyn asked, looking around for the emergency and for what just caused us to go full on NASCAR across the county.  
 
    “You think it’s still?” I asked Danny. 
 
    “Good chance. I didn’t see it go.” He shot his eyes to Ashlyn and then rolled them to the highest point of his eye sockets. 
 
    “What are you not saying?” Ashlyn demanded. When Danny stared at her, she spun on me. “AJ?” 
 
    “I need to go check on something. Stay here with Danny.”  
 
    Ashlyn grabbed my arm as I started to turn away. “The hell!” Ashlyn protested. “If you’re going in my woods, I’m going with you.” 
 
    “It’s not safe.”  
 
    Ashlyn looked me up and down. “Not safe for me, an armed park ranger, but safe for you, the perfectly normal unarmed civilian?” 
 
    I wasn’t unarmed. I had weapons tucked in my waistband, boots, and a couple of other places. “This isn’t up for discussion.” But I knew by the raised defiant eyebrow we would be discussing it later. 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Ashlyn, please.” 
 
    “You have two options: I go with you or I’m taking Danny to jail for having an illegal firearm in a National Park. Your choice.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” I said, but given the story she had just told me, maybe she understood more than most. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Ashlyn closed the gap between us. “AJ, I’ve been waiting twelve years. I will do this with or without you.” 
 
    And she played those cards well, a royal flush of revenge and strength to trump my wimpy pair of kahonas trying to protect her. I wasn’t going to win this hand and I was smelling blood, a lot of blood. “You do exactly what I say,” I ordered, pretending I still had control of this situation.  
 
    It was a slower trip into the forest this time, pacing my footfalls with Ashlyn’s. She was in great shape, fast even, but she didn’t have the benefit of a warrior spirit turbo booster. The scent of blood led me east this time, around the outer edge of the lake. As we got closer to the scene, I started to pull ahead. The look I shot Danny told him to stay close to Ashlyn. 
 
    The thick smell of demon had Norm charging to the forefront and me pushing my legs to the limit with both boot knives gripped firmly in my hands.  
 
    I took out a nasty spider web just as I broke into a living nightmare. My mind had two seconds to revisit what Danny and I had found yesterday before Norm screamed in my head, something the usually silent spirit did not do.  
 
    A man stood in the center of the carnage. His blond head lifted. He didn’t make any other moves, though I had Sonny and Cher cocked and ready to throw. 
 
    His eyes made me hesitate. They were silver and filled with the sorrow and pain of a man who had lived a thousand years. A black tear slipped from the corner of his eye. “This is not of my doing,” he said simply, his voice low and dusty as if he hadn’t used it in a long time. 
 
    “Demon in the forest with blood all around him. I don’t think I’m going with Colonel Mustard on this one.”  
 
    He held out his hands, palms up. “I will not deny that I have blood on my hands, but this is not of my doing.” 
 
    I glanced at his hands; they were clean as was the rest of him. He was tall, nearly seven feet, with the strong build of a well-trained soldier. He wore only a skirt, a kilt-looking thing, made of thin, layered, ornately engraved silver blades. Matching silver plates covered his knee-high boots and a silver-handled sword, still in its scabbard, was at his side. His skin was pale and his chest was marked with scars of war. He looked like a larger, blonder version of the dude from the 300 movie. He was rather magnificent if you’re into tall, pale, and demon.  
 
     With the slightest of movements he rolled his shoulders and large, black-feathered wings unfolded behind him.  
 
    I stepped back. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me, Hoyo Abi,” he said. “I am here only in search of my child.” 
 
    My jaw dropped at that little verbal bomb. “Umm, yeah. Sorry. I’m going to need you to repeat that.”  
 
    His eyes looked beyond me a split second before I heard Danny and Ashlyn’s footfalls. He looked back at me and straightened. “I, like you, am hunting for her, the one who did this, the one who has my child. I give you my word no harm will come to you or yours from me, unless you keep me from my quest.” His wings expanded, then collapsed once with a strength that caused my hair to lift from my shoulders. And he was gone. I watched the sky as a flash of a shadow passed before the moon. Then nothing.  
 
    I glanced around the forest floor, taking in the full scene before turning and meeting Ashlyn and Danny. I didn’t want them walking into what lay at my feet. I caught them just before they could see the destruction behind me. “You don’t want to go in there,” I growled. 
 
    “Uh, AJ,” Danny said, blinking awkwardly at me. 
 
    “What?” I was not in the mood for charades.  
 
    “Um … You left your headlights on,” Danny answered. I narrowed my eyes. “Your headlights,” he repeated slowly, as he blinked both eyes hard one more time.  
 
    “I think that’s code for your eyes are glowing,” Ashlyn stated.  
 
    “Fuck!” I started to storm off but got stopped mid-stomp by someone grabbing my arm. 
 
    “AJ, don’t you dare walk away from me,” Ashlyn ordered.  
 
    I dropped my head. I’d been careless. “Fuck,” I said again as I slammed my eyes closed, rubbing them as if I was on day forty-six of my thirty-day contact lenses.  
 
    “AJ, please,” Ashlyn moved around to stand in front of me. “Look at me.” 
 
    I slowly opened my eyes, deciding to let Ashlyn see who or what I really am. It may be the better way to convince her to run and leave all this behind her. It worked effectively on the last girl. 
 
    I knew my eyes were still white when I opened them. Norm and I were still on “What the holy shit, there’s a demon baby?” sensory overload. Though Danny had referenced, very poorly I might add, “headlights,” it wasn’t as if my eyes actually glowed. I couldn’t be used as a replacement for a Maglite or go all X-men, Cyclops and laser beam, which really was kind of unfortunate. My irises were simply white. I had stared at my reflection in a mirror for hours after Norm moved in, peering deep into a stranger’s eyes. The best descriptor I’d found for what I saw reflected was smoke. White, hot smoke. The white in my eyes actually swirled and twisted in a slow, silent dance, but that was only if you dared to look into them. To date, Danny was the only one who wasn’t afraid of what hid inside me … until now. 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” Ashlyn whispered.  
 
    Current status of the “get her to run and hide” plan? Mission Failure. I covered her hand lingering on my cheek. “We should probably talk about what a freak you are later.”  
 
    Ashlyn gave me a playful wink. “Says the girl with white eyes standing in the forest after going bionic woman a few moments ago?”  
 
    “Right. Which reminds me …” I stepped back to look at Danny. “We have a new thing going on.” 
 
    “What? What happened? Is there another body? Or not a body in there?” Danny asked. 
 
    There were several bodies, none of them human, but that didn’t make it any better. In some ways it made it worse. “Not human. There’s not a mur-” I stopped myself as what had been done to the animals was most definitely a murder. “Animals, deer mostly, I think.” I know my face was giving away everything I felt. 
 
    “I have to-” Ashlyn started for the scene. 
 
    “Don’t,” I grabbed Ashlyn’s arm as she tried to push past me.  
 
    “It’s my park.” She swallowed hard. “It’s my job,” she said, her back stiffening, finding more resolve by defying me. She slapped my hand. “Let go of my arm. I need to see what happened,” she ordered. I held onto her for another long moment and she glared. “Now,” she ordered again, this time through gritted teeth.  
 
     I could pick her up and easily carry her away from the scene, but from the determination in my ranger’s eyes I could tell I would have to tie her to the bumper of her truck to keep her away from here. Knowing if I wanted a shot in hell of tying my ranger to a more appealing place, I would have to release her. I loosened my grip, only to catch her hand. “Ashlyn, you don’t want to see what’s there,” I tried again in a softer, pleading tone. 
 
    She searched my eyes. “I have to,” she answered just as softly.  
 
    I nodded once, released her hand, and started for the clearing. 
 
    I didn’t say anything when we crested the slight rise. 
 
    Ashlyn peered over the field of pieces and parts. “Oh my god,” she gasped as she took in the massacre.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ashlyn was still examining the scene as Danny and I stood off to the side, already seeing more than we needed to. 
 
    “So he was just standing there?” Danny asked again. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied. I’d already given them the lowlights version of tonight’s events. I had hesitated before giving Ashlyn the details, but since I had offered up ringside seats to the “Shit Show” part of our little circus act, I might as well close it out with a big WTF finale. 
 
    I’d watched her reactions to my “yep, there’s a Native American spirit playing bunkmates in my body” reality, expecting our relationship to be over before it even got to the sweaty naked parts. But her reaction meter was somewhere around the “umm, so you had cornbread for dinner” mark. Nothing. It was as if I’d just divulged they were making Sharknado 5. Yeah she was curious, had a few “how does that even happen” questions but otherwise she was relatively unfazed. It made me uncomfortable. 
 
    “And he said he was here for his baby?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Yep,” I replied as I watched Ashlyn. 
 
    “Damn,” Danny sighed. “So there are two demons.” 
 
    “That’s usually how it goes, yeah.”  
 
    Ashlyn was standing over a puddle of black tar. “And you think the other demon gave birth here?”  
 
    I lifted a finger, pointing at a pile of blahhh-uck next to her. “Well, that does look like …” I searched for words that didn’t make my vagina cringe. “Icky, baby-wrapping goo …” And I failed. I crossed my legs. 
 
    Danny laughed. “Afterbirth? Placenta?”  
 
    I punched Danny in the arm. “Thank you, Dr. Jerkoff.”  
 
    Ashlyn rolled her eyes. “Then, who do we think killed the animals? Mommy or daddy?” 
 
    Danny shrugged. “Or the baby did it.”  
 
    I opened my mouth to speak. Shut it. Opened it again. “You little … little … Ugh, I seriously hate you right now.” 
 
    Danny covered his shoulder, preparing for the slug he deserved, and then directed his comment to Ashlyn. “As if you need any more fun facts about our girl here, I’m going to let you in on another-” 
 
    “Don’t!” I ordered. 
 
    Danny smiled widely. 
 
    Ashlyn glanced back and forth. 
 
    Danny danced back out of my reach. “Our big, strong, tough girl has a thing about babies.” 
 
    Ashlyn raised a curious eyebrow. “Demon babies?” 
 
    “Well, probably. But I’m talking any ol’ baby,” Danny clarified. 
 
    “Are we good here?” I asked. “Because I’m ready to get back to camp and Danny has an ass whipping to get to.” 
 
    Ashlyn took one more look around and nodded. “Yeah, let’s head back.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, babies?” Ashlyn asked on our return trek. 
 
    I gave her a sideways glance. “That’s seriously the question you want to lead with?” 
 
    “I thought we’d warm up to the other ones.” Ashlyn smiled. “Thank you for telling me, by the way.” 
 
    “I didn’t. Danny’s the one with the big mouth.” 
 
    Ashlyn pushed a limb out of our path. “You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Wasn’t much denying it after I left the supernatural Lite-Brites on.” 
 
    “True, but still …” We walked a few more yards before Ashlyn spoke again. “I’ve got a lot of questions.” 
 
    “I’d be surprised if you didn’t,” I responded. 
 
    “Are you going to-” 
 
    “Push you away? Yes, good possibility,” I said, filling in the blank for her. 
 
    “And if I push back?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile at that, wishing the desire and curiosity in her eyes was for me, the woman, not me the demon hunter. But I knew Ashlyn’s interest was mostly for answers to twelve-year-old questions. “I’ll do what I can to help give you closure,” I replied, before jogging ahead to start up the rocky side of the riverbed. 
 
    Ashlyn was silent while she, Danny, and I climbed the slippery rocks up the bank. I could have taken two bounding leaps and been comfortably standing at the top but I figured that would add to the thousand questions Ashlyn already had. So I stepped and climbed the rocky terrain like any old human that wasn’t sharing bodies with a supernatural being. I reached down to assist Ashlyn the last few feet. “Take my hand,” I offered.  
 
    She did, and I easily pulled her up to stand directly in front of me. One of her feet landed on the edge of the muddy bank, causing her to lose her balance, and I caught her around the waist to steady her. My body reacted to having her pressed against me, and I heard the swift beating of her heart kick up a beat at my touch. It took every bit of my strength not to close the short distance between us but then I registered another cause for her reaction: fear.  
 
    “So strength is definitely one of the perks of the gig,” she said, looking over the edge. 
 
    “As is getting pulled through a hellgate on the back of a demon who wants to play “How many licks does it take to get to your soul,” I said, releasing her. My tone had been sharper than I intended but I was tired and frustrated. Although I had known it was an impossibility for Ashlyn and I to have something even for a short time, I knew now there was no chance at a future. Crap. When had that nesting thought slid into my brain? Freaking PMS, even though it had come and gone already.  
 
    “If it’s not too big of an imposition, I could use some help here,” Danny said, holding onto the edge of a rock with one hand and holding Nancy up with the other, while trying to find a foothold for one of his feet. 
 
    I reached down, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him up with one easy yank.  
 
    Danny straightened his shirt. “Thanks. That wasn’t at all detrimental to my manhood.” 
 
    We walked the rest of the way in silence.  
 
    “I’ll need to call that in,” Ashlyn advised. 
 
    “Why? You know it’s not a crime. At least not one that law enforcement can handle.” 
 
    “In case hikers or someone else runs across it.” She paused. “I’d like to get ahead of the call.” 
 
    “Most of it’ll be gone before daylight,” I argued. “Other animals will get the scent and take care of the crime scene cleanup.” 
 
    “Exactly. But what if …” She paused and started again. “What if it wasn’t all animal?” 
 
    “I …” I was going to say that I could tell. I normally would have, but had I thoroughly checked the area? I had been so focused on evil Hawkman telling me his baby-mama issues I hadn’t really searched the area. I’d seen animals. I’d smelled blood. I’d smelled demon and… “Even still,” I argued. 
 
    “I still have a job to do,” Ashlyn advised.  
 
    The firm set of Ashlyn’s jaw told me I wasn’t going to win this round. “Fine, do what you have to do,” I said with a dismissive wave.  
 
      
 
      
 
    As expected, it took a mere twenty minutes for my once peaceful campsite to be filled with no less than a dozen law enforcement officers. I was pacing the outer edge of the small badge convention trying to distance myself from the overwhelming sounds of too many voices, too many bad colognes, too many boots stomping the ground, and too many heartbeats. Though my heightened senses serve me well when I’m hunting, they are easily overwhelmed in crowds. And right now I needed distance. I needed space. I needed to talk to Danny about the information bomb we’re dealing with and a big-ass winged dude with some child custody issues. 
 
    I jerked when I felt a hand on my shoulder. 
 
    “AJ?” The concern Ashlyn had in her voice made me think it wasn’t the first, or maybe even the seventh time she’d called my name.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t hear you.” 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I fought the urge to put my fingers in my ears to help muffle the noises. “I just don’t do well with large crowds.” 
 
    Ashlyn shot a confused glance over her shoulder to the 10,000-acre park with only a dozen men in the immediate area. “We’re going to head out. I need you and Danny to stay here.” She paused as if sorry to say the next words. “There’ll be more questions.” 
 
    “I was with you when that happened.” I hesitated. My words were too heated and I was losing control of this situation. I couldn’t think. There were too many distractions, and history tells me bad things happen when I’m distracted. 
 
    “I know.” She put a hand on my arm. “AJ, that’s not what this is about. I need a formal statement for the report, but I also want to talk to you about what did that and how we’re going to stop it.” 
 
    My anger receded slightly. I ran a frustrated hand through my hair. “I’m on edge.”  
 
    I was surprised when Ashlyn didn’t back away, especially since she had a good idea now what I was capable of. Instead, she straightened to make up the slight difference in our height. “Be here when I get back and we’ll work through it. Okay?”  
 
    “What if I don’t want to be here?” I said just for shit-stirring sake. 
 
    “Then I’ll arrest you, cuff you, and make you talk to me.” 
 
    My eyes glinted as my anger slid over to a more playful sin. “You know you couldn’t actually make that happen, right?” 
 
    A cocky grin lifted the corner of her mouth. “I don’t doubt your little superpowers,” she walked two fingers up my arm, “so you really shouldn’t underestimate mine.” Then she tapped the end of my nose, like boop, end of convo.  
 
    Totally an inappropriate time, but have I mentioned that I have a thing for fiery, smart-talking, strong-willed women? If I wasn’t irritated and on sensory overload, I might have swooned a bit.  
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as possible, so keep your ass here until then,” Ashlyn ordered and then walked away.  
 
    I was still watching her when Danny came up behind me. “You’re not keeping your ass here, are you?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Want me to join?”  
 
    “No. I want you here figuring out what the heck is going on.” 
 
    “With the description you gave of him, I don’t think there’s any doubt he was a Nolia Flaua. Fallen angels have to be really, really bad.” 
 
    “Yeah, but …” I gathered a few of the scrambled thoughts running around in my head. “For some reason, I believe him. I don’t think he’s who we should be worried about. At least the most worried about.” 
 
    “The other demon?”  
 
    “Yeah, something’s telling me the baby momma is the bigger threat.” 
 
    “Bigger threat than a Nolia Flaua. Swell,” Danny moaned. 
 
    “Nolias, do they do the whole spider web thing?” 
 
    “Not that I’ve found so far, but I also couldn’t find a record of any Nolias ever hanging out over here sooo …” Danny sighed. “You’re thinking momma is spidey-woman?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so. I got a look at the Nolia’s hands and there were no claws or talons.” I wiggled my fingers for effect. 
 
    “They could do a Wolverine thing. Danny shot out a fist, complete with sound effects. “Like, pa-pow.” 
 
    “Seriously, I have no clue why you don’t get laid more.” 
 
    “I get my fair share,” Danny protested.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, I would if you didn’t take them all!” 
 
    “Anyway.” I looked over my shoulder to check the progress of Ashlyn and her team. “One other quick thing, Ashlyn’s bear attack twelve years ago. For sure it was a demon. Chick demon, actually. It killed her father, and it would’ve killed her too but a certain demon hunter swooped in to save the day.” 
 
    “A demon hunter? Grandfather?” 
 
    “Know another guy with white eyes and demon-fighting powers?” 
 
    “Shit! So this hellgate has been used before.” 
 
    “Yep. And by a female demon.” 
 
    Danny chewed on that for a moment. “Well, the good news is, if we’re talking about the same female demon, then that means Norm’s been here, fought that.” 
 
    “True.” 
 
    “And that also explains why Ashlyn is taking the news of the whole ‘you got a demon in the woods’ and of your presto change-o, so well.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “This is a good thing.” 
 
    “A good thing? How is Ashlyn knowing about this fucked-up demon world a good thing?” 
 
    “It’s obvious you two have the hots for each other. Like melt your face off kind of hots. And if she’s the kind of woman I think she is, maybe this will help you over the whole …” he affected a girly tone, “I can’t let anyone close to me. I’m scary. I’m unlovable problem you’ve been carrying around since Seattle.”  
 
    “I don’t … That’s not …” I thrust my hands on my hips. “Don’t Dr. Phil me.” 
 
    “Fine, Denial Spice.” Then Danny did the unthinkable; he booped my nose. 
 
    I growled. “I know you didn’t just boop my nose.” 
 
    “Ashlyn got away with it.” Danny adjusted to a fighting stance. 
 
    “I don’t understand why your life means so little to you?”  
 
    “Why does yours?” Danny said, his playful tone gone. 
 
    I opened my mouth and then shut it. 
 
    “You deserve to have a life too, AJ. Or, ultimately, what are you fighting for?” 
 
    “I’m fighting to keep people safe from demons,” I countered. 
 
    “Yep and you do a dandy job of it, but it doesn’t mean you can’t have a life of your own.” He waved a dismissive hand. “The lone hero thing is so last year.” 
 
    “I … You …”  
 
    Danny stepped closer. “I care about you, AJ. I’ve seen you with lots of women, but I’ve never seen you act or look at a woman the way you do Ashlyn. I think you should run with it.” Danny looked over his shoulder. “Speaking of which, she’s in the woods.” He grabbed me by both shoulders, giving me a little shake. “Now you go protect your woman like a good little damaged hero.” 
 
    I caught his finger as it came toward my nose again. “Boop and die.” 
 
    Danny’s smile widened. 
 
    And I couldn’t keep my own smile from my lips. “You’re just trying to get me off the market so you have a chance.” 
 
    He winked. “Added benefit. Now get out of here and I’ll go look for web-throwing chick demons.” 
 
    I gave Danny a quick hug and slugged him in the arm. “For the first boop.”  
 
    “Deserved,” he said, rubbing his bicep. 
 
    “We’ve never fought a chick demon before; it could be fun.” 
 
    “Jenga is fun. Chick demon who just went all Chainsaw Massacre on half the population of Noah’s Ark is not fun.”  
 
    I just stared at Danny. 
 
    “What?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Jenga? Seriously?” I asked in a tone that totally questioned his manhood. 
 
    “What? Jenga is fun.” With a poor attempt at cool, he quickly added, “There’d be tequila and strippers involved, duh.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m the problem with you finding a girl.” I snorted. “I’ll make sure they get where they’re going. After that I’ll expand my search and see if there’s any trace of our new friend.”  
 
    “Want me to get Nancy for you?” Danny started for Woody.  
 
    “We better leave her here. I’ll have enough to explain if I run into anyone out there.”  
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. I won’t get into any trouble,” I answered. 
 
    “You won’t get into trouble.” Danny snort laughed. “Okay, but you better put your pants out before you go. A woman running at super speed with her pants aflame might be a tad attention getting-ish.”  
 
    “Cute. Really super, super cute, man-boy. Shall I respond with the whole rubber and glue rhymey thing? Oh wait, hey, when I get back maybe we can play Red Rover, Red Rover. Or ohhh, ohh, Simon Says.” I clapped my hands like an excited eight-year-old girl. 
 
    “Simon says you suck,” Danny said flatly. 
 
    “Tell Simon he wishes,” I countered.  
 
    Danny rolled his eyes.  
 
    I took off, still smiling at the thought of Danny and the ease of our banter and friendship. Danny knew me like no one else and not just because we’d spent the miles between demon hunts engaged in deep meaningful talks. It was more the comfortable silences that brought us the insight into each other’s psyche. He’d evolved from an inconvenience to my brother … from another mother.  
 
    I’d always wanted a brother growing up, but dear old mom and pop had drawn the double xx cards in the baby-making game, giving me a younger sister. My sister, who is great, produces cute offspring. I love her, but I had wanted more of the “change your clothes because you just rode your bike through a mud puddle,” not change your Barbie’s clothes because, well, for no damn good reason at all.  
 
    Who knew it would take a debauched ancient Indian ritual to give me the brother-like relationship that I had asked Santa for since the age of two. I’d also asked for a motorcycle; the crotchety old jerk hadn’t brought me that either. But I now had Danny and a 1971 Triumph 650 Twin, flat black cafe racer in storage. His name is Thunder, just in case you were wondering. So life was good, minus the fact I was currently running through a forest that was presently the playground of a demon with some serious anger management issues … oh, and might be breastfeeding. 
 
    I zigzagged as I searched the area, looking for any signs of the demon and making sure it didn’t circle back and attack humans this time. Especially one human in particular that I just so happen to like intact. I could hear her voice now. As before, I heard her calm and competent, giving directions and instructing the different team members. I used the shadows of the trees to move closer, curious as to whether they had found any evidence. I had to put my arm over my nose and mouth to breathe through the sleeve of the light hoodie that I had thankfully pulled on before leaving camp. The smell of the carnage, already starting to decay, was thick in the air. Ashlyn’s team would have to collect evidence quickly as I wasn’t the only nose that could smell the death.  
 
    As I thought, I could hear the slow pace of a wolf pack already moving closer. I could deter them but I felt confident they would not approach the scene until after Ashlyn and her team vacated the area. I started to walk again, listening and filtering the other sounds and smells the breeze carried through the forest. And there it was: earth, lavender, and evil. 
 
    I let Norm surface without any resistance. As he did, I felt my skin tighten with the added strength, my eyesight sharpened, and my heart hit the walls of my chest. I was jogging again with a new power and purpose.  
 
    Norm and I didn’t speak per se nor did he literally take over my body. I always had control but could simply sense things, know things, and of course was even more super-juiced when he was at the surface. I had tried to explain the feeling to Danny several times but the best description I could come up with was a poor reference to when Underdog swallows the secret pill out of his ring or Popeye pounds a can of spinach. I get this burst of power, strength, my senses go supernova, and I have this wisdom and boost to my instincts. Plus, I simply knew things that a girl from Missouri wouldn’t or shouldn’t know without years of survival training or decades of fighting experience.  
 
    With my senses heightened, I caught the fading scent of demon. Like a hound dog hunting a fugitive with a rump roast in his back pocket, I took out after what had caused the unnecessary deaths of so many animals. I leapt over a dead tree as if it was a mere twig in the path. I launched myself from one bank of the river to the next without even breaking stride, cutting and maneuvering around the natural obstacles of the forest, and within minutes I was far beyond the clearing where Ashlyn and her team were performing their forensic duties.  
 
    I skidded to a stop. The scent had simply vanished. I walked a few feet in each direction, wondering if I had somehow lost the odor, something that had never happened before. I was so not going to like it if this was another fun new option in the demon Hide-and-Seek game. I have never known a demon’s trail to simply vanish, unless I was standing in front of a hellgate. Which would be impossible to know unless a demon had just hit the up/down button and the doors actually opened up on this floor.  
 
    I spent another five minutes walking the immediate area, double-checking that I wasn’t missing another option besides the What the Holy Fuck explanation I had to go on now. I wasn’t.  
 
    As much as I didn’t want to give up, I had probably been gone too long already. Ashlyn and the others were likely starting to wrap up. I was about five miles away from the clearing and six plus from the campsite, so their scents and sounds were just out of range. I took one more look around, lifting my nose in the air like a canine hunter trying to catch a whiff of the next prey. I smelled the usual bouquet of woodsy scents, the death of our earlier discovery still thick in the air, and the fading scent of demon carrying on the wind blowing in from … fuck me!  
 
    My heart jolted in my chest as another option came to mind. I started to sprint. What if the demon had doubled back? I didn’t think it was possible. I would’ve noticed two paths, one coming and going unless the demon had been able to duplicate the trail perfectly. Wouldn’t I? My mind flashed to Ashlyn. I didn’t know what this chick demon was capable of besides murder, using dead people parts as creepy, tree decor, escaping hell, and seriously pissing me off. 
 
    I ran faster, pushing my body to its limit as my mind decided to take me down the scenic route of Worst Possible Scenario Drive, which had me running up on Ashlyn and the rest of her co-workers dismembered and torn into unrecognizable bits. A few miles in, my ears told me everything was okay, but my eyes needed proof. From behind a tall tree just outside the clearing I looked down into the scene. Ashlyn was at the edge, squatting alongside another ranger.  
 
    “I have no idea. Looks like the same substance we found at the other crime scene,” the male ranger said, using a swab to collect the black tar-like substance that was once the blood of a demon. “I’ll collect some and send it to the lab.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ronnie,” Ashlyn said as she patted him on the shoulder and stood. 
 
    I watched her as I perched high above, feeling like a horny vulture scoping out her prey. She examined the scene, her attention moving from person to person, area to area. I guessed she was making sure they had examined every inch.  
 
    Then she scanned the trees that surrounded the clearing until she got to mine. It may have been my ego or wishful thinking, but she looked directly at me. Though I knew she wasn’t able to see me, I liked thinking she could sense my presence, feel a connection between us. I shook that line of heartbreak off and climbed down, then slunk back into the woods where I waited until I heard the team gathering their gear. I stayed ahead of them until I lost the cover of the trees and then booked it back to the campsite. 
 
    Danny and I were casually eating some vegetable soup when the team, led by Ashlyn, came into our camp. 
 
    They huddled together and spoke for a moment. After the “will do’s, handshakes and nods, they loaded their equipment into their vehicles and headed out. Josh stayed behind. I assumed it was to take Ashlyn back to her vehicle. He loaded his camera gear as Ashlyn came to where Danny and I sat. She stood close to the campfire holding her hands over the flames for warmth. She didn’t speak. I assumed the horrific scene she had just engrossed herself in was taking its sweet-ass time to fade from her thoughts. 
 
    Danny stood and leaned down close to my ear. “I’ll go keep Josh company.” 
 
    I held up my bowl to him, mouthed thanks, and moved to Ashlyn’s side. 
 
    She swiped at the corner of her eye. “Josh is going to take me back to my truck.” 
 
    “I’d be happy to take you. I mean, I was kind of the one that kidnapped ya, so it’s the least I could do.” 
 
    Several beats later she finally spoke. “That was one of the worst things I’ve ever seen,” she admitted. “I don’t know how something could kill so many animals for the fun of it. Food, I can understand. But to kill just for killing’s sake?” 
 
    “We don’t know why it did it—rage, pain, or maybe food.” 
 
    “You think she’s back? The thing that killed my father?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but yeah, it’s a possibility.” I wasn’t going to lie.  
 
    I stood quietly as she worked through the unthinkable. Giving up or not liking her conclusion, she turned to me. “AJ, I have to be a part of this. My father, he was a good man who didn’t deserve what happened to him.” 
 
    “No one does,” I said. I didn’t want to risk Ashlyn’s safety. I wanted her far away from this thing, this forest, but unfortunately I also understood commitment to a cause. If I was right, her being there that night and seeing her father’s murder had probably influenced her choice of career and her choice to protect this particular forest. She likely blamed herself for her actions that night, which drove her today. I could relate. 
 
    “Will you let me in?” she asked. “Will you tell me more about this world and what happened to my father and about you, all of you?” She grasped my hand. 
 
    I answered the raw, desperate need in her eyes before I realized exactly what she was asking of me. “Yes.” 
 
    She lifted up on her toes slightly, kissed my cheek and lingered for a beat, before dropping back onto her heels. Her hand gripped mine tighter. “Thank you.”  
 
    I could only nod. 
 
    “I live just down the road, at the edge of the park, this side of the lake about a half mile. Will you come tonight? I know it’s a lot to ask, but I want you there. I want to see you, want to know-” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be there,” I said, cutting her off. My heart moaned at the relief that washed over her face at my simple words, words that should have caused her trepidation and fear. Maybe Danny was right about Ashlyn. Maybe she could accept who and what I am, and maybe there was a chance for this damaged hero.  
 
    Ashlyn gave me a soft grin. “Hour? Hour and a half?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, not letting go of my hand as she started toward Josh and Danny. She paused mid-trip. “Wait, Danny. He can’t be out here by himself. He needs to come with you. I didn’t mean to leave him out, I-” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. I’ll make sure he’s safe. I’ll make sure everyone is safe.” Not sure if I was reassuring her or myself.  
 
    Danny’s eyes danced with satisfied amusement as he took in our adjoined hands.  
 
    Josh too, gave our hands a glance, a smile curving the edge of his lips. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” Ashlyn gave my hand another squeeze then released it.  
 
    Danny and I stood next to each other, watching them leave. “Sooo,” Danny started, “when are we going to Bed Bath & Beyond to start picking out china patterns?” 
 
    Still watching the taillights though they had disappeared around a curve, I muttered one single word to Danny in response. “Run.” 
 
    A minute later, Danny was whimpering and fighting to grab purchase on either his jeans or my grip that was holding his jeans about six inches higher than their normal resting place. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! Come on, AJ, let me down,” he begged. I pranced him back to the camp, while he danced on his tiptoes in a bad imitation of a drunk ballet dancer. “I’d like to have kids someday,” he declared, trying to dislodge his jeans from his man jewels.  
 
    I dropped him, not because I was concerned about his baby-making abilities, but because of the figure standing over the campfire, poking it with a stick. 
 
    “Jesus,” Danny said, shaking out one leg then the other. “I think you reached a new height record.” Then to his crotch, “I’m sorry big guy, she-” 
 
    I gave Danny a backhand across his chest. “We have company.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Nolia? Or?” Danny asked, his boot knife already in his hand. He looked toward our camp, then to my eyes, using Norm as his demon alert system.  
 
    “Well, well, this is an interesting turn of events,” I stated as I started walking again. 
 
    Danny followed, making another quick adjustment to his man goodies. “Who or what is?”  
 
    “You won’t need that,” I offered. 
 
    “What the …?” Danny was out and ahead of me when he recognized who was warming his hands on our fire.  
 
    I was a bit slower to greet our guest as his presence made me more uneasy about our situation. 
 
    I watched as Danny embraced the man, his grandfather, the man who had carried Norm within him for so many years until he checked out and took residence in me. 
 
    Even though I had known this man for over a decade now, the sight of him still stirred the same emotions in me: admiration, love, fear—and most of all, guilt. I had taken so much from this man; his legacy, an honor, the gift of his people, and I had taken it all so carelessly, all in a moment of curiosity and clumsy ignorance. I had tried to give Norm back. I had been more than willing to go through whatever ritual or trials necessary to return what wasn’t mine—to do the right thing by him, the tribe, by the hunter’s spirit. Nothing could be done except try to hold down the fort until the next Hunter’s Moon, when I would be allowed to transfer Norm to Danny, the rightful heir.  
 
    I approached the man slowly. He looked the same as he always did, strong. Although his physical strength had started to leave him after Norm had vacated the premises, there was still no question of his powerful will. His long gray hair was parted into two braids, which hung in their normal resting place down each side of his chest. His tan, weathered skin showed his many years in the sun and in war. He released his grandson. A hand whose knuckles were starting to give into arthritis gave Danny’s cheek an affectionate pat before he turned to face me, his kind, intelligent eyes meeting mine. 
 
    “Hashi Ubi,” he said as his arms opened to me. 
 
    The name always made me smile. Danny told me it loosely translated to “radiant warrior” or “radiant killer.” Either way, I knew he meant it as a compliment as I could see the pure affection in his eyes.  
 
    “Grand Poobah,” I said warmly. It was not his official title, of course. More Flintstones than Choctaw, playful yet full of love and respect. “What’re you doing here?” I asked as I stepped into his embrace.  
 
    “Can’t an old man come see his two children without a reason?” 
 
    I leaned back, my arms still around him. “Yes, you can, but I’m not thinking you’re here just because you miss us.”  
 
    “I always miss you, my child.” He pulled me in again, squeezed, and stepped back. “But you are correct. I have other reasons I am here. Let’s sit.” He took my hand and walked with me to the log nearest the flames. As Danny added more wood to the fire, we sat silently watching him work. The flames grew and licked at the wind. 
 
    When Danny sat, Grand looked at him with great pride. “You are a good provider, my son.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandfather.” Danny smiled. “It is rare that you leave the reservation. I’m assuming you are here because of my call?” 
 
    Grand nodded a slow confirmation. “The story you tell is a troubling one. The one the spirits tell is sadly even more so.” 
 
    When Grand paused, Danny and I both waited for him to tell the story in his time, in his way. He waved at Danny to hand him a limb from the pile next to him. Grand took what Danny offered, poking at the flames as he spoke. “I have taken a journey to speak to the fathers and mothers before us. We spoke of the things you have seen and what I have seen before.” He watched a freed ember take flight into the air only to flame out a few seconds later. “There is a story that we are told about two great powers combining to destroy the world as we know today. I fear this may be upon us.” 
 
    “Ummm, what?” I couldn’t help but ask. “How does what we have here equal the end of the world?”  
 
    “Two great powers combining,” Danny whispered, working his grandfather’s words through his own database of a brain. “Two combining to make … Oh, crap.” 
 
    “Oh, crap what?”  
 
    “Two great powers combining …” he made a sixth-grade hand gesture, “to make one big bad,” Danny continued with the elementary finger puppet show. 
 
    “Baby?” I was getting what he was throwing down but I wanted to deny it just a little longer. “Assholes have babies all the time, big flippin’ deal. That doesn’t mean-” 
 
    “To create something so powerful it could eliminate a world would take two serious powers. Say, oh, I don’t know, an angel and a …?”  
 
    “The Reyna Luna,” Grand supplied. 
 
    “The Reyna Luna.” Danny repeated as if Grand hadn’t just made his point.  
 
    “Whoa, wait, what? The REYNA LUNA!” 
 
    “Yes,” Grand confirmed. 
 
    “Like, as in the Spider Queen?”  
 
    Grand nodded once. 
 
    Danny wiped a hand down his face. “Oh, serious crap.” 
 
    I hadn’t learned everything about demons in the eleven years I’d been doing this. I was more of a “figure out what I need to know when I need to know it” kind of demon hunter. But I did know this much: The underworld, like most societies, has social classes. Where we have poor, middle class, and wealthy the demons have bad, worse, and totally fucked up.  
 
    Bad are your “bad on Earth, doomed to hell” folks. They are the tortured souls who serve out an eternity as slaves to the badder bad guys. Then there are the “worse.” They are your born-and-raised demons called Crixaluna or Crix, for short. Or “You small-dicked piece of shit spawn” when one is trying to eat my face. Most societies have names for them or reference them in some way or another as soul eaters. Crix are mostly what Danny and I have fought up until this point as they are the ones that either escape or are sent over here for the all-you-can-eat soul buffets.  
 
    Then there is the “totally fucked up.” Most religions recognize him, it, or her in some way or another as the ultimate evil; the one that sits on the “I’m the ultimate badass” throne. He goes by many names: Devil, Satan, Lucifer. But to the small group of humans that know about me, Norm, and the demon hunters before me, he is Mackunjai. I, of course, call him Mac. Big Mac Daddy when I’m feeling playful and Giant MacFlaming Asshole when I’m irritated. But what is an even less known fact than Mac’s name is … drumroll … Mac has a mate. The Reyna Luna, also known as the Spider Queen. I had never given her any serious brain time so I’d never came up with a nickname for her but now I’m thinking that Reyna the Psychotic Bitch has a ring to it. 
 
    I shook my head. “Okay, wait. Are we seriously sitting here thinking that The Queen of Hell stepped out on her hubby, knocked boots with a fallen angel, a Nolia, got prego, and just birthed the bringer of the end of the world in a Mississippi forest?” 
 
    “I think so,” Danny answered. 
 
    “Okay, just checking.” I shrugged. “I wanted to make sure before I bought my ticket to the most fucked-up Jerry Springer episode ever.” 
 
    We both looked at Grand for confirmation. “I believe this is correct with the exception of one thing.” Danny and I both groaned. “He was likely not a Nolia in the beginning, but an angel. His actions, if what we believe is true, would likely have caused his fall from grace and his transition to a Nolia.” 
 
    “I would guess dipping one’s angel stick into the wife of hell’s-” Danny coughed loudly as Grand’s eyebrow spiked. “Fun Dip pack,” I continued with a smirk, “would have God questioning your moral fortitude.”  
 
    Grand smiled as he shook his head. “AJ, you are a true gift.” 
 
    I winked at him. “Anyway. Well, the guy I met in the woods was all blacked out. But, I don’t know, he seemed to have still been a somewhat solid guy. I could sense he had feelings, emotions anyway. So there was still something plugged in, in there.” I tapped my heart for emphasis.  
 
    Another fun fact about demons—their soul, their proverbial “heart” is completely disconnected. When you look into their eyes, there’s nothing; they’re dead to all feelings and emotions. It makes demon detection easy in most cases. On the flip side, it’s kind of trippy if you’re sitting on the sidelines at a Senate or HOR session and, weirdly, the penny slots section of any casino on a Tuesday morning. Been there, had that pseudo-acid trip. 
 
    “I do not know the process of transformation from angel to Nolia Flaua but I will ask the elders. In the meantime, we will trust your instincts, but ask that you remain cautious.”  
 
    I agreed. “Anything else the elders are saying?” 
 
    “Their spirits tell us of a great unrest that has been building for many years.” 
 
    “Unrest as in bad divorce? I’d think there are more than enough lawyers down there to hash things out between them. Reyna, you get hell rings one through four: limbo, lust, gluttony, and greed. Mac, you get five through eight: anger, heresy, violence, and fraud. And you can share custody of treachery, switching every other weekend and rotating holidays. Easy peasy. I don’t know why they have to go all ‘destroy humankind’ on the rest of us.” 
 
    Grand patted my knee.  
 
    “We’re assuming Mackunjai knows,” Danny piped up. 
 
     Grand and I both looked at him. “Boy, you really know how to up the suck levels, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’m just looking at it from all angles. Maybe Reyna is going for full custody,” Danny said. 
 
    I turned to Grand. “I take it that would suck way worse?” 
 
    “It does have a fair amount of, as you say, suck potential, yes.” 
 
    I let the information slowly click into place. “The Reyna, the sinner, gets an angel to knock boots with her, gets pregnant, and creates a being so powerful it could push Hubby from the throne,” I said out loud, seeing the Reyna’s plan now.  
 
    Grand gave my knee a squeeze. “That is what is believed, yes.” 
 
    “Fine. But I don’t understand. Why is she over here? Why pop out of a hellgate to birth a kid on this side? Surely, she’s heard how fucked up our health care system is?” 
 
    Grand chuckled softly. “As for that, neither I nor the spirits have the answer.” His tone sobered. “I can only offer more information.” Grand’s eyes went back to the fire. “I have met the Reyna before. She left death in her wake.” He paused again, kicking up more red embers, watching them take flight. “It was here on this land.” He drew an “x” in the dirt before us. “The land where our feet rest now.” 
 
    I knew of course what he was talking about. I glanced at Danny.  
 
    “We ran across a couple of reports. There were two murders twelve years ago. They’re classified as bear attacks but you …?” Danny let the question die so Grand would fill in the story. 
 
    Grand sat with the information for a long moment, his eyes reflecting the flames of the fire. “Yes, I was here,” he started, “twelve years ago. The spirits led me to this place.” He looked around the camp with a nod of approval. “I too chose this spot to rest my head.”  
 
    I wanted to hit the fast-forward button on his flashback and get to the point where Ashlyn entered the scene, but I needed the information Grand had and knew from the sadness that lay heavy in his eyes that he needed the time to tell his story.  
 
    “I did not know the magnitude of what I faced at the time. When I arrived I found a woman whose life had already been taken from her.”  
 
    “Mrs. Cline?” Danny asked.  
 
    “Mrs. Irene Cline, yes. As I recall, she was the wife of a local reverend.”  
 
    “We’ve met him,” I inserted. “Can’t say I’m a fan.”  
 
    Grand looked at me. I thought for a second he was going to scold me for not being empathetic to a man who had lost his wife. “You believe him to not be a good man?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Asshat comes to mind.” 
 
    “I would agree. Though I never could completely resolve the cause. His scent was thick at the scene of his wife’s death, and his clothes thick with the scent of demon. Yet there was not a scratch on him. Before I broke between the trees, I saw the Reyna place a hand on his head. He bowed. At the time, I thought she was going to kill him and he was submitting to his fate. But now ...” 
 
    “So what happened?” I asked. 
 
    “I engaged the Reyna and we battled. She was strong and cunning, and she got away from me.” He poked at a log. 
 
    “There was another victim that night,” I offered softly. 
 
    “Yes. The Reyna defeated me in the battle. Wounded me severely. She must have believed my death to be inevitable as she left me there with my own sword staking me to the ground.” He kicked up embers again. “But as you know, the warrior spirit is strong. I was able to free myself and track her.” He paused, the sorrow and regret lying heavier on his soul. “She was injured from our fight as well, so she had sought out the nearest soul to feed on, to regain her strength. I arrived too late. She had already taken another life.”  
 
    I laid a hand on his knee this time, as he stoked the fire; its flames lighting the pain and regret in his eyes. “But you were able to save a young girl.” 
 
    “A beautiful young lady,” he said with a weak smile. “She was a fighter. The Reyna had already killed her father and had her by the leg. She was kicking and fighting with great determination. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought the warrior spirit was in her as well.” 
 
    My heart warmed at the images of young Ashlyn fighting with such fierceness.  
 
    Pride lit his face. “She kept fighting even though I told her to run. She got to her feet with a ripped pant leg and blood streaming from her calf. A stranger and a demon were fighting in front of her, and she stood and faced it all. Much like another warrior I know.” He squeezed my hand that still rested on his knee. “She-” 
 
    “Ashlyn,” I interrupted.  
 
    Grand looked at me then, smiling wide. “Ashlyn fought beside me that day. The Reyna had me at a disadvantage; she’d caught my right arm with a web, rendering it useless. I was fighting with my left, but I had lost my long blade and was down to only a knife. I got a few slices in, enough to push her back so I could free myself, but then she leapt. She had an arm across my throat and a talon in my shoulder.” He rolled his shoulder as if the memory brought back the pain. “She smiled at me, a wicked, evil grin that told me she was going to thoroughly enjoy what she did next. She threw her head back, her fangs jutting from her mouth, poised to rip out my throat, but Ashlyn struck her across the back with a log from the fire. Fire took to her as if it was home. The Reyna screamed and released me. She struck out at Ashlyn in a fiery rage. I lunged between them, taking another talon in the thigh. She whipped me around a few times but the flames were quickly consuming her. She ran into the forest. I told Ashlyn to flee in the opposite direction and I went after the Reyna. But she’d disappeared. Vanished. I assumed back into a hellgate.” Grand stood, stretching his stiff bones. “I hunted for many days but found no signs of her. I eventually left to hunt another demon.” 
 
    “So now she’s back, birthing the ultimate baby demon, and well, yeah …” I said, running everything back through my brain to see if anything sparked any new avenues that didn’t run down Suckville Lane. Nope. “So we stop her.” 
 
    “I am sorry, but it has been a long day. My old bones don’t fare well during long car rides. Could we continue this in the morning?” 
 
    Danny jumped to his feet, seeing the pain, not all of it physical, in his grandfather’s face. 
 
    “Sure, of course. I have something I need to do anyway. Danny, why don’t you take Grand into town, get rooms at the motel, and I’ll catch up with you guys in the morning?” 
 
    “Okay, but you aren’t planning on doing something stupid, are you?” 
 
    “Not the stupid you’re thinking, no.” I walked with Danny and Grand to Danny’s car. “Where’s your car?” 
 
    “I parked off the path just ahead. I saw that you had visitors and did not want to interrupt.” 
 
    I helped Grand into Danny’s vehicle as Danny gathered some of his personal items. “Ashlyn asked me to come to her house.”  
 
    Danny wiggled his eyebrows.  
 
    “TO TALK, Jackhole.” 
 
    Danny laughed at my discomfort before sobering. “Sounds like she was way more up close and personal with the Reyna than we thought.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’m not liking this whole church connection: the preacher’s wife, preacher, Jr., a church lady, the sheriff. Something else is going on here, but I don’t know what yet. Hopefully Ashlyn can shed some light on these connections as well.” 
 
    Danny picked up his bag. “Be careful.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I’ll be at Ashlyn’s,” I offered. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about. You’re not used to letting people in. I just want you to be careful,” Danny repeated, “with your heart and hers. She’s been through a lot it sounds like, so she’s likely pretty vulnerable too. So again, be careful and I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    I gave him an absent nod. “I’ll call ya.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was waiting on Ashlyn’s porch, attempting to relax in the oversized chair that I had watched Ashlyn melt into a few nights before. I stared out over the forest as I let the last few days’ events circle and dance in my mind. Grand had confirmed we were dealing with the super-de-duperly bad bitch of hell. I was struggling to figure out the connection with the church or at least the reverend, because I was positive there was one. It also bothered me as to why the Reyna felt the need to birth the child on this plane. Maybe she was running from the Nolia, not wanting to allow him to see his kid. Women did that all the time for one reason or another. Or maybe she was trying to hide the fact she’d been out dirty skirting it around behind Mac Daddy’s back and got herself knocked up. Just a wild guess on my part, but I don’t think he’s the most forgiving guy. It’s just a hunch. There is the possibility that Mac Daddy sent her out to get knocked up just to create the ultimate baby McEvil. One would have to assume if the kid could cause havoc in hell, he could dirty a few diapers in heaven too. I also couldn’t help but fall back on the Sunday school stories of Mac dropping a son on earth to go all-apocalyptic on our asses. I sighed. 
 
    There were too many thoughts in my brain, too many what ifs and why the hells; nothing was wanting to stick to my mental corkboard. I was trying to draw lines, connections between the events of the past, the church, and the events of the last few days and was coming up with a bad connect the dots that went 1, 2, 3, 14, 28, 64. Things weren’t making sense yet. I needed to know more about the events from twelve years ago. I didn’t have proof, but I suspected that the Reyna’s appearance then had something to do with why she was here today.  
 
    My thoughts drifted to the Nolia. Despite the whole falling from heaven thing, he’d an undeniable sense of pride and determination of will. But there was something else too. Fear? He was standing in front of a demon hunter, but I knew what I saw in his eyes that day didn’t have anything to do with my presence. It was more of the desperate fear variety. Of a father scared for his child?  
 
    If I was him, I’d be a little scared too if Mac Daddy was going to be playing stepdad to my child. Because if the legend about the child was right, the big bad guy would definitely want to have control of its power, want to use it, want to influence it… Unless the reason the Reyna is having the child over here is to keep it away from him and do the single mother, take over the world gig?  
 
    “AJ?” Ashlyn said from behind me. 
 
    I was jolted from my thoughts, leaping to my feet in an instant “Bring it, Homie” stance. 
 
    Ashlyn held up her hands. “I’m sorry.” She stifled a laugh. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    I had been deep in thought and hadn’t heard Ashlyn’s truck drive up or her walk out onto the deck. “No. I’m sorry. I was just thinking. I hope you don’t mind that I made myself comfortable.” 
 
    “No, of course not. I do some of my best thinking out here as well. I’m sorry I kept you waiting. Things took a little longer than I thought,” Ashlyn apologized. 
 
    “I haven’t been here very long. It’s all good.” 
 
    Ashlyn looked around. “Danny?” 
 
    “He went into town and got rooms at the motel.” My palms were sweating despite the coolness in the air. I was nervous all of a sudden to be with Ashlyn at her home. Alone.  
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go wash my face and hands and change out of these clothes real quick?” 
 
    “No, yeah, of course not. Take your time. I’m good here.” 
 
    “Can I get you something? Something to drink maybe?” 
 
    “Well, I can only drink blood. Cow is fine if you have it.” 
 
    “Oh, I umm, could-” Ashlyn started to look around as if she would find something on her deck that would make a good substitute for moo blood. 
 
    “I’m joking,” I offered quickly. “Thought an awkward, inappropriate joke would, you know, break the ice a little.” 
 
    Ashlyn laughed, like really laughed. “Funny. Super funny.” 
 
    “A beer would be great.” I said. 
 
    “Beer.” She gave me another smile. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    My libido was having an extra fun time creating visuals to go along with the soundtrack of Ashlyn’s boots coming off and hitting the mat next to her front door, her gun being secured, the sound of her jeans and heavy duty belt hitting the floor, her closet door opening, a dresser drawer sliding open and shut, the water running—her straightening the sheets to her bed. 
 
    I took a calming breath, trying to talk my heart off the suicide ledge. Ashlyn’s scent hit me a split second before she stepped back out onto the deck. She handed me a beer as if she had done it a thousand times before, sliding in beside me on the oversize chair, pulling a blanket over us both, and smiling at me. And, my friends and strangers, that was the exact moment I lost the grip on my heart. I simply let go, flipped my overprotective ass off, and dove into emotional oblivion. 
 
    “I want two things from you, AJ.” 
 
    Please let both things be clothing optional. “Okay.” 
 
    “I want you to be honest with me, and I want you to kiss me.” 
 
    I grinned. “Do I get to pick the order?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you give me both. It’s a package deal.” 
 
    I wanted to start with the kiss. I believed it would take only one to deter any talking until morning but I stayed in my seat. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    It took me awhile to speak freely about the world I live in, the one filled with demons and things that go boo in the night. I think Ashlyn knew this was hard for me, so she didn’t push or pry, letting me talk and softly encouraging me with questions when I went silent.  
 
    I stuck to the generic, if you can categorize anything about demon hunting as generic. I recounted stories of other demons Danny and I had hunted and walked her through the true events of our travels before we arrived in Union City, including ditching Danny because he had eaten all my Oreos.  
 
    She quirked an eyebrow. “Seriously? You know you can buy more Oreos at any given store, right?” 
 
    “I was PMSing and I did warn him, so ...”  
 
    “Oh, well then, I see now how abandonment was really your only option.” 
 
    “Right?” I said.  
 
     She laughed, pulling her feet up into the chair with us, tucking her toes underneath my leg for warmth. “Are you cold, because we could go inside,” I suggested. 
 
    “No. I’m good right here.” The smile she sent me over the blanket she had curled up under her chin made my whole body go full-swoon.  
 
    “So now … the reason you’re here; what started this is … you think Roy Papst is connected to what we’re dealing with? That’s why the sheriff found you at his truck?” 
 
    “I don’t know about start exactly, but yeah, I think Roy is likely a part of it.” I answered. Not ready to say, Absolutely sure, due to the fact that Roy is playing tacky tree ornament in the Reyna’s ‘It’s a Very Disturbing Christmas’ show. 
 
    “And Vera?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow, though I already knew what she was going to say. 
 
    “As for Vera Littlefield, we got a positive match from fingerprints we lifted from her house and from the hand we collected.” 
 
    “Tell me about her,” I asked, curious as to the connection with the Reverend and the church.  
 
    “Born and raised in Union City. Sixty-eight. Widowed. Her husband passed a couple of years ago from a heart attack. She was a retired schoolteacher, but worked part-time at the church. She did the books, or at least the collections and donations.” 
 
    “Any indication why she was out there? Doesn’t seem like a place she would be at night.” 
 
    “Nothing yet. We have statements from some of the members of the choir. They were practicing that night. A few stayed late to clean up, said they saw her at her desk, books open, working an adding machine.” 
 
    “Any of them talk to her?” 
 
    “All said good night to her.” 
 
    “Anyone say what her demeanor was or …” 
 
    “Distracted. Mary Worth, choir leader, said that Vera usually came out to listen to them practice and offer them water, but she didn’t that night. And when she went to say good night, Vera barely looked up at her.” 
 
    “Are you looking into the church?” 
 
    Ashlyn sighed. “Ummm, yeah. That’s not as easy as it sounds.” 
 
    “Right. Reverend Mayor Jackass wouldn’t allow that to happen.” I thought for a second. “Was Mr. Holier Than Thou there that night?” 
 
    “Yes. Working on Wednesday night’s sermon.” 
 
    “And what did he say?” 
 
    “Said that Vera came in, said good night, and left. Claims he was there well after midnight.” Ashlyn lowered her voice to a bad Charlton Heston The Ten Commandments imitation, “Letting God speak to him so he could deliver his divine message to the people.” 
 
    I let out a chuckle. “Oh yeah, I bet he was doing exactly that.” 
 
    “You think the Reverend has something to do with all of this?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I answered. “There’s just something about …” I trailed off as I finished my beer. 
 
    “Do you want another?” 
 
    “No. I’m good. Thanks.” I set the bottle on the table next to the chair and looked out over the forest. “Would you tell me more about …” I paused, trying to find better words than the night your father was murdered. “About what happened twelve years ago?” 
 
    Ashlyn took the last swig of her own beer and handed it to me so I could place it alongside mine. “You think it’s related? I mean, that would make sense.” She nestled a little deeper into the chair. “A demon, the same demon from then, is what we’re looking for now, right?” Ashlyn’s eyes begged for confirmation, clearly needing once and for all to know that what she saw that night was real. The thing that took her father from her was real.  
 
    “The Reyna,” I offered her. She sat up straighter, a bit skeptical that I was able and willing to offer her the answers she’s been seeking for so long. “Reyna,” I repeated. 
 
    “Reyna,” she tried the word out. “Reyna or the Reyna, you said the Reyna, first?” 
 
    “The Reyna, I guess, as there’s only one, apparently. She also goes by the Spider Queen. She’s one of-” 
 
    “The Spider Queen I know about.” She threw off the blanket, standing abruptly and heading inside. 
 
    I jumped to follow her. “Ashlyn?” 
 
    “I have to look up something,” she said, already through the door and starting for a back room. 
 
    I followed on her heels. “Know about what?” I asked.  
 
    Ashlyn didn’t answer as she moved down a short hall, her hand on the door handle as she looked back at me. “So, you promise to not think I’m crazy?” 
 
    “I just told you I’m a demon hunter with a spirit taking up residence in a spare room of my body and you’re worried about you looking crazy?” 
 
    “True,” she agreed too freaking quickly. She turned the handle and pushed the door open.  
 
    I followed her in.  
 
    “I have a book about…” Ashlyn headed toward a wall of books that would have made any librarian lose her virginity right there on the spot.  
 
    “Ummm, wow.” I took a slow turn around the room, noticing the large corkboard taking up a good five by five-foot space behind the desk. It was a crime board, mocked up similar to what I have seen a hundred times in police stations. I’d used a version of it myself on a couple of crimes where I’d needed a visual to see how the pieces of the puzzle fit together. 
 
    Ashlyn had moved to the wall, scanning book spines, while I stepped in front of her father’s murder board. At the center, there was a picture of a handsome man with an unmistakable resemblance to his son, Josh, and the smiling eyes of his daughter. In the picture, he was standing in the middle of a campsite, tents, and a campfire prepped in the background, with a proud arm wrapped around the shoulders of a younger, smiling Ashlyn. I took in the photo. I could see the mutual love and pride between father and daughter and my heart broke for the child who had lost her father and for the woman who had never stopped looking for his killer.  
 
    Ashlyn came to stand beside me, laying a book on the desk behind us. “That was taken at our favorite campsite, the one he later …” She cleared her throat. “Where the Reyna attacked him. That picture is from my birthday, a couple of years before.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said lamely. 
 
    Ashlyn looked at the photo for a long second. “Me too.” She turned back to the book she’d placed on the desk. 
 
    I continued to study the board. Above the photo of her and her father was a map of the park. X’s in red marker indicated spots of interest, each neatly labeled with an incident name, time, and date. She had added the three incidents from the last few days. Tacked black yarn led to the side where copies of incident reports were pinned. I scanned the first. It was a copy of the sheriff’s incident report from Tuesday morning. I had already read it thanks to Danny, and as before I smiled at seeing my name in the suspect box. The next report was Ashlyn’s from the second crime of the day. Vera Littlefield was neatly typed in the victim line. A satisfied grin hit the edge of my mouth when I found the suspect lines on this report still blank. I flipped to the second page and read the narrative of the report. Ashlyn was thorough, but she had left out the supernatural facts.  
 
    She obviously hadn’t had time to add tonight’s events so I moved to the other pinned reports, the reports of her father and the reverend’s wife. Although I had already seen these reports as well, I lifted the pages on Mrs. Cline. It was an exact copy of the one Danny had found, except for an additional witness statement signed by an eighteen-year-old Loretta Cline.  
 
    “I found her,” Ashlyn said from behind me. “Look.” 
 
    I let the pages of Mrs. Cline’s murder fall back into place to focus on Ashlyn’s discovery. 
 
    “It’s her. Or at least I think it is,” Ashlyn offered.  
 
    I looked at the picture Ashlyn had a finger pressed to. It was an old school, black-and-white ink drawing of two figures with a cavern or dark cave as their backdrop. Cocoons were hanging from the ceiling. “Son of a bi-” I started but let the words die off as my eyes went to the two figures center stage. 
 
    A man was on his knees, an outstretched arm reaching for a nonexistent savior. His face was frozen in a scream. The woman stood in profile, long raven-black hair flowing at her back, black eyes fixed on her victim, hunger depicted on her face. Her hands were talons, and her fangs were revealed by a wicked grin.  
 
    “I never connected her until you said Spider Queen.” I mean, now that I look at this picture, I can see it. She’s more spider looking here but I didn’t see any of this.” She pointed at the cave and cocoons. 
 
    “We have.” I turned back to the map of the forest, taking a second to orient myself, then pointed. “Here. She has a den or whatever.” I studied the map, sizing up the location of her den and the sites of the previous crimes. “She doesn’t stray that far from home.” I fought the urge to leave right then to go ding donging her den of death and put an end to her twelve-year run. And I would have if I didn’t have a strong suspicion that there was more to this story. “Tell me about …” I tapped a finger on the red X indicating Mrs. Cline’s murder location. “What happened here?” 
 
    Ashlyn moved the book aside. “I’ll tell you what I know. As you can imagine, the good Reverend has his own God’s will version.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Official findings say it was a bear attack like my father’s.” 
 
    “And the Reverend’s story?”  
 
    “Reverend Cline, his wife, and Loretta were out there that night as well. I don’t know the reason; they’re not really the camping type. Wayne Jr. was at the ballgame. I actually saw him with his little band of followers before I left and headed out to the campsite. Anyway, the three of them were,” she paused to air quote, “out communing in God’s glorious creation when a heavenly light came down and took the dear Mrs. Cline from this world to do His will in the glory of heaven as she had done on earth.”  
 
    I snorted. “So he saw his wife murdered.” 
 
    “Yes. Well, he doesn’t say murdered, but he was there, yes.” 
 
    “And the sheriff? What does she say?” 
 
    “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” 
 
    “She didn’t see it happen?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I think she did. I sought her out after I returned to school, found her in the hall, and asked her what she’d seen. Told her what I’d experienced; that it wasn’t a bear that killed my father.” Ashlyn threw up a hand. “She teared up, started shaking her head, and ran off. And that was the last day she was at school. The Reverend shipped her off somewhere. When she came back about five years later she was a totally different person. Closed. Angry. Married.”  
 
    I raised my eyebrow at the way she said “married.” “What, she wasn’t the marrying type?” 
 
    “Not until it was legal in 2015, she wasn’t. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Ahhh, so our friendly sheriff was into women before she was swept away to places unknown.” I thought about it. “Explains the permanent scowl.” 
 
    Ashlyn nodded in agreement. “I tried to talk to her when she got back into town, but she won’t even acknowledge that night. Acts like it never happened.” 
 
    I thought about the folder labeled “mom” on her desktop and knew that wasn’t exactly true. But telling Ashlyn anything different would also tell her that we’d broken into the sheriff’s department’s computer system, and I’d just about done enough confessing for one night.  
 
    I looked back at the board, scanning the other pieces of information connected to her father’s picture. There was a line down to an index card that simply read “Native American Man?” written in neat black lettering. I smiled. I would help her solve that little mystery soon enough. Beneath Grand’s index card there was another that read, “NA, black/graying hair late 50s/60s, strength, speed, fighting skills, white eyes.” The words white eyes were underlined twice and then on a line by itself were the words “Savior. Protector. Kind.”  
 
    My heart tripped over the last of my emotional barricades. I knew those simple words were the key to Ashlyn’s response, or lack thereof, to me and what I am; the reason for the curiosity versus panic when she’d seen my eyes. She didn’t see me or Grand as something to fear, rather as something that had tried to protect her and her father. Even though she didn’t know exactly what we were, as her third card had: Spirit/Ghost, Human, Hunter, Warrior, Supernatural and a big black question mark.  
 
    I checked the desk behind me, plucked the black magic marker from the penholder, unpinned the card that had her list of possibilities, flipped it over and wrote, “Hoyo Abi,” then pinned it back in place.  
 
    Ashlyn stared at the card and then at me. “Thank you,” she whispered. “So do you know who he-” 
 
    “I have a good idea,” I answered. “I’ll get a message to him.”  
 
    “That would be nice. I’d like to thank him. I never got to thank him.” 
 
    I gave her a nod. “Of course.” I took in the board again. “Why don’t you grab your book, and let’s head back to the living room, sit down, and see what all it has to say.” 
 
    “Sure.” She gathered the book, a new energy about her as she headed for the door.  
 
    I took another look around the room before shutting off the light behind us.   
 
      
 
      
 
    I grabbed us both another beer as she read the book’s passages about The Spider Queen. Most of it was generic lore, but I did pay particular attention when it came to “spews a venom-laced mucus that paralyzes her victims before devouring them or enveloping them in a tacky web for later consumption.” Lovely. Plan A: Don’t let her hawk a venomous loogie on you. I popped the tops of our beers and sat next to Ashlyn. “Any other super fun facts we should know?” 
 
    Ashlyn ran a finger across the lines of text and turned the page, stopping at the picture there. “Ummm, so here’s a minor fact. She’s married to Satan!” 
 
    I leaned back into the couch. “Yeah. I already got those headlines.” Her mouth went fish out of water on me—open, shut, open, shut. “Next fun fact is that they’re apparently on the outs because she went and got knocked up by a Nolia.” 
 
    Ashlyn grabbed her beer, dropped back into the cushions, and took a long swig. “The guy you saw in the woods,” she finally said, piecing the parts together. 
 
    “Looks that way.” 
 
    She rolled her head toward me. “How are you not terrified?” 
 
    “How are you not?” I countered. 
 
    She sighed. “Oh, I am. I think I’m still riding the high of knowing I’m not insane.” She took another swig. “No one believed me. My mother. My brother. The whole freaking town.” 
 
    “Most people don’t want to know. They are too scared to deal with a truth that is, well, generally super unpleasant.” 
 
    She considered me for a long moment. “Is that what happened in Seattle? Did someone find out the truth and not want to deal with it?”  
 
    I took a drink of beer. “Pretty much,” I said.  
 
    Ashlyn turned to face me, pulling her legs up in front of her. “Would you tell me about that? Her, I’m guessing?” 
 
    “Sure you don’t want to hear more about demons? That’s way more fun.” 
 
    “Later. Now I want to know about AJ. Where were you born? Do you have brothers? Sisters?” She smiled at me. “Tell me about you. Just AJ.” 
 
    I blinked at her. Just AJ. That was the moment I chose to kiss her. I leaned forward before I could talk myself out of it, reached out, my hand cupping the back of her head, and pulled her to meet me halfway. She didn’t resist. Actually, she mimicked my movements, her hand sliding between my neck and my hair as we met in the middle. My beer found the table blindly as I pulled her closer.  
 
    The kiss went from first date at your parent’s doorstep to the kind of kiss that led to bedrooms. It was the groan that escaped Ashlyn’s lips that shot it into “Naked. Now.” territory. Her lips were soft, her tongue adventurous. Two things I particularly like when it comes to mouths and tongues. There was no learning curve when it came to our first kiss. We melded seamlessly, an intimate exchange of desire and need. 
 
    I forced myself to pull away from her. If she’d been anyone else I wouldn’t have cared. I would simply have chased after the craving and satisfaction I sought. But Ashlyn was different. Though I knew the outcome would be the same, Danny and I would leave eventually, she meant more to me than a few days of satisfaction.  
 
    I leaned back, wrapping a loose strand of her hair around my finger. She looked at me, her chest visibly rising and falling with excited breaths. “So, that was … umm, rather pleasant.”  
 
    A chuckle escaped through my own ragged breaths. “Rather pleasant?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She shrugged a teasing shoulder. “I’ve had worse. I’ve had-” 
 
    “Don’t.” I raised a finger, pointing it at her. “Do not even dare finish that sentence.” 
 
    Ashlyn caught my finger, laughing at my playful threat.  
 
    I set her beer on the table next to mine, then pulled her into my arms and held her. I took comfort in not only her warmth but her acceptance of me. I was not foolish enough to believe we could be together long-term, though my heart was pounding out a tune to that very song.  
 
    Ashlyn snuggled into me. “Now tell me about Addison Jo Mattox.”  
 
    Once the dam broke, it released a flood of stories and things I didn’t even know I wanted or would talk about. I started with the “AJ” stories of family and childhood, but they quickly blended with Norm, Danny, and Grand. The end being the next Hunter’s Moon. 
 
     “You won’t miss Norm when the Hunter’s Moon comes?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    I’d never explored my thoughts on that matter. Since Norm had come into my life, I simply spent the days doing what needed to be done, to keep people safe, to keep the legend alive until I could return him to his rightful heir. But for nearly two hours now, I had spoken of how I’d become what and who I am today yet I didn’t have five words to string together about a life without Norm, Danny, or Grand. 
 
    Ashlyn’s fingertips stopped softly tracing up and down my arm as she looked over her shoulder at me. “AJ?” 
 
    “I … I don’t know,” I said. Eleven years ago, I was doing some serious hell no-ing at the idea of being a demon hunter, but now it is so much of who I am, I didn’t know how it would feel for it not to be a part of me anymore. “Yeah, I don’t know.” I offered again.  
 
    “Well, maybe when the time comes, you’ll have a clearer answer.”  
 
    It was nearly three a.m. when her head dropped to my shoulder. Her questions had slowed, as had her breathing. We sat on the couch, my arms wrapped around her, protective and possessive. When I knew I’d lost her fully to sleep, I rose slightly, grabbing a blanket from the back of the couch and pulling it over her. Then I took advantage of a rare opportunity, my own comforting sleep while holding a beautiful woman.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    I blinked when the light came through the windows. Dawn had come way too quickly, but the hours of sleep I had received were peaceful and re-energizing. Ashlyn was still in my arms. I kissed her softly on her head, moving a rogue tendril of hair that blocked her face. I simply sat there for a long moment, taking in the long lashes and the pouting lips that sent a GOOODDDD MORRRRNING!!!!! message to the rest of my body. I enjoyed the moment a little longer before gently sliding out from under her, needing to stretch and think.  
 
    I took another look in Ashlyn’s office at her wall of information. I already knew a lot of the facts she had posted, but seeing them displayed in front of me in an orderly and conscious manner versus jumbled thoughts and feelings that ping-ponged around in my head allowed me to see the possibilities, the connections, and I had a theory; it just needed validation.  
 
    Ashlyn was still asleep on the couch when I returned to the living room so I exited silently though her backdoor, slipping out and down to the edge of the forest. I needed a run. I needed to find the Nolia. I headed toward the area where we’d found the Reyna’s Den of Creepy. If I was a jilted lover wanting to find my ex, her house would be the first place I’d stake out. I climbed the cliff as Danny and I had before, arriving at the ledge and the Reyna’s den. The scent of demon wasn’t as strong as it had been before. I assumed with the Nolia on her tail, the Reyna might have packed up and changed locations. But I had my knives out just in case I was wrong. Been there, underestimated that. I entered the web-draped cavern. The cocoons that had once hung there were now empty, cut open along their sides, the corrosive goo still dripping onto the ground accompanied by a sizzle and a stinging pop every time a drip fell.  
 
    I moved further into the dwelling, a different scent luring me in. A “This is a Bad Idea, AJ” headline went scrolling across my brain but my feet weren’t interested in the message. Norm crept to the forefront, my senses going into four-wheel drive. I smelled searing flesh, heard rasping breaths; someone was still alive in there. My footsteps quickened, my head darting forward and behind with every step. I paused when I heard a moan. A man I quickly decided, as I adjusted the grip on my knives and moved around the bend in the path. I stepped into the cavern where a rock wall jutted out to create a roof and backdrop to a gruesome scene. The Nolia was there with one wing pinned to the rock like a cruel butterfly display, the other at his side broken or severely injured.  
 
    His head was down, layers and layers of spider webs pinning him to the rock. Goo or venom as I now knew, thanks to Ashlyn’s Demon-o-pedia, was dripping from his chest. It had already eaten through his metal breastplate and was working on his flesh. 
 
    He lifted his head, defeat and pain filling his eyes. 
 
    “Hey there, big guy. Bad day? Fighting with the ex? You know domestic violence is not a gender-exclusive problem, and there are hotlines.” 
 
    “Hoyo Abi,” he rasped. 
 
    “AJ.” I moved to him. “She still here?” I asked as I cut at his bindings. 
 
    “No. She took our child a few hours ago.” 
 
    It took me several minutes to release his wing, having to get the web off my blade before cutting again. “You have a name?” I asked, trying to distract him from the venom that was eating away at his chest.  
 
    “Michael,” he replied. 
 
    I paused. “You have got to be shitting me. Like THE Michael? As in Michael, Michael, not Jackson but Archangel Michael?” 
 
     Michael let out a raspy chuckle, which caused a coughing spell. “The Michael is my father,” he finally answered.  
 
    “Oh, damn. I bet Daddy is seriously upset with you, Junior. Knocking uglies with a demon?” 
 
    “That is a safe conclusion. I have not spoken to him.” He winced in pain as his wing was released with the last cut of my blade.  
 
    I caught it as it dropped heavily with fatigue and pain. I helped fold it behind his back, its normal resting place. I flicked one of his black feathers. “But I take it he would still know about you going all darkside Criss Angel on them.” 
 
    “Of that I am sure.” 
 
    “Want to tell me the backstory to this little heaven and hell romance, while I …” I swirled my knife at his breastplate, indicating where I was going to start next. I cut the leather straps holding what was left of his chest plate.  
 
    “I hunted her for many nights. I found her here, this last eve. She lured me in with promises.” His head dropped back against the wall, wincing in pain as I lifted his right wing and his broken arm. He took a steadying breath and continued. “Promises of allowing me to see my son.” 
 
    I looked around for something to remove the venom from his chest. Finding nothing but discarded web, I moved onto his other wing and the last bit of webbing holding him upright. “Wow. So did you take the slow bus in angel school? Seriously, they don’t teach ‘Thou shall not knock boots with demons’ or ‘Thou shall not trust demons’? I’d think that was like day one stuff up there.” I released his leg and he dropped to the ground, unsteady. I caught him around the waist, a little too close to the venom for my taste. He steadied himself. “You good? I just need to get this last bit.” 
 
    He nodded, finding purchase on a rock protruding from the nearby wall.  
 
    I made my final cut, releasing him fully. He caught himself before dropping to his knees. I hitched an arm around him and helped him to a nearby stone that could serve as a bench. 
 
    “Sit. Let’s see what we can do about getting that shit off you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Hoy-” He paused at my look. “AJ.”  
 
    “No problem. Just don’t make me regret saving you.” 
 
    “I shall not.” He winced as he brought his wings in to him and with a cry had them disappearing completely into his shoulder blades.  
 
    “Neat trick. Probably helpful when riding the subway.” 
 
    “They will heal faster this way.”  
 
    I cut the sleeve off the shirt I was wearing and wrapped it around the blade of one of my knives. Then like a carnie, I spun a cotton candy-like ball of spider webs. “I assume this stuff is venom tolerant?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “This is going to suck big time,” I said. 
 
    “I understand.”  
 
    I removed the venom from his wound as best I could. Michael took the pain, unflinching when I had to cut into muscle to get the worst of it.  
 
    With a new clean web serving as a makeshift bandage, I stepped back. “So, you ready to get this bitch?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Wingless, at least for the moment, we made our way out of the cavern and back through the forest. Though I trusted him, or at least trusted that he knew I could be useful in returning his son, I still wasn’t comfortable in leading him to Ashlyn’s house. Instead, I led him to our campsite. As we walked, he told me the story of his and Reyna’s meeting. He had been visiting this realm as God’s errand boy. He didn’t expand so I chose to believe it wasn’t a miracle trip but more of a Starbuck’s run. God seems like a double shot espresso, caramel macchiato, extra whip kind of guy to me. Anyway, he first saw her sitting by the lake playing the whole damsel in distress routine. Blah, blah most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, blah, blah. I tried really hard not to eye roll. I failed.  
 
    “So shape-shifting is in her grab bag of powers? Otherwise, I assume you would’ve picked up on, you know, her creature-of-hell scent, fangs, that she spits venom, has tal-” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, cutting off my “Duh, she’s a demon” hint list. “She appeared to me as a beautiful human woman.”  
 
    “So when did you figure out the truth?” 
 
    “We had been meeting secretly by the lake for several weeks. When she didn’t show, I went in search of her. Concerned she had been hurt or-” 
 
    Again, I tried and failed. Michael saw my eye roll this go-around.  
 
    “I was in love. We do irrational things when our hearts get involved.”  
 
    Now that I could get behind. “Understood. What else?”  
 
    “I found her in the woods. A clearing. I went to her but stopped when a man, woman, and child approached her. I thought maybe it was her family or … I don’t know. But then she started to tell them a story that she was with child; that she was an angel, that they were chosen to raise him as their own, that he was the son of God and-” 
 
    I held up a hand. “I get the picture. When was this?”  
 
    “It has been many weeks in my world. Many years in yours.” 
 
    I knew time was different between planes. It was hard to keep a daily calendar for eternity. “Like twelve years in Earth time?”  
 
    He thought for a moment. “I would say that is accurate.” 
 
    “So what happened next?” I asked although I already thought I had an idea. 
 
    Michael’s head lowered. “I saw who she was.” He let out a heavy breath. “The woman questioned her words and then told Reyna she did not believe what she spoke was true. And Reyna killed her where she stood. And I did nothing.”  
 
     “I’m sure there was nothing you could’ve done,” I said.  
 
    My words didn’t help alleviate the guilt as he simply moved on with the story. “Another Hoyo Abi arrived and fought her. I offered no assistance. Not until I heard him cry out in pain was I jarred from my paralysis. She found me in the trees, and when I blinked she was gone.” 
 
    I knew from the sorrow in Michael’s voice he carried guilt. But if I had to guess, his presence was what actually saved Grand’s life, not Grand’s assumption that she already thought he was dead. “Then what?” 
 
    “I should have gone after her, but instead I ascended. I was weak. I was-” 
 
    “We’ve already established we do stupid shit when we’re in love, so let’s fast-forward through the pity party and move on to the “catch her demon ass” part of this show. Cool?” 
 
    He gave me a slight smile. “Agreed.” 
 
    We walked in silence for the remainder of our trek, as I pondered the fill-in-the-blank info Michael had provided. My suspicions had been close; I now knew that Reverend-Mayor Cline was most definitely involved. I could just imagine his big-ass ego eating up the belief “he’d been selected to raise the … What, next savior?”  
 
    By the time we reached the edge of the lake, the wound I’d created in his chest had sealed and was only an irritated red scar. “I take it you heal quickly?” 
 
    “I do.”  
 
    “How long until you’re good to go?” 
 
    He looked at the sky, then back to me. “By dusk.” 
 
    I nodded. “I need to do a few things. Can I trust you to let yourself heal and then we go after her together?” 
 
    He was uncomfortable with the idea, hesitant to agree, to delay the search of his child.  
 
    “She needs the child so she won’t harm him.”  
 
    “She could flee.” 
 
    “She could. But if that was her plan, she would’ve probably headed out two seconds after she ‘boy band postered’ you to the wall of her room back there. So she’s either gone or she’s still here because she’s too invested in her plan to desert it. And I don’t think I have to remind you how you fared going after her alone.” 
 
    He dropped his head and gave me a resistant nod of agreement.  
 
    “Give me until dusk. I’ll figure out her plan and we’ll go after her then. How do I get a hold of you?” 
 
    “Call my name and I shall hear it.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll come back here and call for you.” I started to leave but turned back. “Rest. Heal. I’ll help you get your son back.”  
 
    “Thank you, Hoyo Abi.”  
 
    I nodded once and took off at a run for Ashlyn’s house. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ashlyn was at her kitchen counter, absently stirring a cup of coffee. The intoxicating aroma seduced my senses. I knocked on the side door and watched nervously for Ashlyn’s reaction to the sight of me. I was curious whether during the course of the night she’d changed her mind about me and who I am. 
 
    Ashlyn turned to the door and her eyes lit with relief. My heart did the same. She unlocked the door, opened it, and walked immediately into my arms. “I was worried that something happened and you-” 
 
    “I went for a run. You were still asleep.” 
 
    Ashlyn looked me up and down. I was sweaty, dirty, marked with Michael’s blackening blood, and my right sleeve was missing. She quirked an eyebrow. “It must’ve been one heck of a run.” 
 
    “Interesting at least,” I stated moving to the sink to wash the interesting off my hands. “I couldn’t talk you out of some of that coffee, could I?” 
 
    “I’m assuming you have clean clothes in your truck? Why don’t you go get them? I’ll get you a cup of coffee, and you can take a shower.” 
 
    “That would be great.” 
 
    I returned a few minutes later, my bag in hand. Ashlyn slid a mug to me. “Sugar? Creamer?” 
 
    “Black is good. Thanks.” I leaned on the counter and lifted the mug to my lips, letting the warm dark magic run through my veins.  
 
    “Want to tell me about how you lost half your shirt so early in the morning?” Ashlyn hopped up on the counter preparing to listen as if there wasn’t a possibility of me saying “nope.”  
 
    I took another sip of coffee as my eyes took in the bareness of her legs. She’d changed out of last night’s clothes, apparently opting for comfortable shorts and an oversized T-shirt for her a.m. attire. The opening of her shirt exposed her collarbone, and something inside me growled. It wasn’t Norm. That would have been creepy, plus he went lights out in moments like this. This growl came from somewhere deeper, a need that I thought I had buried a long time ago. A need for a woman that meant something more than a naked roll around in some random bed.  
 
    “AJ?” Ashlyn whispered. 
 
    I left my mug on the counter and moved to the space between Ashlyn’s legs. “Information later. Kiss me now.” 
 
    Ashlyn didn’t hesitate. She took my face in her hands and dropped her lips to mine.  
 
    I wrapped my hands around her hips pulling her to the edge of the countertop. “You are too beautiful,” I whispered when our lips parted for a desperate breath. She kissed me harder, wrapping her legs around me, holding me against her. Her hands never left my face. Mine roamed underneath her shirt, up her naked back, along her sides, and then to her chest. She let out a soft gasp at my touch. I caressed her. Her moans of pleasure were feeding my growing desire. 
 
    “AJ,” she panted, “let’s go to my bedroom.”  
 
    Before I could answer, her mouth was back on mine. I lifted her from the counter, her legs wrapping tighter around my waist. The desire she shared in her kisses had my heart pounding; drowning out the sound of hers. I kept my footsteps slow, fighting the urge to race to her bed. As I took the first stair, she pulled back. “You can let me down. I can-” 
 
    “I have you,” I growled. 
 
    She smirked. “Noted perk of having a Hoyo Abi around. I bet you’re good at opening jar lids too, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Among other things,” I offered with a nip at her bottom lip. 
 
    I laid her on the bed, kissing my way up her stomach and neck, taking her shirt off as I went. She was magnificent. Smooth. Her toned body was flawless in its dips and valleys. My hands and mouth explored her, tasting and taking in every scent as her desire became more evident. She was intoxicating. I almost lost myself in the wave of need and emotion. I made my way back to her mouth, her face, her eyes. What I saw reflected there wasn’t her eyes but my face, which carried so much want and desire. “You know I’ll be leaving when this is over?” I asked, more to myself than her.  
 
    Seeing something she didn’t like, she furrowed a brow, caught my face in her hands, searched my eyes, and then spoke softly. “You are here now. Be here with me now. Nowhere else. Just me. Just you. Here. Everything else is for another time, another place.”  
 
    I nodded, felt the tinkle of tears threatening, and knew that I no longer feared how she would react to me walking away. I feared my response to leaving her. 
 
    Ashlyn pulled me to her, her lips on mine. Soft and slow this time, but no less powerful. She slid my shirt over my head. Skin meeting skin. The rest of our clothes followed between kisses, between touches, until there was nothing left between us. I took my time with her body, memorizing every spot I kissed, every inch I touched. Our heated caresses found a rhythm of craving and pleasure.  
 
      
 
      
 
     “We should start all conversations like that,” I said, wrapping my exhausted arms around Ashlyn and holding her tight against me.  
 
    “Might get a little awkward in public, but I’m game if you are.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Shower?” 
 
    Ashlyn slid up my body. “I’d love one.” She gave me a quick kiss before rolling off, taking my hand, and pulling me along behind her. 
 
    We made love again under the water, against the shower wall, getting way dirtier before we finally got clean.  
 
    An hour later, we were down in the kitchen again, another cup of coffee in hand and the details of my morning encounter with Michael out on the table. Well, most of them. I didn’t really divulge the fact that if he had gone ass-kicky versus run home to daddy, her father might be alive. I didn’t think that fact would be good for anyone.  
 
    “I can’t believe an angel, or Nolia, or whatever he is now is just chilling out in my forest. I mean, he-”  
 
    I caught her hand when she made her next stomp-by. “Why don’t we get something to eat? I need food and some time to think it through so we can hopefully put an end to all of this.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” She started for the refrigerator, but I pulled her back to me and kissed her. “Umm, I thought you meant real food?” She smiled before kissing me down my neck. 
 
    “I did mean real food but …” I groaned in lieu of formulating nouns and adjectives. 
 
    Ashlyn brought her lips back to mine, kissed me again, and pulled back. “I don’t have much in the fridge. Haven’t had much time to shop lately.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I told Danny I’d check in with him this morning. You good if we meet him at the cafe?”  
 
    “Sounds good. I just need to grab my things.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ashlyn followed me in her patrol vehicle just in case she received a call. We met on the sidewalk in front of the café, and I worried momentarily that keeping Grand’s presence a secret from her would backfire. “Before we go in, how do you feel about surprises?” 
 
    “Surprises?” She eyed me warily. “You and Danny aren’t … I mean you said … and we …” 
 
    “Oh, good God no!” I coughed like a backfire due to the words shooting out of my mouth. “He and I … Yeah, way nooo!” 
 
    She laughed at my response. “Okay, that’s good. As long as it’s not something else along that same line, then I like surprises. But you’re kind of making me nervous. I mean, there’s a wide range of surprise options coming from you, considering the whole …” She circled a finger at me. “You don’t eat everything raw or … Please don’t say you put ketchup on your eggs ’cause that might actually be a deal breaker.” 
 
    I started for the door. “No-go on the ketchup and since you’re oddly calm with all other options we’ll just go for it.” 
 
    Grand’s back was to us when we entered. Danny stood when he saw us, a knowing smile lighting his face as Ashlyn stepped up alongside me. I was so never going to hear the end of the “I told you so”s.  
 
    Ashlyn was waylaid before we reached the table by a hunter asking her questions about some rule or another. Another wanting the latest gossip on the missing persons. Knowing her trek across the restaurant might take a minute, I nodded toward the table and left her to her official duties. 
 
    Danny greeted me with a hug. “The smile suits you,” he whispered before he released me. 
 
    Grand started to stand as well but I put a hand on his shoulder and leaned over to give him a kiss on the cheek instead. “Good morning, Grand.” 
 
    “Good morning, Hashi Ubi. I trust you slept well?” 
 
    Danny snickered.  
 
    I punched him in his side. “I did. Very well. Thank you.” I couldn’t keep the grin off my face. “I actually brought someone to see you. She doesn’t exactly know you are here so-” My words cut off as Ashlyn started our way. Danny stepped back as Ashlyn approached. 
 
    “Good morning, Dann-” Ashlyn finished the rest of her greeting into Danny’s shoulder as he caught her in his embrace.  
 
    After a twirl around, he released her. “Good morning, Ashlyn. You and I have some serious talking to do. She can be a little grouchy in the morning. And also if she doesn’t eat. Oh and never take her Or-” I backhanded him across his stomach. “-eoooos,” he finished on a rush of exhaled breath. “But otherwise, she’s super,” he coughed. 
 
     “Don’t listen to him,” I offered as Ashlyn rubbed Danny’s back while he caught his breath. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.” 
 
    Ashlyn followed my eyes to the table as Grand slid out of the booth. 
 
    Ashlyn’s hand froze on Danny’s back.  
 
    “Hello, Ashlyn. I am Chief Whitefang. It has been a long time.” 
 
    Ashlyn blinked, glanced at me, and then back at Grand. “You’re him.” 
 
    “Why don’t we sit down and have this little reunion over something with gravy?” I suggested. 
 
    Danny slid in first with Grand next to him. I took Ashlyn’s hand, encouraging her to take a seat next to me.  
 
    “I never thought I’d see you again,” Ashlyn admitted. 
 
    “As I you, Child. You have grown into such a beautiful woman.” 
 
    “Because of you. You saved me.” 
 
    “I remember you had a great part in saving yourself too. And me for that matter.” He patted her hand. “You were such a brave young woman for such a horrific time. For that I am so very sorry.” 
 
    Flo came to the table. “A table full of sexy. How’d I get so lucky today? What can I get y’all?” 
 
    While Grand was ordering, Ashlyn found my leg with her hand and squeezed. “Thank you, AJ.”  
 
    I dropped my hand to hold hers. “It was for both of you.” I offered, having seen Grand’s eyes sparkle with pleasure at the sight of Ashlyn.  
 
    She started to pull her hand away, likely wondering whether Grand knew about me, now about us. I smiled at that thought, us, and held her hand tighter, letting her know all was okay.  
 
    “So you’re Danny’s …” she hesitated.  
 
    “He’s my grandfather,” Danny offered proudly.  
 
    Ashlyn let that click in for a second. I had told her the story of my not so graceful tumble into this demon hunter gig, but I had left out names and titles for the most part. She knew Danny was the rightful heir to the hunter’s spirit and that he’d chosen to be with me, to assist me until things could be righted, but I hadn’t told her the history of Grand. I hadn’t explained our encounter, his connection with Danny, and that he just happened to be in town. 
 
    She narrowed an eye at me. “Surprise?” I offered. 
 
    She chuckled. “Surprise.” 
 
    As we waited for our food, Ashlyn and Grand spoke about the night, skipping lightly over her father’s death. Grand gave her pieces and parts that Ashlyn had been curious about for so long and confirmed the events of the Reyna. I added a sanitized version of what Michael had revealed to me this morning. Again, I skipped the “tail-tucking” part of Michael’s actions as I was going to be asking them to put their faith in him when we went to confront the Reyna. 
 
    After I received a copious amount of verbal scoldings from Danny, Grand, and Ashlyn for taking off into the forest alone this morning, our food came and we focused on the yumminess of gravy and the fact that we might be dealing with the destroyer of hell and our the world.  
 
    Grand was silent for a long moment as Flo came to take our empty plates. “I must talk to the elders,” he finally announced.  
 
    Ashlyn looked at me for an explanation.  
 
    “He goes into a meditative state and dreamwalks to other planes. He talks to his forefathers and mothers. It’s where we get guidance and Bat Signals, you could say.” 
 
    “They carry a knowledge we simply do not possess. They offer insight, information, and serve as our guides,” Grand explained more precisely.  
 
    “Danny, why don’t you take Grand to the campsite and watch over him while he handles that. I want to go see someone. Three sets of eyebrows showed concern. “Someone of the human variety, geez. We’ll meet back at camp.” 
 
    “Roger,” Danny said, picking up the check and waving Ashlyn off as she started for her money. “I’ve got it.”  
 
    Grand stood. “Ashlyn, I am sorry that this has come back to your world.” 
 
    Ashlyn stood. “I am too, but I’m not sorry that you, Danny,” she winked at me, “or AJ have come into it. I want to be a part of this fight, Chief Whitefang.” 
 
    “Call me Grand, as my other daughter does.” He took Ashlyn’s hand and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “I believe this fight is part of your destiny, as it is for AJ.” He gave me a knowing smile. “Though I will warn you that, like Danny, my child is spirited and quite challenging at times.” 
 
    “Hey! Sitting right here!” 
 
    Grand chuckled. “But she has a wonderful soul.” 
 
    “Okayyy, super fun dating game over.” I slid out of the booth. 
 
    Grand leaned in to kiss my cheek. “I will see you both later.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So who are you going to go talk to?” Ashlyn asked as we stood out in front of the cafe. 
 
    Instead of answering, I walked to the end of the street and hitched a thumb over my shoulder. 
 
    “Loretta? You really think that’s a good idea?”  
 
    “I don’t know about good idea, but I think she should be a part of this if she wants to be. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t like the idea of either of you being involved, especially when it comes to facing the Reyna, but …” 
 
    “You’re not pushing me out of this fight.” 
 
    “I won’t push you out of this fight,” I said. “Nor will I push her to be a part of it. Mostly, I think she can give us more info on her father and his role in this.” And I want to see exactly what side of the good-bad line she’s standing on. 
 
    “Her father has a strong hold on her, but I think … Well, you never know.” Ashlyn started down the sidewalk toward the sheriff’s department. 
 
    “I have a way with the ladies, so she’ll talk-” 
 
    “Seriously, did you just say you have a way with the ladies?” Ashlyn chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, so? It worked on you.” 
 
    Ashlyn hip checked me. “Your sexy ass worked on me. Nothing that came out of your mouth worked on me.”  
 
    “You think I have a sexy ass?” 
 
    Ashlyn stopped and turned to look at me. “You have a sexy lot of things, Miss Mattox, but use any of them on Loretta and we will tussle.” She flicked my bottom lip with her fingertip. 
 
    “Tussle? Mmm, I kind of like the possibilities of that.” 
 
    She laughed, turned back, and headed up the stairs and through the doors of the lion’s den. 
 
    The sheriff was standing at the counter making a good showing of acting annoyed, or she was annoyed. “Please say you’re here to turn yourself in,” Sheriff Linn growled. She looked at Ashlyn. “Or say that you came to your senses and finally arrested this nuisance to society.” 
 
    I leaned an elbow on the counter, dropped my chin in it, and batted my eyelashes. “You know, all these continuous offers to get me in handcuffs kind of makes a girl wond-” Ashlyn stomped my foot. “Ouch, geez.” 
 
    “Loretta, could AJ and I have a word with you in your office? In private.”  
 
    Loretta eyed us suspiciously. “What about?” 
 
    “We have information on the recent open cases that we’d like to share with you,” Ashlyn informed. 
 
    “You’re kind of wrecking my game here,” I whispered out of the side of my mouth.  
 
    “Your game was wrecked long before we walked in here,” Ashlyn murmured back.  
 
    The sheriff pointed a finger back and forth between Ashlyn and me. “I don’t have time for whatever is going on with you both. And seriously, Ashlyn, I thought you had better taste.” 
 
    “I guess we both thought a lot of things over the years,” Ashlyn shot back. 
 
    “Umm,” I started only to have Ashlyn put a hand on my arm. 
 
    “Loretta, please. Give me, us, five minutes.” 
 
    Loretta huffed. “Five minutes.” 
 
    “You and her?” I asked as we started down the hall. 
 
    She slapped my hand down when it started to point at her. “In high school, she was my first kiss. Jesus.” 
 
    “Still. She’s all-”  
 
    Ashlyn spun. “She’s what?” 
 
    I stepped back. “Crabby.” 
 
    Ashlyn sighed. “She wasn’t always like that. She was rough, sure, but she was also fun, carefree, and sweet when I had her alone.” I held out a talk to the hand and Ashlyn knocked it down with a laugh. “Knock it off.” 
 
    I stopped outside the sheriff’s office. “I just need to know one thing before we walk in there.” I put on my best jealous face. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Who’s the better kisser?” 
 
    Ashlyn rolled her eyes. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll take that as I am. One more question, did she always have … um,” I held two imaginary basketballs in front of my chest. “Lucy and Ethel? ’Cause I could overlook the attitude problem too if they … you know …”  
 
    Ashlyn fought a smile, not wanting to encourage my ridiculousness. I recognized the effort. I got that a lot. “It’s definitely the ass because …” Ashlyn waved a hand in front of my mouth. “Definitely, no.” 
 
    “Your clock is ticking,” the sheriff yelled from her office. 
 
    I leaned in to whisper into Ashlyn’s ear. “You weren’t complaining about my mouth earlier.” I heard her heart kick up a notch.  
 
    The sheriff was sitting behind her desk, a scowl on her face, and Lucy and Ethel were taking a respite on the desk calendar.  
 
    I took a seat in front of Lucy. Ashlyn shut the door and sat in front of Ethel.  
 
    “The clock has started, so get to talking.” 
 
    I glanced at Ashlyn who gave me a cautious go ahead motion. “So your Dad is a pompous dick and your brother is a country bumpkin wannabe drug dealer that treats women as recyclable trash. I’d like to know if you’re on Team Douche or -”  
 
    “AJ!” Ashlyn started to come out of her chair. 
 
    I put a hand on her arm, encouraging her to sit as I had this. “Oh, and there’s a demon hunting in your woods. It killed your brother’s butt buddy, Roy, after your bro and his still-wearing-their-letterman-jackets asshats knocked his teeth in for stealing coke and left him there bleeding out in the woods. It also killed Vera. I’m thinking your Daddy had a hand in this one. He took Vera out to the woods or had your brother take her in his truck and left her like an after-dinner mint on a death pillow. I’m pretty sure Vera found out Jr.’s been skimming money from the church.”  
 
    “AJ! Loretta, I’m sorry I didn’t know-” 
 
    The sheriff raised a hand, stopping Ashlyn’s apology. 
 
    “Miss Mattox, why do you think you can come into my office and talk to me this way?” 
 
    “Because I think that you’re different. I don’t think you got the jackass gene that apparently runs strong in your family’s DNA. I also think you appreciate someone that will shoot straight and not try to feed you a truckload of shit, because I think you’ve already had your fill up to this point.” 
 
    The sheriff leaned back in her chair, a spark in her eyes. She steepled her fingers; her index fingers playing kissy face, no kissy face, kissy face, no kissy face, while she assessed me. I let her assess, not blinking or moving under the weight of her stare. 
 
    “Anything else?” she finally asked. 
 
    I softened my tone this time. “The same demon was here twelve years ago. She killed your mother and Ashlyn’s father. But, I think you already know that.”  
 
    The sheriff’s eyes slid to Ashlyn, pain and concern there before she blinked it away and came back coldly to meet mine. “What do you want from me?” 
 
    I was surprised by her response. I believed throwing it out there hard and fast would be the way to handle things with Loretta, but I thought there would be questions, arguments, or a fun verbal duel at least. “Information is all. I want to know what your father thinks he’ll get out of all of this? How? When?” 
 
    “You want me to betray my father, for what? I’ve received his wrath once before and though I’ve come to live with it, I’m not particularly inclined to do it again.” 
 
    “For the sake of doing the right thing. To stop something that could harm a whole lot of people. To get justice for your mother.”  
 
    The sheriff stood, paced for several steps, and stopped at her bookcase. Her eyes locked on a picture of her and her mother. She picked it up and wiped a thumb across the top, sweeping away a layer of dust that had found its home there. “They’re having a special sermon at the church tonight. I don’t know the details. I’m not really privy to them but he’s been excited about tonight for a long time. God is blessing him with a miracle or some bullshit. You might find out something there.” 
 
    I stood. “Thank you, Sheriff.” Ashlyn stayed, jerking her head toward the sheriff’s back. I nodded my understanding. “I’ll meet you outside.” 
 
    I was trying to pull off “I’m totally cool and not at all concerned about you spending twenty-seven minutes and, I checked my watch, forty-three seconds with your first kissy-kiss-kiss girlfriend.” I totally would’ve pulled it off too if when I looked up I hadn't seen Ashlyn’s red-rimmed eyes coming at me. This caused me to hot potato my keys from hand to hand, ultimately losing control of them, and they triple jumped it underneath Woody. Winner. Back on my feet, after belly-crawling under Woody’s chassis, I popped up just as Ashlyn approached. “Dropped my keys.” I dangled them in the air as proof I wasn’t just crawling belly down on the ground for the fun of it. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, just some memory lane kind of stuff.”  
 
    My heart did a little mother-fuckery da’ fuck, fuck. “Oh, so you guys still have-”  
 
    Ashlyn looked around. “Can we go somewhere else to talk?” 
 
    Was begging too much to throw in here? “Sure, but you don’t have to explain.” 
 
    “My vehicle?” Ashlyn was already walking away from me at the word “sure.” 
 
    Okay, this is going to be awkward. How can I throw a big screaming baby fit after you dump me, and then end it with “now can you give me a ride back to my car?”  
 
    Ashlyn was silent as she navigated through town, then out to a rural road. About two miles out, the potholed blacktop turned to dirt. We drove several more silent miles, passing depressed farmhouses, rundown mobile homes, and dilapidated barns.  
 
    We finally pulled up to a stop in front of an old country church. According to the brass plate mounted to its white stucco wall, it was built in 1929. Though the grounds around it were well-maintained, there was an emptiness, a sense of abandonment resonating from the property. It had an empty bell tower at its peak, and the two large wooden doors at its entrance were weathered and drying under the sun. Two ornate stained-glass scenes outlined each side of the doorframe. On the left, one of the blue panes of Mary’s dress was broken out and someone had spray-painted a plywood board an ill-matched shade of navy and affixed it over the hole.  
 
    “Walk with me?” Ashlyn asked while already opening her door and stepping out onto the small parking lot that was more grass than gravel.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Ashlyn started for the wrought iron archway leading out to the graveyard that semi-encompassed the small church. This will be convenient if she breaks my heart. I can curl up and die right here next to … I read the closest gravestone, Phil Morelander.  
 
    I looked out over the small sea of headstones as Ashlyn wrestled with the lock and gate. Sprinkled throughout were a few newer brown and black marble markers but most of the stones were old, grayed, their sharp lines worn down after years of rain and weather.  
 
    I stepped through the entryway after Ashlyn was able to push it open. She held it so it wouldn’t swing back and shut me out. Something it apparently really wanted to do. I didn’t blame it; I got that a lot.  
 
    “Kind of odd to bring you here I know, but …” She shrugged. 
 
    “No. I can’t tell you how many times a woman has brought me to a cemetery. Most of the time they were carrying shovels so …” I pointed at her empty hands, “an improvement.” 
 
    She smiled, reaching out one of those empty hands. I took it, letting her lead me down rows of graves. 
 
    When Ashlyn stopped, I stood beside her looking down at one of the newer tombstones, a glass brown marble with the last name “Parker” inscribed boldly at its top.  
 
    Ashlyn released my hand to bend down and pluck weeds that were starting to poke up around the base of her father’s tombstone. “I’ve spent a lot of time out here over the years. My father was the only one that knew the story I told was true.” She looked back at me. “Until now. I know it sounds weird, but I wanted you to meet him.” She laughed at herself. “Not like meet him meet him but … well … I know you have a reason why you’re fighting. I wanted you to know mine. I guess. Silly, I know, but-” 
 
    “I get it,” I offered. I held out a hand and pulled her back to me. “How about we sit and you tell me more about him? Then we can tell him how we’re going to send the murdering bitch back to hell.”  
 
    We sat on the ground in front of her father’s grave for nearly an hour. She started by telling me about her father; fun childhood memories slipping into more details about the evening of his death; the ridicule and disbelief that surrounded her after she’d told her story. Her brother had been the only one to stand by her and I liked him even more for that. She ended with what the sheriff and she spoke about earlier. I’m pleased to report that it was all demon and family chat ’em up and not a kissy, kissy, let’s go there again reunion. So yay, happy day. Well, not so much for the crowd around us, but my girly bits were pleased so, again, yay, happy day.  
 
    “So tonight, we’ll head to church and-” 
 
    “And hope we can figure out when the big event is supposed to go down,” I finished.  
 
    Ashlyn peered over, assessing me for a moment. “Do you ever get scared? I mean, fighting demons. It’s not like fighting crime on the streets of Seattle.” Ashlyn moved closer as she awaited my answer, snuggling deeper into my arms. She gently tapped her boot against mine as we sat, our legs stretched out facing her father’s grave, both of us using Martha B. Willington as a backrest  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know if I really think about it. It’s like being a cop in a lot of ways. There’s a job to do, so you just do what needs to be done, I guess.” 
 
    “This time is different though.” 
 
    “Why, cause I’m fighting a chick demon?” I asked, making light of the small fact that if I failed the world could be ended by an evil Gerber baby. 
 
    Ashlyn straightened and looked back at me. “I was thinking more about her being the Queen of Hell, but wait … You’ve never fought a female demon before?” 
 
    “Nope. Never. But hey,” I waved an unconcerned hand, “demons shemons. It’s not a big deal. I’m an equal opportunity ass kicker. But I swear, if she goes all nails and hair-pulling bullshit then we’re seriously going to have a problem.” 
 
    Ashlyn’s head dropped to my shoulder, laughing. “God, you’re too-” More laughs. “My father would’ve seriously loved you.”  
 
    She brought her smiling eyes back up to mine and I fell just a bit further. “I’m sure I would’ve liked him too.”  
 
    Ashlyn laid a hand on my cheek, kissing me sweetly. “Thank you, AJ, for letting me in. I’m sure that’s not an easy thing for you.” 
 
    I kissed her back. “I’ll let you in on another secret. I thought you were bringing me out here to let me down easy. You know, thanks but-” 
 
    Ashlyn swatted my arm. “Why in the world would you have thought that?” 
 
    “I don’t know, meaningful moment with the ex … Rekindled flame … I hunt demons.” 
 
    Ashlyn looked at me, confused. “Ex? Loretta? Oh good god no! I mean, she was good for a behind the bleacher high school make-out but … No! Just No!” 
 
    I laughed this time. 
 
    Ashlyn stood, offering me a hand. “And as far as the demon hunting goes, I think we have a church service to get ready for.” 
 
    Ashlyn said her good-byes to her father and we headed back to her car.  
 
    Headed back to town, I thought of a potential hiccup in our plan. I looked at Ashlyn. “This stupid church isn’t one of those have to wear a dress kind of places, is it? Because I’ll say right now, that ain’t happening, just FYI.” 
 
    Ashlyn chuckled. “I don’t think you wearing pants will be what Cline will have a problem with.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a compliment or an insult.” 
 
    “I don’t either.” She smirked.  
 
    I was going to protest, but her cell rang. I listened until I could tell it was work and not another dead body. I stared out the window and watched the countryside go by as she listened to the facts of the call. She let me out across the street from where I left Woody. “Sorry. I got to go grab this call. Not a big deal, but I need to handle it. I’ll meet you and Danny at the church?”  
 
    “Okay. Be careful.” I started to lean forward to give her a kiss until I remembered we were in the middle of small-town America, that she was in uniform and in her government issued vehicle.  
 
    Ashlyn smiled at my discomfort, then reached out her window, grabbed me by my shirt, and pulled me to her and into a kiss that had me blushing. “Okay, so, you don’t mind public displays of affection,” I said when she released me.  
 
    “Do you?” she asked. 
 
    “With you, no. I’m absolutely fine with any and all affection.” 
 
    “Good to know.” She winked. “See you at church.”  
 
    “See you at church.” Four words I never thought I'd say without a ’s Chicken after it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Danny was offering Grand a cup of tea when I pulled up at the campsite. Grand looked tired and a tad worried. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Grand swallowed a sip of tea and waited until the soothing warmth hit all the needed places before smiling. “I very much enjoyed meeting Ashlyn today. Thank you for that gift.” 
 
    “It was for both of you.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Danny asked, lifting an empty mug in a silent offer. 
 
    “No, thanks. She got a work call. She’ll meet us at church tonight.” 
 
    Danny jumped and danced attempting to avoid the hot sloshing liquid. “I’m sorry. Come again? Meet us where?”  
 
    I pointed at his hand he was now sucking on. “And that’s what happens when you reject the Almighty.” 
 
    “Well, then you’re definitely up shit creek.” 
 
    I would’ve argued, if there’d been an argument to be had. “Careful there, Pepe, ’cause you’ll be the one gondoliering our asses upstream in extra-tight white pants.” 
 
    “Why do I have to be in tight white pants?” Danny asked. 
 
    “My dream, my outfit.”  
 
    “I know why.” Danny twerked his ass at me.  
 
    I snorted. 
 
    Grand, spared from Danny’s poor Miley Cyrus impression, dug through his bag, waving Danny over as he pulled out a small vial of clear gel. “Give me your hand, Son.”  
 
    Danny obliged. “Okay, so really, why are we going to church?” 
 
    As Grand doctored Danny’s boo-boo, I told them about our chat with the sheriff.  
 
    “Tell me again how we know the church is connected to all this?” Danny asked, as he’s a “see all the pieces fit perfectly together” kind of guy. I, on the other hand, am more of an “it’s close enough” kind of person. 
 
    It was Grand who answered. “The insight I received from the elders could support that belief. They believe it is the Spider Queen’s desire to have the child grow up here on this plane as a way to hide its existence from Mackunjai.” 
 
    “Ummm, don’t you think the kid would stick out in daycare? I mean, his Nolia wings constantly knocking over the building blocks? And when he spits out his peas, the high chair tray dissolves with his venom drool?” I asked. 
 
    “One would think,” Grand said, taking another sip of his tea. He was obviously still exhausted from his trip to the other side. 
 
    “Well, I know this: Crazy Reverend-Mayor wannabe Falwell over there would not be a good father figure for the little demon clinger.” 
 
    Grand looked at Danny for translation. I wasn’t offended; I get that a lot.  
 
    “Baby. AJ’s not a fan. He tightened a fist around his index finger and pulled. “They cling.” 
 
    Grand chuckled. 
 
    “And slobber. And poop,” I added. “And yak, and-” 
 
    Danny held up a hand. “I think he’s got it.” 
 
    “Snot everywhere,” I finished but then fell silent thinking about having a clinger in the mix. I’d made my peace with killing demons the first go around after I saw what it had done to a young college student. As a cop, I knew it was a possibility I’d have to take a human life at some point. I knew that if it came to that decision I could make it and would do what needed to be done. But an innocent clinger? Well, I guess I didn’t know about the innocent part. He was half demon. Maybe it came out of the womb spitting pea soup and killing bunnies. And that thought bought me a one-way ticket back to the clearing and all the animals. Maybe Danny was right? Maybe the clinger had … I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to make the decision right now. Maybe it would come baring fangs and talons and try to eat my face and that would make the decision for me. Maybe. I back pocketed it for the moment as I’m super great at active avoidance, one of my many skill sets, right up there with ass kicking.  
 
    “All right so anything else useful in Never Never Land?” I asked.  
 
    “Just that they send great caution in dealing with the queen. Her belief in her cause is strong, her will even stronger, and that makes for a very dangerous foe.”  
 
    I nodded. “Do you mind if I phone a friend and we all talk about this foe? Maybe together we can come up with a plan to fight her. Maybe he knows that she has a weak left hook or something?”  
 
    Grand smiled. “Please. I admit I am curious about your new friend.” 
 
    Danny silently moved to get Nancy, placed her within arm’s reach of Grand, and moved closer to his bag that held his Glock, Lullaby, as I aptly named him, cause if you heard singing in your direction you were going to be out cold.  
 
    “You good?” I asked.  
 
    Danny nodded. “I feel a little underdressed to be inviting an angel over for tea but …” He waved a go ahead hand at me.   
 
    “I can wait for you to change, Altar Boy.” 
 
    “Nope, love me, love my…” he looked down at what he was wearing, “Atari tee.” He held up a palm. “Never mind, wait.” He jumped up and clicked his car remote. 
 
    “Seriously?” I yelled at his retreating back. 
 
    “It’s never too late to make a good impression.” 
 
    “He slept with a freakin’ chick spider demon. I don’t think he’s one to judge.” 
 
    Danny had already pulled off his tee. Looking around the car’s up-swung hatchback door, he held out two shirts. “White or black?” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “Right, white. Duh, for angel.” He started to put his arms in the sleeves but paused with the shirt over his head. “But he’s a fallen angel so black maybe.” He dropped the white shirt and started the same pull-on routine with the black one. “Of course, maybe white is kind of a reminder of his roots so he doesn’t kill us.” He dropped the black one and started again with the white shirt. 
 
    “If you aren’t over here in 2.2 seconds, you’ll be meeting the angel in your skivvies.”  
 
    Grand sipped his tea. “You two are very amusing.” 
 
    “I’m amusing? He is being a FREAKIN’ SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD GIRL GETTING READY FOR PROM NIGHT!” 
 
    “I’m going with white!” Danny yelled back. “But I look tougher in black,” he muttered. “Black.” He slid it over his head as he shut the hatchback. 
 
    “You ready, Cinderella?”  
 
    “Ready, Stepmother,” Danny replied. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and turned to the forest and wolf whistled. 
 
    At first all was quiet. The three of us watched the sky as if we thought he was going to descend from heaven. But it was the trees that gave away his presence, their tops swaying in response to the beat of his wings.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Danny whispered, pure awe in his words.  
 
    I, on the other hand, was completely silent, my own admiration caught in my throat. The sight of him was beautiful and mesmerizing, the kind of sight that would make you believe in things your brain would otherwise talk you out of. He descended with the ease of someone who had done so a million times. His wings were expanded. Stretched fully out they were a good car length wide, and I’m not talking Danny’s pussy Prius either; I’m talking 1970 Cadillac Fleetwood. They were magnificent. 
 
    “Hey, Magical Mike. You’re looking better,” I said.  
 
    With his feet on the ground, he let his wings fold in behind him. “I am better now. Thanks to you.” He bowed his head in gratitude.  
 
    I waited for him to walk the short distance, noticing through the damaged chest armor there was still red scarred flesh where the venom had done the greatest damage.  
 
    “Michael, this is Chief Whitefang of the Choctaw tribe.” 
 
    Grand stood to greet him. “Michael, it is an honor.” 
 
    Michael shook the hand Grand offered. “The honor is mine, Chief Whitefang.”  
 
    “And this is the Chief’s grandson.” Danny was reaching for Michael’s hand but paused to shoot me a “DO NOT embarrass me in front of the angel” glare. “Meet my very good friend and partner, Danny Whitefang,” I finished. 
 
    “Danny,” Michael bowed his head slightly, “it’s good to meet you as well.” 
 
    “You too, Sir. Angel. Michael. Angel. Sir,” Danny stammered. 
 
    Michael grinned. “Michael is fine. Thank you.” 
 
    “Right, Michael, of course. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Michael turned to me. “I appreciate Hoyo A-” 
 
    “AJ,” I corrected. 
 
    He nodded. “AJ, I appreciate you calling for me.” 
 
    “We were hoping you could provide us a little more information about the Reyna before tonight.”  
 
    He raised a curious eyebrow. 
 
    “We believe something is going down tonight. The church is holding a special sermon and the Reverend is talking about,” I air quoted, “a miracle.” 
 
    “She is going to hand our child over to him.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re thinking. Why don’t we sit and talk it through.” 
 
    We sat around the fire, Michael replaying the details he’d shared with me earlier in day. We asked him about her shape-shifting abilities, and he confirmed she was able to mask her demon side completely, including scent. I officially added this to my growing “super sucky for us” list. Add venomous loogies and web throwing into the mix and she had just rounded out the trifecta of “this is going to totally blow.”  
 
    Michael ended his story with a part I had been curious about, but to this point I’d had too much couth to ask him. Just kidding. I was so going to ask him later about his transition from angel to Nolia Flaua. He was sporting the black wings, but I’d yet to sense the bad attitude that was usually a package deal.  
 
    Apparently, he’d gone back after several months of searching and ultimately confessed his little human-angel romance to Dad. Dad, being a “play by the holy book” kind of guy, reported his son’s indiscretions to the big dude. He was put on angel probation and had his travel restricted but he ignored it and escaped back here in an attempt to look for the love of his life. And yeah, that’s kind of where we pick up the story. A few days ago, he started to go Donnie Darko when he found out he had a son. Then he got himself all Pin-the-Tail-on-the-Donkey-ed to the wall and now here we sat.  
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I have before I fully transition and lose my …” he trailed off. “I need to find my son, save him, and then take my punishment for my crimes.”  
 
    We all sat silent. Okay, Grand and Danny did. I raised my hand and asked, “Okay, who’s in for a good old-fashioned bitch hunt?” 
 
    It was my turn to divulge some details, so I informed Michael about the special sermon and our plan to see what we could find out. Though he could conceal his wings, I thought a huge, beautiful, gladiator type guy walking into to the church on “miracle day” would likely surprise some churchgoers and not in a “what the heavenly bellhop is an angel doing here” kind of way.  
 
    If I was honest, I was kind of looking forward to tonight’s heavenly adventure, not for the synchronized amens and the off-key singing, but purely for the proverbial middle finger that me showing up would send to Reverend-Mayor Cline.  
 
    Danny made us something to eat as we talked. We decided that if and when we found out more information at the church sermon, we’d signal him so he, like Ashlyn, could ride his revenge float in this shit-going-down parade. The upside to Michael being there was more muscle. The downside was I still didn’t know what needed to happen with the good/evil love child, and having daddy there could make things slightly more challenging. I again went AA on the issue, actively avoiding it completely. As much as I wasn’t into kids, I really wasn’t into killing them either. Unless they were zombies. Just FYI, I do not do zombies in any way, shape or form.  
 
    I walked with Michael to the lake. “You good with this Magic Mike?” 
 
     “You have continued to call me this title which I don’t understand. I am no wizard.” 
 
    I up-and-downed his physique that made Tatum Channing look like an anorexic string bean. “It’s a people thing; don’t worry, it’s a compliment.”  
 
    He nodded. “Magic Mike it is then. I am honored and thankful to fight beside you. You should know I will fight any and all for my son.” 
 
    “Yeah, about him. Do you have a clue on how the whole half and half thing works?” 
 
    He sighed. “I do not. I know the legends as I know you do. What powers he may possess, destruction that he could yield. But I have to believe that if he has that capacity for evil, then he also has that same capacity for good.” 
 
    I nodded. “I’ll hope that’s the case then. I held out a hand. “Agree to cross that bridge when we get to it?”  
 
    He took my hand and bowed instead of shaking. “I will await your call.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked back to the campsite, I pulled out my phone to call Ashlyn, for no real reason except to hear her voice. I thought better of it; she was working and I would be seeing her shortly.  
 
    I helped Danny clean up from our meal, packing the items back up in Woody and the Prius. We decided that it would be better for Grand to go back to the motel and rest while waiting for our call. I changed clothes, electing an outfit more for a demon ass-whopping than for scripture but hey, they were my good black cargos. I also selected a button-down shirt over my tank top to cover up Juan and Pepe, my identical hunting knives that were sleeved at my back.  
 
    “It’s about that time,” I said. “I want to get there early, make sure we spot everyone and see if we can catch a whiff of what’s going on.” 
 
    “Makes sense. You want to take Woody or my car?” 
 
    I looked over at Danny’s Prius. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about your new car. Did you get that by selling the most cosmetics in your region or …”  
 
    “Very funny. No, it was the only thing I could find on short notice, plus it’s good for the environment.” 
 
    I made a face. “Next time maybe choose something that’s good for your manhood, Danielle.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have had to buy a car if someone hadn’t left me behind,” he reminded. 
 
    “Whine later. Drive now,” I instructed as I threw him Woody’s keys. “We’ll take Woody. Give Grand the Hot Wheel car. Sorry, Grand.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We weren’t the first vehicle in the church’s parking lot; there were a half-dozen others, including the Reverend-Mayor’s and Wayne Jr.’s. Well, this should be interesting. I glanced around the parking lot looking for a certain government-issued vehicle. I was fighting a bit of disappointment that I hadn’t heard from Ashlyn. Of course, I had been too cool to reach out to her either, but now I was getting that little tingle at the back of my neck, so I womaned up, pulled out my phone, and texted her. “At the church. Wait for you inside. Hope all is okay.” I slid the phone back in my pocket, hitting the silent button. I figured since I was wearing weapons instead of a dress into God’s house, the least I could do was silence my phone. It’s the little gestures that count.  
 
    “Let’s go in to get a feel for things,” I suggested.  
 
    “Ashlyn on her way?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I’m sure she is. She probably just got caught up on a call.” I hoped.  
 
    I was right. A good many eyes swung in Danny’s and my direction as we broke the threshold of the Reverend’s little man-made god decorated sanctuary. I smiled wide, threw in a few nods and some “God be with you”s to shake things up every now and then. 
 
    “You could just nod and kill the Godmmentary,” Danny whispered, pulling me into a pew a few rows in from the back.  
 
    “Just getting in the spirit.” 
 
    “Spirit of shit-giving,” Danny scoffed.  
 
    “Love the sin and love the sinner,” I countered. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s exactly how that goes,” Danny said nervously picking up a hymnal and paging through it. 
 
    I eyed him suspiciously. “Do churches make you nervous?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “Because you’re paging through that book like you’re a vegan and that’s a Cheesecake Factory menu.” 
 
    Danny shut the book and shoved it back in the pew holder. “I’m not nervous about being in church. I’m nervous about you being in church and me getting sent to hell by association.” 
 
    “Righteous concern.” I leaned closer to him, whispering-ish, “But there’s a good possibility you’re already fucked.” 
 
    Danny shrank lower in the pew at the matching glares two women threw at us as they made their way down the aisle. I politely finger waved. Yes, with all of my fingers; geez, I’m not a total heathen.  
 
    People were starting to file in with more curious glances thrown our way. The sheriff walked in, wrangling two blond boys and a pencil stick of a man into the pew across the aisle from us. She barely acknowledged me. I of course stared. She was not a happy woman. I could tell there was no love between her and the man she didn’t even acknowledge. Briefly when the younger boy made his way to her lap, for a fleeting moment I saw a crack in the woman’s hard veneer. Her eyes softened as she whispered something in his ear, then kissed his temple and messed his hair. I looked away, comforted slightly by the knowledge her life wasn’t all bad, or at least she’d found some sliver of happiness.  
 
    The choir started to leak in from a wall behind the podium. Each member stood before a chair in the raised platform by a small wall, like a matchy-robe-wearing jury. The organist, an elderly woman, sat in front of the large instrument that sat off to the side. She played some kind of soft churchy tune and six men, two by two, in the most boring parade ever started down the aisle, the parishioners standing as they approached their row.  
 
    “Oh cool, it’s a big gay wedding. I have to say their wedding dresses are a little drab, though. Purple muumuus are so last year.”  
 
    Danny hushed me as he pulled me up by the elbow to stand.  
 
    The men split off, one right, one left, right, left, etc. as they reached the raised stage. They each did statue imitations in front of large, ornate wood mini-thrones.  
 
    I didn’t recognize five of the men, but the sixth, who sported a white bandage across his nose and two rather impressive black eyes, made a grin of “ha ha ha motherfucker” spread across my face. Danny’s too.  
 
    “Nice,” Danny leaned over to whisper. 
 
    “Improved his face, don’t know about his attitude,” I muttered back. 
 
    The organ music picked up, not quite Rocky before a big fight kind of song, but enough to know the main event was about to walk into the ring. And on cue Reverend-Mayor Cline walked out, a Bible held high in one hand and the other waving to his people.  
 
    “Oh, good lord,” I said, my underwhelment evident. The two women seated in front of us turned. “Oh, Good Lord!” I said again, full of fake enthusiasm. 
 
    The Reverend-Mayor smiled at his flock, kissed the cross that hung from a gold chain around his neck, and raised it to the sky.  
 
    I leaned closer to Danny. “I see he shops at the same store as CeeLo Green.” 
 
    Danny elbowed me away from him.  
 
    “Children of God, you may be seated,” the Reverend-Mayor announced.  
 
     The congregation obeyed like a good little misled flock. I remained standing until Danny yanked me down.  
 
    My delayed response to the Reverend-Mayor’s orders got only the partial effect I’d hoped for. Wayne Jr. was now glaring at me from his pretty chair, but Daddy Dearest had missed my silent FU. He was already flipping open his Bible to the passages he was going to regal us with this fine evening.  
 
    This evening’s sermon was on … Hell, I have no idea. I zoned out after the first syllable. I discreetly pulled out my phone. Ashlyn had not shown up yet and there was no reply to my text. She hadn’t told me what kind of call she had received. I’d taken it as a routine call but my gut clenched at the possibility that the Reyna had sliced, diced, and pickled another victim. However, I was confident Ashlyn would have notified me if that had been the case. If she was able to notify me. I glanced up and around, catching the sheriff’s curious look. I mouthed “Ashlyn,” and shrugged.  
 
    The sheriff nodded once and used her little blond clinger-on to block her use of her phone. After punching out something on the keyboard, she looked over and mouthed “Dispatch.”  
 
    I nodded. Danny took my elbow, encouraging me to rise and sit during the appropriate times. Between all the up and downs, I checked the door, my phone, and the sheriff. After what felt like a hundred amens, two hundred hallelujahs, and an eternity of damnations later, the sheriff caught my attention. “Not on a call.” 
 
    My heart double-timed it trying to keep up with my brain, which was racing through the possibilities of why Ashlyn wasn’t here, wasn’t answering me. I tried to fast-forward through the “what if she changed her mind; what if she’d stopped and thought about who or what she’d slept with, and…” Danny swatted my thigh and jerked a chin at the Reverend-Mayor. 
 
    “An angel has brought me a message from the God Almighty himself. She told me that a miracle will be given unto me this eve. My children, God’s children, the time of change is upon us—the time that all God’s soldiers will rise up and take this land back from the sinners. And I will lead you in this fight.” 
 
    I would like to say I did the mature thing in this situation but, yeah, I went the eighth-grade class clown route, covering “Asshat” with a half-hearted cough. It’s well documented that not all my choices are mature ones. I also like sour gummy worms, Bottle Caps and Fun Dip, so sue me.  
 
    Danny started patting me on the back, whispering “Sorry, nasty cold” to the people glaring at us.  
 
    The Reverend-Mayor paused in his delusional address to his flock to stare at me. Again, I waved with all of my fingers. We were still in God’s house, and Danny had my wrist pinned to my thigh so my options were rather limited. 
 
    The Reverend-Mayor cleared his throat, started up again, and once more I checked out after the second “sinners among us” comment. 
 
    I tapped another text to Ashlyn. “R u ok?” 
 
    The sheriff was watching me. I shrugged to say “still nothing.” 
 
    People rose, Danny brought me to my feet with the rest of them. He opened the hymnal to a page and held it between us so I could see the words and notes as well. I gave him a “you have to be fucking kidding me” elbow. I don’t sing. Period. Okay, fine. I don’t sing without tequila. Period. 
 
    I glanced back at my phone. I had a text from Ashlyn. “At hardwear store. Met me their.” 
 
    I reread the text. “Hardwear?” “Met?” “Their?” Granted, Ashlyn and I hadn’t spent our time together giving each other grammar tests but I had read her incident and crime reports, which were well-written and had perfect syntax. Yeah, no way this text was from Ashlyn. I glanced up at the Reverend-Mayor, who was looking heavenward and singing painfully off-key. However, Wayne Jr. was smirking at me, a phone just visible from underneath the sleeve of his robe.  
 
    I leaned over to Danny. “Ashlyn’s in trouble. You stay here, see if you can figure out where this is going down tonight, and I’ll call you.” 
 
    I nodded at the sheriff, indicating I needed her to meet me outside. She was sliding her kid off her lap when I slipped out of the pew and started for the back door.  
 
    I was pacing the church steps when the sheriff came out. “What’s going on? You hear from her?” 
 
    “She left me around two-thirty, said she had a call. She didn’t elaborate but we were supposed to meet here. I texted her earlier and just now got this.” I held the text message up for the sheriff to read. 
 
    “Someone has her. We can take my car.” The sheriff started down the steps. 
 
    “Sheriff,” I said, not moving. “I have to know something first.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If it comes down to a choice between your father and your brother versus Ashlyn or doing the right thing, what are you going to choose?” I am fairly good at reading body language and the sheriff’s was saying “I want to pull your spine out of your body via your earhole.”  
 
    “I won’t let anyone hurt Ashlyn.”  
 
    “Neither will I,” I said, letting my statement sink in. 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    I was opening the passenger door when the church’s double doors opened and people filed out. With church dismissed I assumed we’d have one more party joining our soiree at the “hardwear” store. Freaking idiot.  
 
    I gave the sheriff my theory of what might be awaiting us. She was silent, letting out only the muffled “fucking idiots” at the appropriate times within my story. A few short blocks later, she pulled over approximately where Danny had the last time I found myself here. She backed into a nearby carport to conceal her vehicle. “Harvey’s. They moved out of town a few months ago,” she explained before getting out. 
 
    “I’ll go in down the alley. Why don’t you go around front and come up from the other side? You should be able to hear and see everything from the far side of the dock. You can take any actions you want or don’t want from there. My only concern is getting Ashlyn out safely. Cool?” I asked. 
 
    The sheriff leaned back, grabbing the shotgun she had secured between her seats. She straightened and racked the slide. “Cool.” 
 
    “If things go south, know that I’m more than capable of handling myself. So no matter what you see or hear don’t worry about me; you just get Ashlyn out of here. Okay?”  
 
    The sheriff eyed me. “Get Ashlyn out and let you get your ass kicked. Got it.” 
 
    “You could’ve at least pretended to protest.” I lowered my voice in a bad intimation of her. “No, no you are a helpless citizen and I’m a sworn law enforcement officer. I’ll save you as well.”  
 
    She didn’t laugh but I did glimpse a smirk. We are so besties. She unholstered her weapon, offering it to me butt first. “Here, take this, poor helpless citizen.” 
 
    I lifted my shirt, exposing the small arsenal I had strapped to various parts of my body. “I’m good, but thanks.” 
 
    The sheriff groaned and reholstered her gun. “Try to be careful.” 
 
    “Careful is my middle name.” I smiled.  
 
    “Your middle name is Jo.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” I winked. “So yeah, we’re probably fucked.” 
 
    The sheriff took off with a headshake and an actual chuckle this time. 
 
    “We are so going to be swapping Christmas cards this year.” I started down the alley. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    I slid into the shadows when I heard Wayne Jr.’s truck turn into the parking lot and make its way to the back alley. I waited until he passed to crouch down, run, catch the tailgate, and hop up on the bumper. I rode there for the short distance, dismounting quickly as he pulled up to the dock, the same spot he’d taken up residence the other night. 
 
    I slipped in behind the small half wall that lined the loading dock. Wayne Jr. got out, the dock door opening upon his arrival.  
 
    “Bro! How’s it hanging?” one of the Doublemint losers asked in greeting.  
 
    “Long and strong like Donkey Kong, my man.”  
 
    I threw up a little in my mouth.  
 
    Wayne Jr. jumped up on the loading dock. “How’s our guest?” he asked. 
 
    “I think she missed you.” 
 
    My fists clenched as my blood turned to lava. Until this moment, I hadn’t considered that Wayne Jr. would have … I wouldn’t let my mind go there. He better hope for his sake he hadn’t gone there either.  
 
    “Have you seen the bitch yet?” 
 
    “Nope. All has been quiet.” 
 
    Wayne glanced down the alley, right then left. “Well, she’ll be here. She and my good-for-nothing sister left a few minutes before me.” 
 
    Wayne Jr. wasn’t privy to the sheriff’s muttered reply, but thanks to my heightened abilities, I clearly heard her plans of “stuffing his gonads so far up his ass that he’d have three Adam’s apples.” I have to say the Sheriff was quickly moving up my favorite people list.  
 
    I waited until Wayne entered under the roll-up door before I hopped onto the wall and tight-roped it to the dock. I moved quickly to the edge of the opening, glancing quickly while I knew at least Wayne Jr. and Tweedledee were engaged in bro speak. The space beyond the door was a large storage area. Metal shelves lined the walls, with more short rows running down each side. All of them full of back-stock items for the hardware store. I couldn’t see the whole room due to the stacked shelves, but I did catch a peek of Tweedledum’s head moving. He was walking from behind some of the stock to meet Wayne Jr. and his brother.  
 
    “Dude! What up?” he said in greeting, a hand out to bump fists.  
 
    I took the split second to slip in behind a pallet of boxed air compressors. I pressed my back up against the boxes, crouching low to stay out of sight. I could smell Ashlyn’s perfume through the mix of dust and oil. I could also smell blood, which wasn’t going to fare well for any of them if it was Ashlyn’s.  
 
    I heard their footsteps toward the back of the storage area. “There’s my pretty little park ranger,” Wayne Jr. started. “You miss me?” 
 
    I heard Ashlyn respond but it was muffled. They had gagged her. I gritted my teeth, stifling a growl. That was a very, very bad move on their part.  
 
    I edged around the corner of the pallet where I could see the backs of three heads. Keeping my eye on them, I darted from one endcap to the next with minimal effort.  
 
    “I’m going to take that as a yes,” Wayne Jr. laughed. He snapped his fingers once. “Get her gag. I like it when a woman screams.” 
 
    I had made my way to the last row where I could see Ashlyn strapped to a chair with yellow nylon rope. A shop towel was wedged between her teeth, pulled tight, and tied behind her head. Her wrists were bound behind her and four rope loops held her torso. Two rounds strapped her thighs down, keeping all but her head and feet restricted. She didn’t look as if she was in pain, though I did see some slight swelling and reddening on her left cheek. Someone was going to lose a hand over that. She was still wearing the clothes I’d last seen her in but the top button of her shirt was gone, which translated to someone getting his man danglies fed to him like oysters, minus the horseradish.  
 
    “You spineless piece of shit,” Ashlyn spat as soon as her gag was released.  
 
    I smirked.  
 
    “Now, now, sweet thing. I don’t think you’re in any position to be talking to me that way.” Wayne Jr. ran his hand down her cheek. And he’s dead.  
 
    Ashlyn jerked her head away. “Don’t fucking touch me.” 
 
    “If we only had more time, I’d be fucking touching you like you’ve never been touched before.” He grabbed his crotch and elicited two grunts of laughter from the moron twins.  
 
    I moved silently down the row directly behind them.  
 
    “Unfortunately, though, I have some unresolved business with that little cunt of yours that I need to take care of first. But then maybe, after ...” He slid a finger down the opening of Ashlyn’s shirt. Ashlyn bucked. Wayne Jr. laughed. “Phone.” He held out his hand like a doctor ordering a scalpel. Thing No. 1 handed it to him.  
 
    “I fucking told you I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Ashlyn spat. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid, Ashlyn.” He waved the phone at her. “We have the texts. I also saw you run off with her from the Down ’N Dirty.” He tsked. “I thought you were better than taking home my leftovers. But she was a sweet piece of ass.” 
 
    “Funny, that’s not exactly how I remember it,” I said, leaning on the corner of the shelving unit.  
 
    All three men jolted at my words, spinning to face me.  
 
    “AJ!” Ashlyn fought against her restraints.  
 
    Wayne Jr. shot behind Ashlyn’s chair. Chicken shit. “So pencil dick, how’s the …” I tapped my nose.  
 
    Wayne Jr. waved wildly. “Guys, get her,” he ordered. 
 
    The two brothers came together, shoulder to shoulder, then shot at me like a defensive line. I stopped one of them with a knife through the toe of his boot. He fell forward, screaming in pain. The other hesitated, shooting a quick look at his downed brother who was sitting on the floor cradling his boot. He looked back at me and charged with a new heat in his eyes. It took me roughly two seconds to send him flying out the dock door to become the new hood ornament for Wayne Jr.’s truck.  
 
    I turned to face Wayne Jr. He was attempting to remain calm while frantically looking for an escape. “Get your ass up and help me!” 
 
    Tweedledee tried to stand with the knife still piercing his foot. I took one step forward and side-kicked him in the face. He fell back, hitting his head on the cement floor, and going lights out. I stepped over him, yanking Juan out of his boot.  
 
    Wayne Jr. pulled out his own knife, a buck knife he had holstered on his belt, and held it against Ashlyn’s neck. “You need to stop right there, bitch!” 
 
    I stopped, swirling a finger at the situation before me. “So yeah, I have a serious problem with this.” 
 
    “Have a problem with your girlfriend losing her head?” he stammered, moving foot to foot nervously like a five-year-old needing to go tinkle. 
 
    I laughed. “You should really work on your content and delivery if you’re going to play badass drug dealer.” 
 
    “How about you move and my boys will blow your fucking head off?” a voice said from behind me. I’d heard them coming, of course, smelled James’s cologne. That was the reason I’d dispatched the two goons as quickly as possible; otherwise, I would have enjoyed ramming my fist into their fat heads a few hundred times for taking part in the take and tie-up Ashlyn game.  
 
    Wayne Jr. dropped his knife from Ashlyn’s neck and straightened, cocky now with his newfound backup. “Ha! You’re just in time. I got her here just like you wanted.” 
 
    Ashlyn rocked forward and slammed the chair back, nearly knocking it over before catching Wayne Jr. in his juniors. “You fucking pile of cow shit.”  
 
    I was seriously hearting this woman. 
 
    Wayne coughed, cupping his giblets as he took two cross-legged steps to stand next to her. “You bitch!” He raised his hand to slap her.  
 
    I interrupted that with a blade through his palm. I was already moving before it struck, grabbing Ashlyn’s chair, and throwing us both behind a pallet of ice melt. “Hey.” I smiled at her, already making quick work of her bindings.  
 
    “Hey, yourself.” 
 
    Bullets started to hit the bags. The compacted salt stopped them effectively but not for much longer as the bags split open and the ice crystals spilled out on the floor. “You know, I was thinking,” I said as I cut the rope around her left leg. “What do you think about going on a date? Like a real one. Dinner? Movie or-”  
 
    Ashlyn flinched as more bullets struck our temporary blockade. “You’re asking me out in the middle of a gun fight?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I helped her sit up. “I mean, I want to get it out there while I have the chance. After we deal with this, we have to go stop a demon from handing over the apocalypse baby to a psychotic Jerry Falwell. That’s kind of redundant I guess, but anyway … I just want to get it on the calendar.” 
 
    Ashlyn leaned in to kiss me, quick and hard. “I would love to go out with you, Miss Mattox.” 
 
    “Nice!” I kissed her back. “Then let’s kick their asses and get on with the evening.” I lifted my pant leg, released the Glock I had strapped to my calf, and handed it over. 
 
    She took it competently, checked the chamber, and clicked off the safety. 
 
    I grinned. “I’m completely turned on right now.”  
 
    She smiled. “Kick ass, sex, then a date?” she asked. 
 
    “I think I love you,” I said before I could think about the words. My brain paused, but my heart decided to go with it.  
 
    She smiled. “Yeah? Then we better get on with this so you can prove it.” 
 
    I nodded, grabbing the chair. “Oh, and you should know, I brought backup.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Sheriff Linn. We’re besties now.” 
 
    “You don’t have much longer until you’re sitting behind a pile of worthless salt,” James shouted. “Come out now and I promise that we’ll kill you quickly.” 
 
    “Sheriff’s Department!” Loretta yelled.  
 
    “Go time,” I stated, standing and flinging the chair at the gunman spinning in the sheriff’s direction. The chair didn’t hit its mark but caused the desired distraction so the gunman couldn’t lock his aim on the sheriff. 
 
    Ashlyn moved quickly to the left, behind a shelving unit. I went right, using Wayne Jr.’s back as a stepping-stone as I passed. The miserable pussy was trying to belly crawl to safety behind a rack of door hardware. 
 
    James raised his hands. “Sheriff, I’m sure we could conclude this business without any need for involvement from the local authorities. 
 
    “Tell your sidekicks to put their hands up,” the sheriff yelled back. 
 
    “Don’t say I didn’t offer,” James waved a careless hand and the bullets flew in the sheriff’s direction. 
 
    I flung a knife at the guy to my right. It stuck in his spine between his shoulder blades.  
 
    James whirled on me, his gun already firing in my direction.  
 
    Ashlyn took out the first guy, tagging him twice in the leg and once in the stomach, when he turned the gun at her. Two more men closest to James dropped to a knee; one firing at me, the other focusing on Ashlyn.  
 
    I brought out Bert and Ernie, my throwing stars, and flicked them at Ashlyn’s attacker. Bert struck the guy in the thigh, Ernie in his nethers; he was always the pervier of the two. The man collapsed. With all their attention now aimed at me, James and the last guy standing unleashed a rain of bullets. I dove forward, sliding a good four feet on my stomach. I scrambled to my feet behind the rack and made quick work of scaling the side of the shelving unit. No one ever looks up.  
 
    James had slipped between two empty display racks, trying to get a better angle on me while blocking his movement from Ashlyn. I caught a brief glimpse of her making her way to the back of the room. I stretched my hearing out to the sheriff and heard heavy panting. Either she was hit or Lucy and Ethel were weighing heavy in all the excitement. I leapt from the top of one shelving unit to the other, knowing Ashlyn was relatively safe at the moment. I wanted to take out the minion closest to the sheriff, eliminating the possibility of him fleeing or, worse, firing off more shots at her. I ran my hand over sets of tires on the top shelf as I read 265/65R17. That should work. I grabbed one, held it out flat over the guy’s head, and dropped it. I was going for more of a Chaplin, Three Stooges kind of effect; the tire dropping perfectly over his head and arms, pinning them to his sides. I got more of Wile E. Coyote and an anvil. I heard something crack as the guy dropped. “Oh, ouchie.” I rolled my own neck. “I need to work on that little skit, apparently.” 
 
    I spun, about to leapfrog it back to the far shelf but paused when I heard heavy breathing. I turned back to the dock door. The sheriff had blood coming from her left bicep, her arm lying limp at her side. Fortunately, though, Lucy was helping the Sheriff hold her shotgun to her right shoulder. She slid in cautiously, eyeing the tire and the man groaning in pain next to it. She shot a glance up.  
 
    I blew her a kiss.  
 
    She rolled her eyes.  
 
    Wayne Jr. saw the sheriff’s entrance as well. “Sis! Help me!”  
 
    The sheriff dove behind the stack of air compressors just as two bullets slammed behind her. “You fucking little piece of shit! You never could keep your fucking mouth shut!” Loretta yelled back. “Goddamn it!” Two more shots.  
 
    Wayne Jr. was curled in a ball, an arm protectively over his head.  
 
    James moved behind a stack of crated lawn mowers still in their protective wrapping. I checked for Ashlyn, my heart leaping when I didn’t immediately see her. Then she slid out from behind a tool chest, moving quickly to stop behind a large workbench. I willed her to look up. If she kept to her path, she’d move right into his line of sight. She peeked out, quickly checking out the area before she committed. “Look up. Look up,” I whispered. 
 
    She took one tentative step then paused, glancing toward the ceiling, checking the tops of the shelves until she found me. I smiled. She smiled back. I pointed. She nodded and I watched her retreat just as I heard the distinctive click, snap, and explosion of a gun. Damn it. 
 
    James stood smirking up at me as his gun slowly lowered and blood began to run from his lips.  
 
    I looked back at the Sheriff standing in the middle of the bay. “Motherfucker that hurts my tit when I do that.” She transferred the shotgun to her weak hand so she could massage Lucy with her right.  
 
    “Sis! Thank god, you’re here. Me and the guys were just hanging out. Then these guys came in and-” 
 
    I stood, looking down at Wayne Jr., still belly to the floor. I sighed. “If only I had an anvil.” I whistled down at him, waved, and stepped off the top shelf a la Deadpool. I had the pleasure of seeing his eyes go wide before I landed, one foot on either side of his head. “Try again, Pinocchio.” I crouched to tweak his already injured nose. 
 
    His eyes filled with tears. “Sis, are you going to let her assault me again.” 
 
    “Yes,” the sheriff answered matter-of-factly.  
 
    I looked up and gave Ashlyn a wink. “You good?” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled at me before turning to the sheriff. “Loretta, you’re hit!”  
 
    The sheriff waved Ashlyn off. “Just a graze. I’ve had worse hauling hay.”  
 
    Ashlyn went to her anyway. “Let me look at it.” 
 
    I straightened, booted Wayne Jr. in the stomach just for fun, and walked over to check on the sheriff as well.  
 
    I shot my eyes up to where I had been perched. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    “I have a feeling you would’ve been fine without me, but James has been plaguing this town for years and it was time that someone …” she looked me in the eyes, “No, I did something about it.” 
 
    Deputy cars and area Highway Patrol units arrived a few minutes later. They hauled off a whining Wayne Jr., his two butt buddies, and the other breathing members of the group.  
 
    “We need to …” I gestured toward the door.  
 
    “I’ll cover. Get going.” Loretta waved. “Text me with your location.” 
 
    Ashlyn nodded. “Will do.” 
 
    The sheriff looked at me. “Do what you need to do to stop him.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
      
 
    I texted Danny the address of the Harveys’ house while Ashlyn and I stood in the darkness by the sheriff’s car. “You were pretty amazing back there,” I said, pulling her into my arms. 
 
    “I could say the same for you,” she replied, smiling back at me.  
 
    “They didn’t …” The words lodged in my throat as I ran a gentle thumb across the red mark on her cheekbone. 
 
    “I’m good. Mad that they took me off guard, but good.” 
 
    “I was worried.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She lifted slightly onto her tiptoes to lay a reassuring kiss on my lips. “I never meant to-” 
 
    “Not your fault. It’s something I’m going to have to get used to.” 
 
    “Ditto.” She quirked an eyebrow.  
 
    “There’s no way I can talk you out of tonight, right?” 
 
    “Not a chance in hell,” she answered flatly. 
 
    I sighed. “Getting used to …” I repeated. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I have a date to get ready for so I’m not going to let anything happen to me.” 
 
    Headlights turned in our direction. “And sex. Remember, you added the sex part.”  
 
    Ashlyn pulled me tighter against her. “Sweetheart, there’s no possible way I could or would forget that.” 
 
    My heart triple-timed in my chest as she added a kiss that had me desiring a cigarette. Danny, flashing Woody’s lights at us, was all that had me releasing Ashlyn. “Skip saving the world and go straight to the sex?” I asked. 
 
    Ashlyn winked. “Save the world, then world-shattering sex?” 
 
    A groan escaped my throat. I gave Ashlyn another kiss before pulling back. “Deal.”  
 
    “Seriously, making out in the middle of the apocalypse?” Danny asked when I opened the passenger door, waving Ashlyn to hop in first. 
 
    “A girl has priorities,” I stated, hopping in after Ashlyn and pulling her onto my lap for the short drive across town. 
 
    Danny snorted. “Good to know. So, just out of curiosity, where does apocalypse rank in your priorities?” 
 
    I thought about it. “Third.” 
 
    “What’s two? And you better say me,” Danny said, putting Woody in Reverse. 
 
    “Oh, right. Okay, fourth.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” Danny turned around at the end of the street, catching the still flashing lights of the responding cop and EMS vehicles. “Looks like you had some fun without me.” 
 
    “Why do you think I had anything to do with that?” I protested. Ashlyn snorted.  
 
    Danny answered with a roll of his eyes. “Whatever. What did you find out?”  
 
    “Midnight in the forest.” 
 
    “Okay, so we’re going with the clichéd ritual in the woods thing. I’d expect a little more originality from the Queen of Hell, but whatevs.”  
 
     “I just don’t know where in the woods.” 
 
    “Where she killed Mrs. Cline?” Ashlyn offered.  
 
    “Good possibility,” I pondered. “Grand up for the night?”  
 
    “Yeah, he’s waiting to hear from us.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s swing by the motel. You can get your tin can and Grand and we’ll meet back up at the campsite. That seems like a good central location to start.” 
 
    On the short drive to the motel, Ashlyn and I filled Danny in. I also might have groped Ashlyn’s ass down Main Street too, only to be surreptitiously tortured by her nonchalantly grinding it back into me, stopping abruptly when Danny glanced our way.  
 
    “The sheriff, huh?” Danny asked as we turned on the street that housed the motel. 
 
    “Yeah, punched his time card, no hesitation,” I stated. 
 
    “And Wayne Jr.?” 
 
    “She was the one that put the cuffs on him,” Ashlyn answered.  
 
    “Nice.” Danny thought for a second. “And Daddy?” 
 
    “I think we can count on her if we need her,” Ashlyn said. She looked at me over her shoulder for confirmation.  
 
    “Agreed. We told her we’d keep her in the loop.” 
 
    Danny pulled into the open parking space in front of Grand, who was already waiting outside his room. Danny nodded. “Cool.” He left Woody running as we all got out to speak to Grand and switch drivers.  
 
    Grand went immediately to Ashlyn, placing his hand on her shoulder. “Danny advised me about your absence at the church, and I am glad to see that you are okay.” He caught sight of her reddening eye. “You are okay?” 
 
    “Yes, Chief.” She put a self-conscious hand to her cheekbone. “Just a bit bruised, nothing more.” 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “It’s been handled.” I said, answering his unasked question. “Danny can fill you in.” 
 
    Grand nodded. “To the forest then,” he stated as he swung his bag around to dig in it, coming out with a salve wrapped in a tobacco leaf. “For Ashlyn,” he stated then dug around again for Danny’s keys and holding them out.  
 
    I waited until Danny was about to open his door before yelling, “Hey, Danielle.”  
 
    Danny rolled his eyes over the roof of his car. “What?” 
 
    “How many men drive a Prius to a demon fight?” 
 
    “One! One very manly man that is extremely secure with his own manhood!” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Grand stifled a laugh.  
 
    Ashlyn swatted me across the stomach.  
 
    “Thank you,” Danny said to her. 
 
    “We’ll be right behind you,” she returned. Once Danny and Grand were in their vehicle, she looked at me. “Do you always give him crap like that?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” I grinned. “It’s how I show my affection.” 
 
    She shook her head in amusement. “Okay, so what is that?” she asked, pointing to the leaf Grand handed me. 
 
    I sighed heavily. “It’s an ancient serum. It will give you … Well, it’ll give you superhuman strength for twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Ashlyn’s jaw dropped, eyes going full-on bug at the bag. “I don’t want … I don’t need …” She looked back up at me then hit me. Hard. “You’re a total ass!”  
 
    I let out a laugh. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I danced out of reach of her swinging fists.  
 
    “Sign of affection?” she added with another slap at my arm.  
 
    “Yes,” I chuckled, as I caught her wrist and pulled her to me.  
 
    She made a half-hearted attempt to get away. “You’re ridiculous.” 
 
    “But am I cute?” 
 
    “Eh.”  
 
    I smiled. “I think you’re cute.” Then I let the playfulness park on the bench for a bit. “Actually, I think you are beautiful. Intelligent. Brave. And seriously amazing.” She dropped her chin, suddenly shy under my words. I put a fingertip under her jaw, encouraging her to look back up at me. “My life is difficult. And I know this is crazy timing and really, really, really too soon, but I can’t go into this thing tonight without telling you that I care for you. That I wanted you the second you walked into the sheriff’s department and into the interrogation room. It scares me to death to let you into my world. Into tonight. I understand why you need to see this through and I won’t deny you of that, but goddamn it you better not get hurt because I … I mean, if you’re willing, I’d really like to see if we could make a go of something. I don’t know what or how, but something after all of this is done.”  
 
    I was surprised by my own honesty, but standing with Ashlyn in my arms, her body against mine, looking into her eyes, I had to be honest in that moment. I wanted her in my life. Some way, somehow, I wanted her there. Maybe I could take small breaks from Hoyo Abi and come to her just as AJ. I was sighing before I even finished the thought. There was no AJ alone anymore. I was Hoyo Abi. I was a demon hunter. We were one and the same. 
 
    Ashlyn seemed to sense my discomfort. “AJ?” She reached up, placing a hand on my cheek. “Look at me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know that’s a ridiculous thing to ask. This is no life-” I started to pull away.  
 
    “Don’t you dare pull away from me.” She grabbed the front of my shirt and held me to her. “I want those things too. But if we’re going to give this, us, a go, I’m all in. You won’t, can’t, keep me from the other parts of you. I won’t be in a relationship with half a person. I want all or nothing. She weaved a hand through my hair to the back of my neck. “Because the all is really magnificent.” She gave me a kiss. “And sweet.” She gave me another kiss. “Kind.” Another kiss. “Obnoxious and-” 
 
    “And we can stop there.” I picked her up and crushed my mouth against hers, kissing her long and hard with every emotion pulsing through my body. 
 
    Ashlyn wrapped her legs around my waist, melting into me, taking in what I was so willing to offer and returning the same emotions to me but now completely whole.  
 
    I finally pulled back, reluctantly. “I …” 
 
    She gave me a smile. “Me too.” She winked and gave me another quick kiss. “Now, do you think you should put me down so we can go find a demon?” 
 
    I sighed begrudgingly. “I suppose.”  
 
    Back on the ground, Ashlyn picked up the medicine Grand had offered. “So this?” 
 
    “Salve.” I rubbed at my cheek. “It’ll help with the redness and swelling.” 
 
    “You’re a jerk.” 
 
    “Yep. Sucks to be you as you’re stuck with me because there are no take-sies back-sies,” I replied. 
 
     “Take-sies back-sies? Good lord, what have I gotten myself into?” Ashlyn muttered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just after 10:00 p.m. when we were all back at the campsite sitting around the rekindled fire. Danny was readying the weapons he thought we might need while I was sitting with Ashlyn and Grand cleaning my knives and throwing stars before placing them in their respective harnesses. I was lost in thought, thinking about the fight we’d just walked away from and the one ahead of us, when I felt Ashlyn’s eyes on me. I was suddenly self-conscious at how nonchalantly I had wiped human blood from my blades. I hadn’t actually taken any human lives tonight, but I had definitely given them a good fuck-over. “I didn’t…” 
 
    “Can I see it?” Ashlyn asked, holding out her hand.  
 
    I handed her the small metal weapon, laying it flat in her outreached hand.  
 
    Ashlyn took it by one of the blades, holding it up to examine it, and turning it to see both sides. “You use these and the knives instead of guns? Can you not kill demons with guns?” 
 
    “No. Guns have their purpose and they can do a good amount of damage, but there are times when you run into local law enforcement and carrying an arsenal of guns becomes challenging. I twirled a knife between my fingertips, “Also, these are quieter. You have a shootout with a demon and in comes the human cavalry. Guns draw too much attention. Plus, these are better for close-in fighting.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Ashlyn said, staring at the weapon she held in her hand. She flicked her wrist a couple of times, throwing the blade out in front of her.  
 
    “Careful. They aren’t Frisbees. Here.” I took the weapon from her, brought it next to my ear and then down quickly. The star flew through the fire and buried itself in the end of a log on the other side of camp. 
 
    Ashlyn leaned to look around the fire. “You have to teach me that!” 
 
    I smiled. “Best teacher in the world is right there.” I nodded at Grand.  
 
    Grand stood, walked over to dislodge the star from the log, and inspected it. “Not nearly as effective as the tomahawk, but less suspicious to carry around.” 
 
    “You taught her everything?” Ashlyn asked him. 
 
    He looked at me. “The mouth she came with.” He winked at me. “No, she came to me with many talents, gifts of her own. She was meant to be a warrior long before she came into this world.”  
 
    “He’s being generous,” I added.  
 
    “No, he’s really not.” Danny said as he brought me my two long swords. I stood. He held out one sword. “Mulder.” I sleeved it at my back. “And Scully.” Danny smiled. “AJ is an amazing and fierce fighter.”  
 
    “A fierce fighter who names her toys.” Ashlyn laughed. 
 
    “Brings a little extra fun to the fight,” I explained.  
 
    “Want Nancy too?” Danny asked.  
 
    “Nancy?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    “Sawed-off shotgun,” Danny explained. 
 
    Ashlyn chuckled. “Of course it is.”  
 
    Though I appreciate Nancy’s kickass, blow-a-hole-through-you attitude, I was thinking unencumbered mobility was going to be my best weapon tonight. “No. You or Grand take her.” I looked at Ashlyn. “You have anything at your house?” 
 
    “Two rifles, a shotgun, and a back-up Glock,” she answered. 
 
    “Great.” I looked at my watch. “We have two hours to find these guys. I’m going to call for Michael and we’ll start scouting the area. Why don’t the three of you go to Ashlyn’s, get her stash, and I’ll call with updates.” I got two nods of agreement from Grand and Danny and one “ain’t happening” from the other member of the team. “Ashlyn?” 
 
    “I’m sticking here-” 
 
    I sighed. I knew that fighting with my … girlfriend? Was Ashlyn my girlfriend? I mean, we hadn’t passed a note checking the yes box. I hadn’t come right out and asked her, but the thought had me tingly in places that shouldn’t really be tingly when getting ready to hunt down a demon, queen of the demons, no less. “Ashlyn, I know it’s scary for me to go off without you, but if we’re going to do this …” I pointed back and forth between us. “There are times we’re going to need to be apart. I need you to work with me on this. I’ll be safe. I promise.” I stepped closer to her, tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and cupped her chin. “And I promise that we’ll see you at the-” She tried to hold back a smile. 
 
    “AJ, sweetheart, that’s super cute, but I was just talking about sticking here to meet Michael. I mean, hello, he’s a freaking angel. Kind of want to be here for that.” 
 
    I heard Danny snicker and Grand hide his laugh behind a cough. 
 
    Ashlyn gave me a quick kiss. “But seriously, the whole I’ll be safe and come home to you … adorable. Seriously, adorable.” She patted my cheek. 
 
    “I, you … ughhhh.” I turned, still shaking my head. 
 
    Ashlyn swatted my ass. “I, you, whatever. Now get to calling down that angel, sweet cheeks.” 
 
    I glared at her. 
 
    She gave me a “get on with it” roll of her hand. 
 
    “Just for that I’m not naming your weapons for you.” I turned back and whistled. 
 
    “Seriously? You just called down an angel with a wolf whistle?” Ashlyn asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    As before, the forest seemed to go silent. Ashlyn stepped beside me, holding my hand as we watched for movement in the sky. He came from the east this time, making a large arcing loop in our direction with a single beat of his wings. He passed in front of the moon and Ashlyn’s grip on my hand tightened.  
 
    “He’s magnificent,” she said in pure admiration.  
 
    “He knocked up a she-demon,” I reminded her.  
 
    He landed before us with the grace of a dancer. “Lucky she-demon,” Ashlyn whispered. 
 
    I elbowed her. “I’m right here.” 
 
    She laughed, leaning into my shoulder. “Don’t worry. Hoyo Abis are more my thing, but damn.” She gave my hand another squeeze.  
 
    “Hey, Magic Mike, ready to find your baby mamma?” I asked when he got close. 
 
    “You have information?” 
 
    “Some. Supposedly, Reverend-Mayor Cline is talking about a miracle that’s going down tonight. Think there’s going to be some elaborate ceremony where she hands over your son as a gift from heaven or some such crap.” 
 
    “Do you know where this is going to take place?”  
 
    “Have an idea. Thought you and I would go via the forest route. Grand, Danny, and …” I turned to Ashlyn. “This is Ashlyn, by the way. She’s a recent addition to our merry band of soldiers.” 
 
    Ashlyn stepped forward, reaching out a hand. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Michael. It is nice to meet you as well.” He bowed to place a kiss on the back of her hand. “I appreciate your assistance in saving my son.”  
 
    “It’s my pleasure.”  
 
    “They’re going by road. We’ll call when we’ve located something and they’ll do the same for us.” 
 
    He lowered his head in Danny and Grand’s direction. “Thank you, Chief Whitefang. Danny.”  
 
    “Okay then.” I moved to Ashlyn’s side and ran a hand up her arm. “This clingy, neurotic, flipping out every time you see something freaky stuff has got to stop. It’s getting a little embarrassing.”  
 
    Ashlyn sniggered. “Oh, okay. I’ll try to contain myself.” 
 
    Serious now, I took her chin. “Please be careful. Listen to Danny. Listen to Grand. I know you can take care of yourself but this …” I sighed. This is different. And no matter what; what happens to me, to anyone, I need you to get out of this okay. You understand? I need you to be okay.” 
 
     “I need the same of you, AJ. I need you to walk away from this.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, nodding, knowing that ultimately I would do whatever it took to make sure everyone was safe, even if that meant sacrificing my own well-being. “See ya on the flip side?”  
 
    “See ya on the flip side.” She leaned closer. “Do you think it’s cool to kiss you in front of an angel?” 
 
    I smiled. “Fuck it. If it’s not, I mean, what are we fighting for then, right?” 
 
     “Right,” she agreed with a breathtaking smile and kissed me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “You seem quite taken by Ashlyn,” Michael said as we walked toward the lake. 
 
    “Yeah. You got a problem with it?” I asked a tad too harshly. 
 
    “On the contrary. I think love is a precious gift and if you find it, in anyone, with anyone, then you are extremely fortunate.” 
 
    I flicked a glance at Michael. “The big guy does he think that way too?” When I got a confused look in return, I stopped. “You know, the big guy?”  
 
    He shook his head in bewilderment.  
 
    “Big lady?” I tried.  
 
    “Ahhh, God?” he smiled.  
 
    “Yeah, him? Her?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I do not know.” 
 
    I started walking again. “What do you mean you don’t know? You’ve never like, I don’t know, had an all hands on deck meeting, a company picnic, a “Ten Commandments: Are They Still Relevant?” seminar, or simply saw which bathroom he or she used?”  
 
    Michael laughed. “We hold no such things. And why does it matter to assign such labels? Do you yourself enjoy them?” 
 
    “Okay, point taken. But I will say this, I do enjoy being called badass every once in a while.” I wiggled my eyebrows.  
 
    He laughed. “I don’t think God would be opposed to that title either.”  
 
    “Cool. So do you think you can keep up with me with those chicken wings you got strapped to your back?” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders and his wings appeared. “I don’t think it will be a problem.” He spread them to their full and magnificent expanse.  
 
    “Freakin’ showoff.” 
 
    He quirked a grin. “After you, Hoyo Abi.” 
 
    “Stay low; we don’t need to be playing our hand before their little circus freak show starts.” He nodded once in agreement. And then I ran.  
 
    Michael kept to the tops of the trees, dipping lower when the space allowed him to do so. He effortlessly soared over my head as I leapt and ducked, veered and weaved through the woods. 
 
    I thought as I ran. Thought about the sheriff, Michael, and Ashlyn—people that were now taking up residence in my world. A world that until a few days ago had been a small, intimate population.  
 
    The sheriff, of course, knew only that her brother was a douchebag and her father was doing something on the far side of stupid. I believed she had seen the Reyna that night twelve years ago, likely had even seen the Reyna kill her mother. But I didn’t think she knew the depth of the dark water she’d unknowingly been dropped into. I also doubted that the sheriff and I would ever sit down and gab about it over a couple of dirty martinis, but some things didn’t merit discussion down to the most intimate details. Sometimes more could be known by a simple glance. An entire life story could be read by looking, really looking, into their eyes. I saw sadness in the sheriff. I saw a life that was stolen and a woman merely dealing with the hand she’d been dealt. But at the hardware store, I saw a new chapter being added to her tale: a grim resolve to start taking back her life. Ultimately, if only for a flash of time, she was determined to be the scarred hero of her own story. 
 
    On that thought, my mind drifted to the winged angel flying above me. Twelve years ago, Central Standard Earth Years anyway, he’d forsaken all that he knew for a woman he’d thought he loved and thought had loved him back only to discover she was not who she claimed, that she wasn’t even a human. Michael was a kind man. You didn’t need the angel title to know that little fact. I couldn’t imagine the gravity of sadness and loss, not only for the love, but for all that he’d forsaken for that love. Then in a big added fuck you, she’d gotten pregnant for the sole purpose of using their child to take over hell, Earth—and I was sure heaven was thrown into the mix. He’d not only abandoned the core of who he was, but he’d put everything he valued, honored, and protected for an eternity in harm’s way. And the tool of that demise is of his own flesh and blood. Yeah, super fucked-up version of a Maury Povich show. And to add insult to already ass suck, the man, the angel who was now soaring above the trees in an effort to right his wrongs and to save a child that he’d never even met, would ultimately be lost to the curse of the Nolia Flaua. I didn’t want to think about when he would be called to hell, let alone be called to hell as the guy who knocked up Mac’s wife. I didn’t like the possibilities but we’d have to shelve that issue until we dealt with the current dish of crap on a platter that the queen was serving us for dinner.  
 
    And then there was Ashlyn. Ashlyn. I couldn’t even think her name without my heart standing up and calling attention to itself. I’d started isolating myself from people the moment I’d learned the meaning of falling into Grand and Danny’s ceremony. At first it was a self-punishment for being such an irresponsible idiot, not wanting to take anything more from anyone else. Then it grew more out of necessity. As I trained and began to fight, I needed to maintain an arm’s distance from people to keep them from asking too many questions and to keep them safe. Then, I’d had a moment of weakness, a moment of need for something real, someone to latch onto. I had allowed a woman into my life for more than a night of sheet hockey. I let a relationship develop. Let my feelings develop. I had cared for her, maybe even loved her. But I think it was more that I loved the idea of her, of a relationship, of a “normal” life. So for a while I lived in two worlds, not fully committing to either. Like that old fable of the dog with a bone that sees his reflection in the river. I eventually let go of one to have the other and ultimately lost both. I lost the woman, almost literally, and had lost the semblance of life that I’d made at the SPD. I resigned myself to the fact I could only live in one reality, the reality where I fought demons and protected everyone from them, from me.  
 
    And then, in walks Ashlyn. Ashlyn has seen my world, lived through my world, and from all early indications sees me for all that I am. She sees the two parts of the collective AJ whole, woman and demon hunter, and she is willing to accept me as that whole. If I was honest with myself, part of me was still struggling to accept that Ashlyn fully understood what dating me really meant. Heck, I wasn’t even sure I fully comprehended the concept myself. But, like my attitude toward fighting demons, I decided we’d go with the old tried-and-true plan of “let’s jump in, fuck some things up, and come out breathing on the other side.” In Ashlyn’s case, I was hoping for “naked and breathing.”  
 
    My thoughts slowed as did my footfalls and I gave a “park it around here” gesture to Michael. If I was right on the location, we still had another half mile to go, but I wanted to stay in the background and out of sight as much as possible. I had thought about just busting in and grabbing the Reverend-Mayor by his cranberries and beating the details out of him. However, I didn’t want to one, get holier than thou cooties and two, I didn’t want to run the risk of the Reyna catching wind of something going on and running off with Baby Apocalypse with us standing around going, “So yeah, I guess that was a bad idea.” 
 
    Michael made another effortless landing. “You could sure teach some Delta pilots a thing or two.” 
 
    “Delta pilots?” 
 
    I waved his question off. “Never mind. Not important. So we have a bit of time. I don’t know which way the Reyna will come in so we need to stay back and out of sight.” I brought out my phone, texted Danny and waited for his reply. “They’re off the road and think the Reverend-Mayor and his delusional posse will head into the forest.” 
 
    We waited, mostly in silence, only broken up by my random questions about heaven. You know like: Do all dogs go there? Does heaven have indoor or incloud plumbing? I asked if he’d ever passed the golden sidewalks of various gone-too-early rock stars? Whether you still had to go to church in heaven? I thought there were just so many times a clergy could stand up in front of a crowd, point around, and say, “Yeah, so there’s this and stuff.” He cut off my questions after I asked if he knew how many kitties and nuns I’d have to save to compensate for my entire junior year of college. And then how many for my senior year.  
 
    I looked down at the phone vibrating in my hand. “Vehicles headed in.” 
 
    Michael turned. “I feel her.” 
 
     “How’s that?”  
 
    “When she is corporeal and taking the form of a human, I can feel her. I feel everyone.” 
 
    “That’s not at all creepy,” I stated. “Like feel, feel?” I pinched my arm.  
 
    “I do feel people’s pain but not necessarily the physical.” 
 
    “Oh, so ...” I tapped my temple. 
 
    “More …” He tapped his heart.  
 
    “So let me get this straight. You’re able to tap into a person’s vibe and tell what?” 
 
    “Angels are used for judgment. We can see into people’s souls, see what kind of lives they lived, which can determine if they are brought to the King-” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Kingdom of Heaven, got it. So tell me this, Sherlock, how did you miss Mrs. Fangtastic then when you were knocking boots? She had to be throwing off some seriously bad mojo out there?” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand exactly how powerful the Reyna is. She does not hold the throne on ceremony; she is as strong as Lucifer, just in different ways. She can mask not only her appearance but her soul as well. AJ, this fight will not be an easy one.” 
 
    His words stabbed at the thin veil of hope that I was going to kill the Reyna without any danger coming to Grand, Danny, and Ashlyn. And possibly the sheriff too if she got here in time. I’d told Ashlyn to contact her closer to “go time” so she would be told as promised, but hopefully delay her arrival enough so she wouldn’t have to deal with seeing two members of her family taken down in one night. 
 
    I held out a hand to Michael. “I’ll do everything in my power to protect your son and your family; you do everything in yours to protect mine.” 
 
    He nodded consent and took my hand. “On my honor, Hoyo Abi.” 
 
    “Okay then. Shall we go throw down with your baby momma?”  
 
    “We shall.” 
 
    Michael kept both feet on the ground this time. We needed stealth, not speed. It was almost midnight and we’d agreed it would be better to show up fashionably late to ensure the Reyna’s arrival. Maybe they would already be engaged and too distracted by their Creepfest to notice our approach. Grand, Danny, and Ashlyn’s main focus was to manage the human elements of this game, while Michael and I took on the Reyna.  
 
    I heard the Reverend-Mayor’s voice before I could see him. He was already in full-preacher mode as his holier-than-thou cadence, reserved for reverends and deep south grandmas with a point to make, reverberated through the trees.  
 
    We approached the area where it had all begun twelve years before. Well, maybe not began, began. I didn’t know where Michael and the Reyna had bumped uglies, so we’ll fast forward to this “began,” the spot where the Reverend-Mayor had … I was going to say lost, but I thought sacrificed was likely more fitting, his wife. Much as I was sure he’d also done to Vera, earlier this week. I now surmised that Vera had come across discrepancies in the books or maybe she’d overheard something about him fostering Baby Apocalypse and suggested it wasn’t the most genius plan so he’d brought her out to meet the Reyna. What I didn’t know was if the Reyna was playing the role of herself or an angel? That part of the plan had clicked after hearing Ashlyn’s description of her. “She was angelic.” I assumed the Reyna was putting on a God show for the Reverend-Mayor, glamming it up to play the Mother of the Next Savior role. 
 
    “Is she going to be able to feel you before we can get there?”  
 
    “It is possible. More possible that she would sense you first.” He was looking at my eyes as he replied. “I have never seen …” He was talking about Norm, I knew, who was front and center, ready for the upcoming fight. “You are magnificent.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Admire later. Fight now. If she’s already going to get a heads up we better go in hard and fast,” I said, taking off in a run after texting “Go.” I replaced my phone with a blade as we sprinted through the trees. Michael’s muscles weren’t just for looks, I noted, as he was able to match my preternatural speed step for step.  
 
    As soon as we were close, I immediately understood why Michael’s brain and his boys had gone stupid for her. She was insanely beautiful. That was until she sensed us. She’d been standing next to the Reverend-Mayor while he continued to preach his nonsense, holding Baby Apocalypse nestled to her chest. She wore sad eyes, blinking away tears, and nodding randomly as if agreeing with his sermon. Her mask slipped, only for a second, but it was all it took for me to see the cold, soulless black eyes of her true form. Her mouth sneered as I broke through the last ring of trees and came skidding into the clearing, Michael at my side.  
 
    “Knock, knock,” I said. “Can anyone join this party or are invitations reserved for the insanely stupid?”  
 
    The Reyna, with her mask back in place, leaned toward the Reverend-Mayor and whispered in his ear. My heart was laying down a pretty good rat-a-tat-tat so the only word I heard was demon. I was confident it hadn’t been preceded by an “Oh yeah, by the way, I’m a” but more something in line with “She’s a …”  
 
    “They’re demons!” the Reverend-Mayor yelled. Nailed it. 
 
    Our entry had already caused a stir. Five men had been standing by bearing witness and bearing arms apparently, as five rifles swung in our direction. I would have thought tequila-spiked punch and diapers with tail holes in them would have been better demon baby shower offerings. But hey what says “Welcome to this earthly plane” better than five delusional white men in matching robes packing assault weapons?  
 
    The Reverend-Mayor yelled out again. “In God’s name, strike them down.”  
 
    Though I thought the five guys needed a good bitch slap for being complete nimrods, I wasn’t ready to go Die Hard on them. Yet. As they raised their weapons and started for us, I yelled, “Leapfrog!” I heard Woody’s tires come sliding into the party. “Backup will handle them!”  
 
    Michael was over them without opening his wings fully. I leapt forward, grabbing an arm of one and tossing him into two of his neighbors who were somewhat awestruck by the dude who just flew over them.  
 
    Danny was leading Ashlyn and Grand as they entered the clearing. “Take care of these idiots,” I yelled back at them as I ran through the momentary opening I’d created in the men. 
 
    Michael’s wings were folded out directly behind him, keeping them in a ready position in case he needed to go NASA in 3, 2, 1 while not giving the Reyna an even larger target. I guess he learned his lesson the last time he got himself tacked to the side of her den.  
 
    The Reyna sighed heavily. “I thought I had taken care of you already.” She leaned forward, calmly laying Baby Apocalypse in the makeshift altar crib that she and the Reverend-Mayor had been positioned behind. When she looked back up, though she was still wearing the mask of a picturesque woman, the scowl she was giving Michael was anything but attractive. Hate and loathing transformed her lips into the snarl of a predator and her eyes were cold and deadly.  
 
    I moved to flank her on the left, hoping that if she was distracted by Michael I could slip over to her blindside. I took one step before her eyes lazily swung in my direction. “And I see you brought a friend.” She sniffed the air. “A pesky Hoyo Abi, no less.” She scoffed in disgust.  
 
    “Give me my son,” Michael growled. 
 
    “No,” the Reyna answered flatly, stepping between Michael and Baby Apocalypse who now cooed and cawed.  
 
    “He is my son.” The Reverend-Mayor stepped forward as well. “He might not be of my blood but I’m God’s chosen one that is to raise him in his image to lead the righteous …” 
 
    I hitched a thumb at the Reverend-Mayor. “Seriously, of all the righteous douchebags, you were going to hand the kid off to this whack-a-noodle?” 
 
    “I needed a pawn.” The Reyna didn’t give the Reverend-Mayor the courtesy of a glance.  
 
    Reverend-Mayor stalled in his holier than thou shit spiel. “What?”  
 
    “Newsflash, dumbass, she’s the demon.” I pointed at the Reyna then to Michael, “he’s the angel,” then at him, “you’re the idiot,” then to myself, “and I’m the badass. Now if you don’t mind getting out of here so we can send this bitch back to where she came from, that would be great.” More tires on rock. “Damn it,” I muttered. The sheriff was here and the look in the Reverend-Mayor’s eyes told me he wasn’t believing what I was throwing down.  
 
    He pointed at me. “You’re lying. You’re Satan’s vessel of evil, here to tempt the righteous.”  
 
    My eyes were white and there was that one time in Nebraska that I had tempted a pretty redhead … Okay, probably not the time, but to his point he had the tempt part right at least.  
 
    The Reyna lifted an arm, her fingers spread wide, her attention fixed on Michael. “You were a good enough lay, but I’m seriously over you now,” she announced before flicking her wrist at which point all hell broke loose around us. The five men that Danny, Ashlyn, and Grand had been effectively dealing with went to the far side of batshit crazy. Rage overcame them and they began to leap, swing their fists, snap their jaws, and bite. They had been resisting before but now they attacked like rabid wolves. I fought the urge to turn and assist them. I had to trust Danny, Grand, and Ashlyn to fight their own battle. Plus, I had bigger, badder beasts to slay. I pulled my two long swords. “Ready to tango, Mulder? Scully?”  
 
    The Reyna flicked me a glance. “I can see you’re going to be annoying.”  
 
    I stepped toward her. “I get that a lot.”  
 
    Michael was moving as well, his sword in his hand. “Just give me my son and we don’t have to do this.” 
 
    The Reyna smirked. “Just hand him over? Without bloodshed? Without a fight? That doesn’t sound like very much fun.” She raised another hand, this one aimed at me. And I suddenly realized I’d failed to ask one minor little question. Where do those super-sucky webs come from? My question was answered a split second later when two streams of webs shot from the center of her palms. Michael stepped left. I stepped right, using my twin blades to slice it as it passed. Each section, when severed, died in the air.  
 
    “Sweet Holy Jesus!” I heard the sheriff proclaim from behind us as she arrived at our party. I’d like to believe her response was a result of her seeing my mad sword skills, but it was quite possibly the sight of a black-eyed woman shooting webs out of her upraised palms.  
 
    More webs came at us. Michael dodged back right. I continued my current path, wanting to keep as much distance between her two targets as possible. The only good thing coming from the Reyna shooting webs at our heads was it had effectively shut the Reverend-Mayor the hell up. He stood, frozen, mouth agape at his angel who wasn’t looking very angelic at the moment. She’d let her glamour partially recede, talons replacing her fingernails, and black veins snaking up her arms, visible through her now nearly translucent skin. To top off the demon fashion show, razor-sharp jagged teeth replaced the perfect ones that had been there only moments ago.  
 
    Michael and I both advanced. Michael, using his sword to slice at the webs like a skilled chef, me going more Deadpool double whirling blades route. Both effective. Mine, if I do say so myself, more badass looking. The webs stopped abruptly. The Reyna’s hands dropped to her sides, smiling derisively as if the fun was just about to begin.  
 
    I heard the skittering before I saw the source.  
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shot a glance at Michael, his eyes not wavering from the Reyna. “Spiders?” 
 
    He didn’t answer.  
 
    “Crap on a fucking shit cracker!” I yelled behind me. “Incoming!!!”  
 
    Spiders poured out of the forest into the clearing, burrowed up from the ground, and came sliding down from the trees, like creepy, eight-legged anti-search and rescue units. I swung at their webs only for them to fall to the ground to join the sea of invading black. I stomped, doing my best to keep them off my feet and keep my eyes on the Reyna. I could see the unwavering Michael out of the corner of my eye. Spiders were overtaking his boots and starting up his legs. I did a quick “icky, icky, get them off” dance for him.  
 
    Grand yelled from behind us. “Illusions!”  
 
    I looked down at my boot, stomped, and lifted. There were no smashed guts, only more spiders. So, acid-dropping-trippy but not deadly, good to know. I stopped fighting and fortified my senses against the sensation of hundreds, thousands of legs using my body as a beanpole.  
 
    “Super fun trick,” I announced, taking another step forward.  
 
    “It’s one of my favorites, next to-” Her jaw unhinged and her mouth opened impossibly wide as a spray of green venom shot at us. She did a sweeping spray, first toward me and then toward Michael. 
 
    Michael took flight. I leapt for an overhead branch, catching it and swinging myself up into a tree. She followed my path. Venom hitting and immediately killing, then dissolving the leaves and branches in its wake. I moved quickly from branch to branch. My footholds were disappearing underneath my feet. I flinched at the shotgun blast, spinning my head quickly to see the Sheriff with the shotgun positioned against her shoulder and Lucy, the kick knocking her back a step. The Reyna spun in the direction of the sound, holding up a palm, a web releasing in an open fishnet pattern that closed around the shotgun pellets and dropped them at the Reyna’s feet. The Reyna smirked as she raised her other hand toward the sheriff. 
 
    “Danny!” I yelled. 
 
    Danny spun, but instead of running at the sheriff and simply knocking her out of the way, he took one leaping step forward and raised his blade, slicing through the web as he landed. I swore he almost Superman posed when it fell limply to the ground. Totally giving him shit for that later. 
 
    I dropped from the tree, capitalizing on the moment that the Reyna’s attention was focused elsewhere. I sent two of my blades sailing at her chest. She caught them, one in each hand and immediately returned to sender. I dove forward into a roll as my blades buried themselves into the tree behind me. 
 
    Michael swooped in from the sky, his sword swinging at the Reyna’s head. She merely sneered, shooting a palm out and sending another tightly woven web like a spear at his chest. He rolled a shoulder out of the way to avoid damage to his chest but his wing was a large target and the web sliced right through it. Crimson blood shot from the wound as he was knocked back.  
 
    Michael was back on his feet in a flash and charged her again. I came at her from behind. Her head did a 180 to leer at me, not fucking creepy at all, before she spewed venom in my direction, effectively halting my advance. She spun back to Michael. He got the double shot of web palms with a side of skin-corroding venom. He was able to strike down the webs with a single swipe of his blade, but the venom hit him square in the breastplate. He didn’t even glance down, just continued his advance.  
 
    I launched another knife, which found purchase this time, catching the Reyna in the back of her thigh. I was going to hip hip hooray but without flinching the Reyna merely pulled it out and threw it back at me. I rolled forward just as Michael brought down his blade. I knew her move before she made it. “Talons!” 
 
    Michael heard my warning but reacted a second too late. The Reyna rushed him, her talons driving into his exposed thigh. Nice tactic. I wonder where she got the idea, freakin’ copy demon. Michael cried out in pain. I leapt from a crouch, both long swords back in my hands. I yelled as I ran, wanting her to know I was coming this time, in hopes that she would release Michael.  
 
    Which she did, after picking him up like a forked potato and flinging him into a nearby tree. She blocked my first two strikes and then my third. I retreated only slightly to gain some distance and plan my next move, quickly taking in the area around me for a solid Plan B if this sword to the gut thing didn’t work out. I ignored the Reverend-Mayor who was attempting to slink his way toward the altar, I’m sure in an effort to take advantage of the situation and slip off with Baby Apocalypse. I’d have to hope that Danny, Ashlyn, the sheriff, or Grand would stop him. As far as I could tell, their fight was going a tad better than mine. At last count, I’d heard three sets of handcuffs lock into place with a whole lot of “sinner and going hell” threats and one “Oh my god, shut the hell up,” from Ashlyn.  
 
    My next swing of the sword was intended to push her back. I wanted her retreating instead of attacking. She didn’t move. Instead, she hissed and shot another spray of venom at me. #Fail. I quickly found myself in retreat mode, leaping and swinging out of reach of the talons she was using as both weapons and shields. 
 
    “It’s been awhile since I fought a Hoyo Abi. I forgot how much fun it is,” she commented and in appreciation of our playtime she spat venom at me. I half rolled, half blocked it with my blade. I knew the venom would make short order of my sword, so I flipped my grip on the handle and drove it into the ground, hoping the earth would save it. I pointed at it. “That was Scully. I love Scully.”  
 
    The Reyna gave my buried sword a glance. I used the split second to see that Ashlyn and Danny were helping Michael up while Grand held the five men at bay. I didn’t see the sheriff. I wasn’t sure where she was and didn’t have time to figure it out as the Reyna’s eyes were back on me. Damn.  
 
    She leapt at me this time. The scream that escaped her throat caused the wolves in the area to begin howling and my ears to bleed. My normal instincts were to wince and cover my ears; Norm’s was to drive forward. We dove forward. My sword was on her again before she landed, my single blade making a long, hallow gash across her stomach. It wouldn’t do jack to end this battle but hey, go me it was effective enough to cut off her annoying scream.  
 
    The Reyna paused her assault to wipe curiously at the black blood. She held out her talon, letting a single drop of blood fall from it, and watching until it hit the ground. In that fraction of time, Danny moved left, Ashlyn swung wide right, and Michael was coming from directly behind her. Even though I was the one with the vantage point to see my backup, I knew she could see them as well. “Down!” I yelled, just as she threw out both of her hands and webs hit Danny and Ashlyn. They’d started to respond so the webs didn’t fully encapsulate them but it was enough to take them out of the fight, if only momentarily. I didn’t think we had too many moments left. She spun on Michael, turning both palms at him but his desperation-fueled rage drove him to attack. His sword flew with a new fury, slicing at his foe. Where I had unrivaled speed, Michael had unrivaled strength. He pounded the Reyna with strike after strike. She was able to block most of them but a few did find their mark. But like the knife in the thigh and the slice across her stomach, she showed no awareness of pain. 
 
    “I will not let you,” he swung at her, “take my son.” He struck out at her again. 
 
    At Michael’s words I saw the Reyna’s plan change. She’d been up for a mano-a-mano fight, just waiting for Michael to show a weakness that she could take advantage of, and he’d just served it up on a silver platter. She shot venom at him to give herself distance before leaping for Baby Apocalypse.  
 
    I moved as well, only in a different direction. The Reverend-Mayor was at the edge of the clearing, stopped short by the sheriff and the gun she held at his face. He was currently chastising his daughter, calling her a sinner, an abomination, and ungrateful but the sheriff was calm, seemingly unaffected by his words. I had a feeling it wasn’t the first or the hundredth time she’d heard them.  
 
    Before I could get there, the Reyna hit the Reverend-Mayor with a web. It spread across his back, wrapping itself around his shoulders, neck, and torso. She yanked and the Reverend-Mayor was jerked from his feet and sailing back to her. She caught Baby Apocalypse with another web, retracting it to bring him into her arms. I’m officially changing my vote on who would win in a fight between Superman and Spiderman.  
 
    The Reyna spun just as Michael was about to bring his sword down. “Nah-un-ah. You wouldn’t want to accidentally strike our son now, would you?” Michael took a calculated step forward. “Hurt me and I drop him,” she warned.  
 
    Michael froze. I moved back to party central. The Reyna took two sideways steps to keep both Michael and me in her line of sight. “I think I'm going to leave this little gathering now. I would like to say it has been fun but it has most definitely not been,” she stated. 
 
    I risked a glance at Michael, hoping to send him a silent memo: “I’m sorry but I can’t let her leave.” But he already had his own “ain’t happening” convo going on with the Reyna.  
 
    “I cannot let you leave with my child,” Michael informed her. 
 
    “What he said, minus the ‘with my child’ part. ’Cause frankly, you’re kind of icky,” I added to the back and forth because I hadn’t said anything annoying in a while.  
 
    Michael and I started our slow advance. The Reyna let out an annoyed breath. “Fine. I’ll kill you then leave.” She shot a palm toward Michael first, I'm assuming because she saw him as the bigger threat. I would need to rectify that. I sent a throwing star at her hand, the one shooting webs not the baby-holding one. The star sliced her wrist and black blood exploded from the wound but not before webs were released. One pierced Michael through the shoulder while the other caught him across the face. The Reyna turned her cold black eyes on me as she held her wrist to her mouth and drank. She was gloating when she released her wrist, closing the wound with a flick of her tongue. 
 
    “Well, that’s new and grossly handy,” I stated just before I dove at her. She yanked me forward, catching me by the throat, her talons locking around my neck like a vise.  
 
    She smiled as she brought my face within inches of hers. “Such a delicious thing. I so wish I had time to stay and play with you.” She flicked her tongue out and licked it up the side of my face. Freakin’ sick. “I think you would be a whole lot of fun.” 
 
    “As super special as that sounds, I’m kind of in a relationship so no go with the hoe-hoes,” I rasped. 
 
    The Reyna cocked her head sideways, as her double-layered eyelids blinked at me. Seriously, what did Michael see in this freak show?  
 
    I assumed she was trying to translate what I had just said. Granted it hadn’t been my best line but hey, my wit-generating brain was currently being held two-feet off the ground by a she-demon who had just licked my face. I was off my game. “Sorry. Let me try again. I wouldn’t touch you with a hazmat suit, a vat of sanitizer, and someone else’s body. Comprehend-o, Senora dirty leg?” 
 
    If the grip on my throat was any indication, she totally got what I was throwing down this go around and clearly wasn’t a fan. And with my next move, I didn’t think I was going to be winning her over anytime soon. I palmed the second throwing star and using it like a seam ripper, I took it straight up her side. Okay. My bad. Apparently seventh-grade Home Ec wasn’t a total waste of time. 
 
    The Reyna dropped me, none too delicately, and I immediately scuttled back out of her reach. 
 
    Reverend-Mayor was back on his feet and apparently even dumber than when we started this show. He started for the Reyna. “He’s mine! My son! God chose me!” he proclaimed as he launched himself at the Reyna’s back. 
 
    She reached over her shoulder and palmed his head like Kobe does a basketball and threw him aside. Before he’d even hit earth again, she sent a shooting spear of web through his chest, hurling him backward and pinning him against the nearest tree. Blood immediately bloomed across the Reverend-Mayor’s white robe and trickled from the edge of his mouth. 
 
    “And that’s why I never wear white,” I muttered, pulling myself back to my feet. 
 
    The sheriff ran to her father. “Dad!” 
 
    His head lolled in her direction as he choked on his own blood, fighting to rasp out one final word to his daughter. “Sinner.” 
 
    Whereas my reply would have been of the punch to the throat variety, the sheriff went with “Enjoy hell, you pathetic piece of shit.” Effective. His brain hung an “out of order” sign. The sheriff turned back to the fight. 
 
     I was already moving, flinging two knives—one at Danny, striking the tree next to his penned hand, the other in the dirt at Ashlyn’s feet. I gave the sheriff a nod toward the far side of the clearing. “Only if she’s clear.” I ordered. “I made a promise to the big guy.” She gave me an acknowledgement. 
 
    Michael was standing again, having ripped off his chest armor and removed the web that had cut off his vision and air. All signs of nice choirboy were gone now; he was full-on avenging angel. Or maybe Nolia Flaua, which I desperately hoped wasn’t the case. “Give me my son!” he boomed so loudly that the trees around us shook. 
 
    I flanked him. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” the Reyna said, backing slowly away. “I think I might go a different route, see what my husband has to say about him.” 
 
    I was giving chase before she took her first step to flee but she was fast, catching branches and swinging herself easily over obstacles. Michael, grounded from his wing injury, was on my heels, but slower as he couldn’t fully close his left wing and had to stutter-step slightly when we passed between narrow trees. We lost sight of her for a moment, but I had an idea where she was going. I brought the map hanging up in Ashlyn’s office into my mind. Grand had said after the Reyna killed Ashlyn’s father she’d disappeared into the hellgate. I assumed this was her plan today. Danny and Ashlyn were trailing behind us. We were pulling away fast but they were smart enough to put the pieces together and find us.  
 
    “I think I can manage to fly now,” Michael said, his wing back at his side.  
 
    “Do it! I’m right behind you.” 
 
    “If she escapes, Hoyo-” 
 
    “Yeah, so let’s not let her!” I yelled back. 
 
    In two bounding steps he was airborne.  
 
    I pushed my body harder. I felt, more than heard, Michael land a few seconds later. When I barged through the trees, Michael was standing between the Reyna and the whirling black abyss, flames licking out at him like greedy hands trying to reach out and pull him in. Stupid hellgates. I had almost been drug into one myself right after I started this gig by a nasty demon that caught the sleeve of my jacket. I’d peeled out of it but it was my favorite jacket so I’d stubbornly hung onto it, playing tug a war with the demon, him in hell and me on Earth. I was winning too until Danny walked up and with one slice of his sword, cut the sleeve from my jacket right at the shoulder. The moral to that story is Danny gets ugly vests every Christmas, a friendly reminder to never jack with my jackets. Oh, and I now go outerwear-less for these little tangos. 
 
    The Reyna sighed dramatically. “For Satan’s sake, if I had known what a serious pain in the ass you were going to be, I would never have seduced you. I would have gone after Raphael or …” 
 
    “Fabio?” I offered, moving toward Michael’s side of the playing field. 
 
    The Reyna glared at me. “If I had time, I would remove that smart tongue of yours and eat it-” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, with a side of fava beans and a nice Chianti. Why don’t you stick around and take a go at it,” I taunted, swinging Mulder and Scully. I’d freed her from the ground on my way over. And if I do say so she was looking pretty good on upon her return. She really was my favorite. 
 
    The ground beneath my feet started to rumble. New trick, I’d thought but when the Reyna glanced down too, I had to think she wasn’t the source. She smiled. I followed her eyes to Michael. Black veins were starting to spider their way up Michael’s legs. He growled. “Give me my son!” The earth underneath me cracked. Not the best news I’d gotten all day.  
 
    The Reyna smirked. “No.” She was antagonizing him on purpose. I paged through my brain files for the CliffsNotes on Nolia Flauas. Nada. Perfect, they were probably just misfiled under B for Big goatass cluster fuck. That was a thick, catch-all file. But I didn’t need historical data to know she was attempting to incite anger, and other nasty emotions that shouldn’t be on an angel’s eHarmony profile, in an effort to turn up the Nolia juice. 
 
    “Mikey, she’s just jacking with you. We need to keep ya here and chil-” I said calmly. 
 
    “Give me my son!” Michael dropped his sword and balled his fists.  
 
    I watched as the black veins snaked further up his legs. “I think we need to dial back the bad mojo here, Incredible Hulk, or you’re going to go super Nolia.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her, Lover. Doesn’t it feel good? Embrace it. Take it in and you could join me and your son. We could make a nice little life together. Rule the world. All worlds,” she purred. With one blink of her lashes she went from the dark evil bitch from hell to ethereal, beautiful beyond comprehension.  
 
    I bit my lower lip. “Holy amazing … everything,” I muttered. “Okay, Magic Mike, I can totally see why you tapped that.” Norm gave me a bitch slap before I could raise a hand and yell, “I’ll do it! Pick me! Pick me!”  
 
    “No!” Michael boomed.  
 
    “Too bad.” The Reyna lifted the hand that wasn’t holding Baby Apocalypse, threw a web that caught a nearby rock, yanked it from the ground, and swung it at Michael and me.  
 
    I went down. Michael rolled forward, coming up directly in front of the Reyna. He grabbed her wrist and forced it downward, stopping a second flyby. She hissed venom at him. He turned his head and it hit his jaw and neck. Michael didn’t even flinch.  
 
    I lunged forward, long swords ready to strike. For a flash I thought I could end the threat, not just the Reyna but the threat she and Michael had created, and unfortunately Michael himself as more black veins serpentined their way up his back. But just as I was ready to end the fight, Michael jerked his head away from a swipe of talons and I caught a glimpse of the angel, the man fighting feverishly to save his son. I couldn’t do that to him. So instead of going with the initial kabob plan of Nolia, Apocalypse, Shemon I slid the blade between the Reyna’s ribs.  
 
    The Reyna cried out with an ear-piercing scream. This time I did feel blood coming from my ears. I yanked the blade out, already striking with the other. I sliced at her back but she spun, throwing Michael off her with a flick of her arm and turning all her rage on me. Talons swung at my face. I jerked back but not near quick enough, as three of them sliced my cheek. She rolled her wrist and brought her talons back at my chest. Again I moved, but even with Norm juice pumping through my veins, I wasn’t fast enough. The same three talons sliced my ribs and abdomen. Every slice caused a white-hot searing of my skin, like … oh say, the fires of hell tearing through my flesh. 
 
    I stumbled backward, dropping to one knee. I lifted a blade to block her next blow but she simply gripped it in her hand and squeezed. The blade turned to molten lava; the heat raced to the handle and I dropped it as my hand began to burn. I made a futile swing with Scully, gaining the second I needed to grab the small curved blade at my back. I flung my arm out, hooked the blade around her calf, and yanked. It sliced flesh and muscle. She cried out in fury but did not falter. She took a step forward, rearing her head back, preparing no doubt to shower me with her deadly drool. Not exactly how I thought I would go out, damn it.  
 
    Michael caught her around the neck, his bicep holding her head back for the split second I needed to roll out of her way. She dug her deadly claws into his arm, raking them down its length. He muffled his scream of pain, not releasing his hold.  
 
    I was going for another strike, aiming around Baby Apocalypse, who was now wailing in response to the chaos surrounding him. The Reyna lifted a leg, and I saw the talon at her heel just before it drove into Michael’s shin. Michael howled this time, but still held fast to his grip around the Reyna’s neck. She twisted her heel, using the talon to rip at muscle and bone. I dove forward on my stomach, grabbing her leg, while hooking my knife on the other side of the talon then yanking hard, severing it. She jerked her foot up and stomped down at my head. I twisted. She kicked out, driving her foot into my already damaged ribs.  
 
    My air was gone in a rush when I landed a few feet away. Michael’s lower leg was shredded, muscle and bone slashed and exposed. He was staggering as he fought to keep his grip on the Reyna.  
 
    I forced air back into my lungs as I pushed myself to my feet and went back to help Michael. We locked gazes for a second and my heart nosedived. Grand had always told me that people’s stories are in their eyes, and I knew in that moment Michael’s tale was going to be one of ultimate sacrifice.  
 
    “Michael! NO!” I pushed past the pain and ran toward him. 
 
    “Protect my son, Hoyo Abi,” he begged as black tears clouded his eyes. He released his hold on the Reyna’s neck and in a blink, he was in front of her, ripping his child from her grasp. He spun toward me, his child outstretched. He took one step before his body jetted forward as tips of talons protruded through his stomach. He took another stumbling half-step then tossed Baby Apocalypse at me.  
 
    I skidded to a stop, catching the bundle of baby and blanket. 
 
    “Protect my son,” Michael rasped.  
 
    “Michael!” I yelled, as he smiled weakly at me. He dug his feet in and started backpedaling toward the hellgate.  
 
    I stood frozen as I watched Michael and the Reyna fall into the flames. Then, just like that, as soon as it claimed its prize it closed with no sign of its existence. It was the sound of Baby Apocalypse’s screaming that finally pierced my daze. I looked down at the child that I held in my arms. “Oh, fuck! Noooo, no, no, no … no, no!” 
 
    I spun to Danny and Ashlyn who had arrived just in time to see the ending credits. I held Baby Apocalypse out to Danny.  
 
    Danny stepped back. “Yeah, that’s all you. You caught it; you clean it.” 
 
    I turned to hold the kid out to Ashlyn who retreated as well. “Ummm, you haven’t even bought me dinner yet, soooo …” 
 
    “Guys, seriously!” I stepped toward them. 
 
    They both took another step back. 
 
    “Danny, take this thing right now!” I ordered in my best bossy tone. 
 
    “Nice try.” He retreated another step. 
 
    I took another step toward Ashlyn and tried sexy. “Babe, I promise to be very, very appreciative later if you take this.” I held Baby Apocalypse out further. 
 
    She took two steps back. “Yeah, I’m still going with no.” 
 
    I stomped a foot. “Guys! Come on!” 
 
    They both turned back the way they came and started chatting between themselves. “She’s going to make a good mother,” Danny said. 
 
    “How does she do on little sleep?” Ashlyn asked.  
 
    Danny snorted. “About as good as she’ll do when we drop her off at Babies “R” Us.” 
 
    I remained rooted where I stood. “You guys totally suck!” I looked down at Baby Apocalypse who had quieted and was staring up at me, a slobbering thumb in his now grinning mouth. He had Michael’s brilliant blue eyes. “Ahh, crap.” I started to jog after Ashlyn and Danny. “Guys, seriously, this thing is slobbering,” I flinched, “and making weird noises.” I held it further away from me. “Oh my God and it smells!” I quickened my steps to catch their still retreating forms. “Seriously, guys!” 
 
      
 
    The End (Probably. Maybe. Not at all ... ) 
 
    # # # 
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