
        
            
                
            
        

    
Southern Watch
Books 1-3

 

 

 

Robert J. Crane




 


Called, Southern Watch, Book 1 - Copyright © 2013 Reikonos Press

Depths, Southern Watch, Book 2 - Copyright © 2013 Reikonos Press

Corrupted, Southern Watch, Book 3 - Copyright © 2014 Reikonos Press

 


All Rights Reserved.

 


1st Edition

 


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

 


The scanning, uploading and distribution of this book via the internet or any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

 


No part of this publication may be reproduced in whole or in part without the written permission of the publisher. For information regarding permission, please email cyrusdavidon@gmail.com


Table of Contents


  Called

  1.



  2.



  3.



  4.



  5.



  6.



  7.



  8.



  9.



  10.



  11.



  12.



  13.





  Depths

  1.



  2.



  3.



  4.



  5.



  6.



  7.



  8.



  9.



  10.



  11.



  12.



  13.



  14.



  15.



  16.



  17.





  Corrupted

  Prologue



  1.



  2.



  3.



  4.



  5.



  6.



  7.



  8.



  9.



  10.



  11.



  12.



  13.



  14.



  15.



  16.



  17.



  18.



  19.





  Author's Note



  Other Works by Robert J. Crane



  Acknowledgments





Called

 


Southern Watch, Book 1




1.


He came to town riding the wind; when he left, he reckoned he’d do it just about the same way. The thing was, Lafayette Jackson Hendricks had been in the wind a long damned time, and he’d had just about enough of that shit to last a lifetime. In his current occupation, though, that life expectancy was not terribly long compared to most. But that was nothing new. It never had been, not in either of the occupations he’d chosen in his life.

He reflected on all this as he stepped off the running board of the big Mack truck, the engine brake squealing as he jumped down, an old Marine duffel slung over his back, the strap running over his long black drover coat. It was summer, it was night, and it was raining. The drover coat was a duster that helped keep the rain off him. The black cowboy hat he wore helped even more, but it was still coming down bad enough that his jeans were soaked at the bottom almost as soon as his boots hit the ground. The boots were old and leather and faded from landing in puddles just like this all over the U.S.

Hendricks could hear the subtle click of his heels against the blacktop over the rain as it started to slacken up a little. The semi that had carried him pulled down the ramp back onto the interstate, rumbling out of sight. He pulled up the sleeve of his coat to take a peek at his watch. It was just after ten o’clock.

The smell of the rain was fresh, but the heat was pervasive, even at this time of night, making the rain seem like a warm shower. It was summer, after all, and damned humid, something even the downpour hadn’t been able to alleviate. The taste of dinner from the restaurant where he’d met the trucker who had given him the ride was still lingering on Hendricks’s tongue, and he’d forgotten to buy a pack of gum to replace the one he’d finished somewhere in Kentucky. The mint was sorely missed right now, and he rubbed his tongue uncomfortably against the top of his mouth.

His boots clicked against the pavement, carrying him ahead, and the headlights of a passing car caught a green sign in the distance just enough for him to see it even in the dark of the Tennessee night.

Entering Calhoun County.


***




Archibald “Arch” Stan turned his patrol car around just before the county line, his headlights illuminating a figure walking along the side of the road. It was a guy, a duffel on his back and a black cowboy hat and drover coat keeping the rain off him. The rain was letting up, at least to Arch’s eyes, after a deuce of a downpour only a few minutes earlier. A real frog-strangler, his mother would have said. Gully washer, he’d have called it. In either case, he felt bad for the cowboy who was in it now. He started to pull over to say something to the guy when his radio crackled to life.

“Fifteen, this is Dispatch, come back.”

He hesitated for only a second and he thumbed the mike. “Fifteen here, go ahead.”

“Fifteen, sheriff asks that you return to the station.”

Arch felt a faint swirl of amusement before he clicked the mike on again. “I know, I know, I’m getting perilously close to overtime.”

He could hear laughter in the voice of the dispatcher at the other end of the radio, Erin Harris. “You know the boss likes to pinch those pennies until he can hear Abe Lincoln scream as they're leaving his hand.”

Arch sighed. “Tell him I’ll be clocking out in five. Wouldn’t want to make hard work a habit around here, after all.”

“Damned right. Save that crap for when you’re off the clock,” Harris said, her drawl especially conspicuous over the radio. “Channel it into making your wife happy around the house; it’ll do you more good than trying to bleed overtime dollars out of—” There was a subtle hiss as Harris paused, and when she came back on her tone was more formal. “Uh, we’ll see you in five, Fifteen. Dispatch out.”

Arch grinned. No doubt the sheriff had just popped his head out of his office. “Right you are, Dispatch. Over and out.”

He had been driving steadily the entire time he’d been talking, the black surface of County Highway 12 carrying him east, back toward the town of Midian. He was less than a mile away now, and he gave one last glance behind him to the figure walking along the side of the road. The guy had probably been let off at the interstate bridge by a trucker and was headed toward Midian or parts beyond. Any other quiet night, Arch might have had him get in the back, behind the security grill that kept him separated from arrestees, and given the guy a ride to town. The rain spotted his windshield as he drove, and the faint lights of Midian were just ahead, over the hill. He sighed and watched the drifter disappear behind him as he went down into a dip in the road. No room in the budget for being a nice guy, not in this economy, anyway. He was lucky to still have a law enforcement job, especially in Calhoun County.

“Good luck, Cowboy,” he whispered and put the pedal down on the accelerator. He had to be back at the station in less than five minutes, after all.


***




They called him Hollywood when they thought he wasn’t listening. For the locals, “the city” meant Chattanooga, or Knoxville, maybe Atlanta, the small town hicks. No, when the man they called Hollywood said “the city,” they figured out pretty quickly he was talking about L.A., and his nickname, well, it came pretty shortly after.

In their culture—not southern culture, but their true one, the demon culture—names were power, so you didn’t exchange names, and you damned fucking sure didn’t ask for one, not until one was offered to you. Even these hicks knew better than that, and for just that little bit of etiquette, Hollywood was grateful.

He’d hired four of them, flashing a wad of cash around and doling it out a little at a time. The first hundred was a good start, and the roll he’d carried promised more if he was kept happy with their services. They were all small time, not used to people from Atlanta coming through, he figured, let alone some big-shot big shit from L.A. They all kind of marveled at it, marveled at him, deferred to him. And why shouldn’t they? He was gonna be paying the bills, after all.

“I love it,” Hollywood whispered. He pushed the ponytail off his shoulder, feeling the smooth texture of his pricey suit. The rain had stopped, thankfully, and the quiet of the night was punctuated by the occasional sound of dripping, water making its way down the drainpipes of the metal barn not fifteen feet from where he was standing.

They were just inside a fence, one that the four of them had opened for him, stepping and fetching like he was some kind of royalty. In reality, he was the man with money, which made him royalty around here. Calhoun County offered damned little work for their kind, Hollywood suspected. A patron for them was probably something long-desired. One that drew water like he did … well, that was a bonus, surely. “Seriously,” Hollywood breathed. “I love it.”

One of them had the balls to say it. “Umm … it’s a fucking cow pasture, man.” He quieted down after that, though.

It was a cow pasture. A few acres of fenced-in ground, green in the daylight but barely visible in the night. The smell of manure wafted faintly, suppressed by the recent rain but still there and pungent. The night air was stifling. The rain hadn’t eased the humidity at all; it had just trapped it there, like a prisoner awaiting a release that wasn’t coming anytime soon. It was the sort of shit that caused even Hollywood to sweat, and he wasn’t the kind to sweat easily.

“You know what your problem is?” Hollywood said after a moment’s silence. His Gucci loafers squished in the wet grass. Squished. He grimaced inside, but actor that he was, didn’t let it show. “You lack vision,” he told his enthusiastically waiting audience. These backwoods hicks hung on his every word. And why wouldn’t they? “Exterior—night!” He said, walking forward slowly, almost stalking, his hands held out in front of him forming a square with his fingers and thumbs, as though he were filming something. “A group of demons prepare to bring forth an ancient evil, one that will consume the entirety of the world, ridding it of the plague of those fucking humans—” He said it like a curse, meant it like a curse, like he was talking about the vilest thing ever made, which he was, “—and restore it to the righteous, tipping the scales and …” He stopped and looked back at the four of them, these sad-sack locals, these meth-taking hillbillies who probably didn’t even make enough in a lifetime to afford one Gucci loafer, let alone a pair. “You’re not seeing it, are you?”

There was a pause before the answer, the same ballsy one as before. “It’s a cow pasture, man. You just stepped in a pie.”

“A … pie?” Hollywood hesitated, then the smell hit him and he felt a little ooze in the shoe. He forced a smile. Acting. He should have been an actor; he would have been genius at it. “Local flavor. That’s what that is.” He inhaled deeply through his nose and regretted it. “Whatever.” He shrugged it off, then opened his eyes and looked for the one with the flannel shirt that was cut off at the shoulders. “You. Bring me my book.”

It took the local just a second to react, then he came running forward with the book, a heavy, leather-bound tome that was absolutely unlike anything they made nowadays. It wasn’t cheap or flimsy. It was … it was like organic produce, dammit, not the factory shit you picked up in the big-box bookstores. Hollywood took it, felt the weight of it in his hands, and opened it up. “It’s probably too much to hope for that any of you boys speak Latin, isn’t it?” He looked at the semi-circle still standing back and then at the one closest to him. “Never mind.” He put on his best ingratiating smile. “Now … where’s the farmer?” There was a pause from the little circle, and he waited for the answer. It didn’t come. “Where’s the fucking farmer?” Hollywood asked again, this time annoyed. Stupid hicks.

“In his house?” came the suggestion a moment later.

“Well, FOR FUCK’S SAKE!” Hollywood said, finally letting out a little of the anger he’d been holding back. It was good to let it out, let these losers see something beneath the veneer. Maybe that was the kind of management style they related to, something more emotion-based. “I said we’d need the farmer, didn’t I?” He thought about hitting the sleeveless wonder who’d handed him the book, because, hey, he was closest, but he decided against it. That was for later. It would probably have to happen eventually, just to let them know not to fuck with him, but it didn’t have to happen yet. They were probably like dogs and could be yelled into better results. “Go get the farmer.” He paused as three of them made to turn around. “You,” he said to the one in the sleeveless flannel shirt, “you stay with me.” He lowered his voice, talking to himself, the only intelligent one here. “I said we’d need the farmer, didn’t I? Did I not say it? For fuck’s sake.”

“Uh huh,” the sleeveless one said, “you did.”

“Wasn’t talking to you.”

After a moment’s silence, after the footsteps of the other three had a chance to fade, Sleeveless turned to him again. “So … are we making a movie here?”

Hollywood stared at him like he was the dumbest fuck to walk the face of the earth. “Hell, no. I’d never hire you to shoot a movie.” He paused. “You’re non-union.”

The other boys came back a few minutes later, hustling along in the dark. He could see them coming and turned away. It was better not to look at them right now, not let them think he was reliant on them, or that he approved of them in any way. That would be for later, if they managed to do this next bit without screwing up. This shit coming up was for all the marbles, after all.

“Uh, Hollywood?” one of them started off as he approached, and Hollywood turned back to see there were five of them coming, his three boys and two more being shoved along in front of them. “He had his wife there with him …” He wanted to sigh but didn’t because this was actually good. Better two than one, right?

“Fine, fine,” Hollywood said. Better not to give them too much encouragement, but he also didn’t want them to miss this important lesson. “Good initiative. Better to have her here than not.” The lone lamp hanging off the barn revealed the two new folks as they got closer. He gave them only the barest moment’s study and took in old, lined faces. Old was really all he saw. “This’ll do.” He turned away from them and looked back, back to the pasture, where a— something had wandered right into the middle of the field since last he’d looked. “Is that—” He squinted. “Is there a fucking cow in the middle of my fucking ritual?”

“No,” said the farmer in a southern accent, “but there’s one in the middle of my goddamned cow pasture, you Yankee jackass!”

Hollywood blinked after looking at the animal then turned back to the ballsy farmer and smiled his fake, laying-on-the-bullshit-with-a-shovel smile. It had helped him seal a few deals. “I like the energy that you’re bringing to this. You’ve got real personality.” Hollywood took a step closer and put an arm around the farmer’s shoulder. The man’s hands were restrained by one of the demons, and it looked like the enthusiasm might have wrenched the old man’s shoulder out of joint. That was good, too, so far as Hollywood was concerned. “I bet you tried to fight these boys off,” he said, gesturing at his new employees.

“Damned right,” the farmer said through gritted teeth. He looked ready to spit at Hollywood.

“He went for a shotgun,” one of the lessers said, a dark-haired, mustached fellow with a Metallica t-shirt on. “He almost lost the arm for that one.”

“Shotgun wouldn’t do much on these boys,” Hollywood said, tightening his grasp around the farmer’s shoulders. “But I admire your spirit.” He grinned, and the shovel got bigger. “Really, I do. I admire it so much … that I’m going to sacrifice it.”

“Beg pardon?” the farmer said with an air of disbelief. The man smelled of cowshit.

Hollywood withdrew his arm and the smell came with it. It was in the air, all around, but he knew—just knew—that it was on his suitcoat now, like it was seeping into his pores. He shook his head in disbelief before he caught hold of himself and restored the grin, the image—the acting—and put the ingratiating smile back on. “So …” he gestured to the cow that had wandered into the middle of the field. “… does the cow have a name, or are they all just thoughtless beasts to you?”

“Her name’s Creampuff,” the farmer said after a moment’s pause and a look at the men surrounding him.

“Really?” Hollywood said. “Creampuff? Do you hate it or something?” This elicited a laugh from the new employees, but the farmer started to say something. “Doesn’t matter, don’t answer. Time?” he asked the sleeveless one again.

“Uh …” He didn’t have a watch, the sleeveless one, but he managed to shuffle the book around to one hand and pull out his cell phone. The screen flared and lit up the angular lines of his face. “11:59.”

“Right,” Hollywood said, and clapped his hands together. “Let’s get this underway, shall we?” He wanted to pick his teeth, to take a shower—preferably in blood, but water would help, too—to get this stink off him. But there were certain sacrifices that one had to make to gain power, to be a broker, to bring about BIG THINGS.

And he was all for bringing about BIG THINGS. The biggest, really.

“Normally, I’d have some of you chanting in Latin for background noise,” he said as he strode back over to the sleeveless one, “but that’s just because it was the way I came up on these rituals, not because it’s important. All that really matters are the key components.” He pointed his thumbs delicately toward himself, “The vessel,” he pointed toward the book, “the words,” and finally he pointed toward the farmer, who was looking at the whole scene as though he was about ready to make good on spitting in Hollywood’s face, though that wouldn’t do much for anyone, least of all the farmer, “and finally the sacrifice.” He halted for a second. “Sacrifices, if necessary.”

He waited and wondered what he was waiting for. Approval? Hah. Not from these hicks. Never. They were so far beneath him as to not even register. He gave a sort of shrug, entirely to himself and which only he understood, dismissing them all, and turned to the book which one of the fleas he had hired was holding out for him.

The words that came out next were probably entirely perplexing to the farmer and his wife and not understood even by any of his four employees, but again, who cared? Not him. He understood every word of the language, because it was his first. Besides, it hadn’t been spoken on earth in millennia. And certainly not conversationally, even then.

“Vecede en shi, vecede en barten, urgan ves pui, urgan ves porsace.” He let his mind do the translating, “I beckon you forward from the nether realms, O Mighty, and seek to join my form to yours. I call you forth from the darker regions, to the rock of Earth, call you up from the depths to become one with me, to join your dark purpose to mine, and sacrifice this mortal in your name.”

With that, he covered the distance between himself and the farmer in an eyeblink, as fast as his feet could carry him, and he took the farmer’s throat in his hands. He squeezed, just a gentle little bit for him but strong enough that it broke the farmer’s skin, the veins just below the surface. The rush of blood sprayed forth, right in his face. It should have been a relief from the smell of cow shit, but it wasn’t, sadly. It was as though everything in this forsaken place was tainted by it. He said the name Ygrusibas as he tore into the farmer’s throat then waited, waited with the blood on his hands and face and suit as the farmer gurgled his last and was dropped to the muddy, grassy ground next to the boys. Hollywood’s boys. He liked that name they’d come up with for him; it fit everything he’d come to align himself with over the last fifty or so years. It was a good image. He took a breath, and he waited.

He waited, and waited, and the earth did not shake, the mountains around him did not burst forth with torrents of fire. The ground did not erupt with all the flames and cold of hell. The smell of cow shit pervaded the air and things remained just about like they’d always been. He didn’t really expect any of those things to happen, but it damned sure would have been nice. Any sign would have been nice. Instead, cold, stark silence. And the smell of cow shit.

“Fuck,” Hollywood said.

“Did you … read it wrong?” Sleeveless asked. Hollywood shot Sleeveless a look that told him he was going to be changing his name to Ball-less soon enough, and that was the last that was said for a piece. Hollywood walked back to him, read the ritual again—AGAIN—out loud, said the words, same tone, same cadence—same fucking words he’d spoken for thousands of years, he knew how to fucking read them, stupid fucking hillbilly trash questioning him like that. Then he crushed the farmer’s wife’s throat and made sure she bled on him, because the blood of the sacrifice was key to bringing forth Ygrusibas and always had been. He waited again, this time for a minute, then two.

“Fuck,” he cursed again quietly. “Fuck, shit, fuck.” This time, none of his boys said anything. They damned well learned quick, for stupid hillbillies. “Get out your cell phone,” he told Sleeveless and had him hold it over the book. He read the words again, this time not trusting his memory and the dim light. The words were the same, the exact same as they had been. Exactly what he’d read. He cursed again. Still, his boys said nothing. At least there was that. He flipped to the page before, the page after. Nothing new, nothing unexpected. The words were terse, some obscure, some annoyingly so, since Hollywood had been on earth a damned long time. Too damned long, actually. “Am I losing it in my old age?” he whispered out loud.

“Naw,” Sleeveless said.

“Wasn’t looking for audience participation, dumbass,” Hollywood snapped at him, and Sleeveless took the hint. Good dog. He let his fingers rest on his mouth, his chin, and he tried to contemplate, but nothing was coming to him. He was a problem solver, a fixer, a producer, for fuck’s sake! “All right, okay. The timing was off, maybe? The day, maybe? Whatever. This isn’t that time sensitive. We’ll try again tomorrow. And the next day, and the next, and however many days it takes to get it right. This was just a rehearsal.”

He looked over the boys, still standing over the fallen bodies of the farmer and his wife. “You got people in this town, right? In this county?” He looked off at the horizon, which was dominated by hills. The locals called them mountains, but Hollywood had been in the High Sierras once, on location. These were hills. Not even a lick of snow. “We’ll need a couple more tomorrow night. Maybe three, just to be safe. And we’ll keep going, keep going until I crack it. Shouldn’t take long, I probably mispronounced something. I’ll study it up, make sure I do it right next time.” He looked at the corpses in the mud and gestured to them. “I know you’d probably prefer fresh, but … y’know, take what you can get and all that …”

The four of them, his boys, his employees, fell on the bodies, ripping and tearing the flesh. They may have looked human, those boys, but he had known they weren’t when he came into town. He could smell them, could smell them a mile off. There was a sort of connection between their kind, the ability to see beyond, to see the signs of each other’s passage. He’d sniffed them out, followed their signs back to their trailer, caught them all doing meth. It passed the time, he supposed. Hollywood preferred pot, to stimulate the creative juices, but hey, he didn’t begrudge his fellows their vices. He watched the boys rip into the farmer and his wife and frowned. Even if it was flesh that probably tasted of cowshit.


***




Creampuff watched the demons devour the farmer and his wife, dimly aware that they had been the ones that had fed her before, kept her, had cleaned out her pen. It was a messy business, what they were doing to Creampuff’s former master, but something else told her it was wholly natural, demons feeding on the flesh of humans. The voice that was speaking to her was unusual, as Creampuff was just a Jersey cow, though she didn’t know it. She’d heard the farmer say it, but it didn’t matter enough to her to be worth remembering. It mattered now just a little, though, because the new voice was talking, wanting to know what she was, what she was doing, why she had called him forth. The voice had the run of her brain, though, and figured things out pretty quickly. Certainly more quickly than the simple Jersey cow who had been named Creampuff by a man who was presently having his flesh stripped off him by four men who were not men at all. But that was all right, too, Creampuff was told by the voice. The voice that was in her ear, in her body, in her heart and even her very soul, to the extent she had such a thing. It told her all these things, all these things and more, before it realized that it was talking to a cow and decided to just start trying to steer for itself. But for a while, it was a very civil conversation. She was told many, many things, including a name, the name of the voice in her head.

Ygrusibas.


2.


Arch parked his police cruiser, a big Ford Explorer with sheriff’s office markings, in the lot behind the station, a big old brick building that had been built in 1942. It was flat and square, with that age-stained brick that was so common on local government buildings in this part of Tennessee. It had air conditioning which had been put in in the eighties and probably hadn’t ever worked right. The walk through the rain-dampened lot was short. Arch pulled open the big Plexiglass door to the station without giving it much thought. It was armored, a concession to the fact that modern law enforcement dealt with risks that hadn’t been much of a worry back when the building had been built. The times were changing, even in rural Calhoun County, Tennessee, and in ways that the first occupants of the building would probably not have wanted to have to deal with.

Arch saw his way through the second door and felt the stale air of the station coursing around him as he walked in. The air was just as humid inside but maybe a degree or two cooler. Arch suspected that was due more to it being under the shadow of the roof all day than to with the ineffectual air conditioner.

“Hey, Arch,” Erin said from behind the desk as he navigated his way around the waist-high wooden gate that separated the waiting area from the official space behind the counter. “You made it with a minute to spare.”

“Yep.” Arch slid back around a desk to where the time clock sat, an old, ugly thing that might have been installed at the same time as the building was built, and slid his card out before punching it into the designated slot. “And here I was hoping for a bounteous harvest of overtime with which to support my not-yet burgeoning family.”

“More like support your wife in the manner in which she was raised.” The voice was warm but carried the faint prickle of familiarity and truth that Arch had come to expect from the sheriff. He turned and caught the wry smile of the balding man standing at the entrance to his office, arms folded as he watched his employees banter back and forth. “I trust your patrol was in line with what we’ve come to expect of our glorious careers in Calhoun County law enforcement?”

“Pretty boring, yeah,” Arch said, putting his time card back where it belonged. “If I’d wanted to liven things up, though, I would have tried for a job in Chattanooga or Knoxville.”

“Out there in the big, bad world?” Erin said with a laugh. She was cute, all the guys said so—blond, barely out of high school, spent as much time in the gym as she did in the bar. Which was considerable. She mostly worked dispatch, though Arch had heard her say she wanted to be on patrol. That was harder to come by now, though, with the budget cuts.

“I’ve never even heard of those places,” Sheriff Reeve said, scratching his chin.

“You wouldn’t have,” Arch said, dutifully playing the straight man and foil to set up the sheriff’s wry delivery. “They are outside of Calhoun County, after all.”

“There’s no such thing,” Reeve said with a straight face. “Didn’t you hear? The world ends outside the county line. Just drops straight off and down into infinite nothingness.”

“You know, boss,” Erin said, “you take flat-earthing to a new level.”

“I’ll assume that’s a compliment,” Reeve said with a sort of satisfaction. “There’s something to be said for being a little mule-headed, after all.”

“You mean a stubborn-ass?” Erin said with a muffled laugh.

“I call it uncompromising,” Reeve said. “Sounds better to my ears.”

“Yeah, well, I call it a long day.” Arch rubbed at his eyes.

“I thought you said it was boring?” Reeve let off a hint of interest at this.

“It was,” Arch said with a grin. “That’s the hardest day of all. I wouldn’t mind a little action.”

“Not gonna find that in Midian,” Erin said, “and probably not much of it in Calhoun, period. What are you gonna run up against? Some old moonshiner making a break from his still? Some idiot blowing up his meth lab? Or some addict strolling naked down Main Street?”

“All I ask is a little excitement,” Arch said with a weary smile. “Something to liven up the dull days.”

“You best be careful what you wish for,” Reeve said with a smile of his own. The man was a thirty-year veteran of law enforcement and knew what he was talking about, Arch knew. “You might find yourself wishing differently shortly thereafter.”

“If you want some excitement,” Erin said, opening her drawer and grabbing her purse, “I’m meeting Wade and Harlan down at Fast Freddie’s for a few beers. That’d liven up your night.”

“I wished for more exciting days,” Arch said with a smile directed at Erin. “The missus keeps my nights about as lively as I can presently manage.”

“Listen to that college-educated gentleman and his fancy understatement,” Reeve said with a chuckle. “That’s about the most candy-assed way I ever heard a newlywed talk about how much he’s getting laid.”

Arch let his smile tighten. He wouldn’t have said it like that, not ever, but he was getting used to Reeve doing it. The man didn’t mean anything by it; it was just the way he talked. Time was, Sheriff Nicholas Reeve could just about blow the smile off Arch’s face with minimal effort. The job interview had consisted of a steady stream of profanities, something Arch hadn’t much dealt with until he had started playing football. Now he was used to it, but he’d still been a little surprised when he encountered it in a job interview. He shouldn’t have been, though; Reeve operated the Sheriff’s Department pretty close to how a football coach ran a locker room. There wasn’t much room for squeamishness. He glanced toward Erin, who was too busy locking up her drawer to even look up. What might have been called a hostile working environment in a big-city department was just the norm in Calhoun County. Arch expected Reeve had probably screened someone like Erin before hiring her to make sure she wasn’t the sort to find offense in much of anything. Which was fortunate.

“Don’t even have nothing to say to that?” Reeve asked with a smile of his own. “You just gonna sit there with that shit-eating grin, aren’t you? I don’t blame you. I was newly married once myself, though I barely remember it. You could at least make a show of trying to give an old man a thrill by letting him live vicariously, though.” Reeve wasn’t exactly old, only in his mid-fifties, but the time sitting in the car and behind a desk had caught up with him. He wasn’t enormous like some of the older lawmen Arch had met, but he was a little soggier around the waist than Arch would have been comfortable being. He still managed to look like a starched lawman in his khaki uniform, though, with his big old revolver on his belt.

“Maybe talk to Harris about that,” Arch said finally, nodding at Erin. “She’s a barfly, probably has more exciting stories to tell than I do.”

“Who, me?” Erin said, looking up in surprise. “Nah, I ain’t got nothing interesting going on, not for a while. If I did, I wouldn’t be hanging out in Fast Freddie’s every night.” She gave off a smile that showed her perfectly even teeth. “Besides, you know there ain’t nothing worth having in this town ain’t already been gotten. Bought and paid for,” she pointed to the ring on Arch’s finger. “Speaking of which, you best run along; you know if you’re even five minutes late, your missus starts calling the station wondering where you’re at.”

“Sure enough,” Reeve said, but the way he said it came out “sho ’nuff.” He drawled with the best of them. “Y’all have a good night.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Erin said as Arch rounded the counter on the way back out to his cruiser. The department had gotten the new Explorer before the budget cutbacks. It was the only new vehicle they’d purchased in the last five years, and Arch suspected it had pained Reeve more than a little to pass it off to the most junior patrolman. He’d done it, though, for reasons that Arch didn’t want to delve too deeply into.

“You sure you don’t want to come with me to Fast Freddie’s?” Harris asked again as they split, Arch heading to his Explorer and she to her little subcompact. Being on dispatch and not patrol, Erin drove her own car. “Maybe give Alison a call and take her out for a night on the town?”

“We’re not much for drinking, you know,” Arch said, rubbing his hand over his stubbled head. He kept it pretty close to buzzed, as much for the convenience as for the regulation way it looked. Most people could tell he was a lawman just by looking at him, even when he was off duty—and that was even if the entire county hadn’t already known him. He worked hard to cultivate that image, though, to try to take away that familiarity that everyone presumed because he had been a local legend on the football field. “I doubt the missus is going to be much in the mood to go out after a long day on her feet at Rogerson’s.” Rogerson’s was the grocery store where she worked as an assistant manager. And hated it. And complained about it, every day, at length, to Arch. It was, however, a family business, and certain things were simply expected.

“All right, then,” Erin said, slipping into her car seat and giving him a last wave. “If you change your mind, you know where to find us.”

“I won’t,” Arch said tightly, “but thanks.” He got in and shut his door, turned the key and listened to the rumble of the engine. The Explorer was a damned sight better than anything he would have been able to afford on his own, that was certain. He shifted it into reverse and slid out of the spot before Erin had a chance to even start her car. It was better this way; as wild as the girl surely was at the bar—and he had heard the tales from his co-workers—she was grandma-slow as a driver.

Arch guided the car out of the parking lot, keeping to the lot limit even though almost no one else did, and turned right on the Old Jackson Highway, County Road 57. It was the main street that ran right through the middle of Midian, and it wasn’t but five or so minutes’ drive to his apartment. He took a deep breath as he waited for a semi to pass. He rubbed his eyes, let his fingers massage down his face as the big tractor trailer blew past on the rain-slicked street, the new-car smell thick in his nose as he thought for just a second about cutting his lights on and going after it. It was at least seven mph over, and he wrote tickets for less. But he was clocked out, Alison was expecting him, and he’d written tickets all day. It was all he did, write tickets and cite for broken taillights.

“Is that all there is?” he asked the empty car, the turn signal clicking over and over again, tapping gently into his skull. The same boring day, over and over again, every day from now to retirement in some thirty or forty years.

When there was no answer, he went ahead and turned, leaving Erin’s lights behind him as she made the right to Fast Freddie’s. He, on the other hand, took the left, toward home, the unanswered question still hanging in the air.


***




Hendricks had met a man in the town square who wasn’t a man at all. He’d gone to ask a guy wearing a John Deere hat for directions to a cheap hotel, figuring he’d find a place to crash for the night before trying to get the lay of the town tomorrow, and it became real obvious, real fast—at least to his practiced eye—that he was looking at a demon. It had taken some practice, but he could recognize a fair number of them by the signs, and when he saw the little flare of light in the man’s eyes, he knew. Worse than that was that the demon seemed to know he’d been spotted because instead of answering with polite directions to the nearest hotel, he instead let show his teeth—the real ones, the demon ones, hiding beneath the veneer of human flesh and skin that the demon wore like Hendricks wore his drover coat.

“Well, shit,” Hendricks said as he took a step back. The demon’s eyes were positively glowing now, his anger at being found out rising quickly. Green hat, glowing red eyes, well, hell, what else would you find in Midian, Tennessee on a Tuesday night? He didn’t wait to have the man-who-was-not-a-man set upon him; he recognized the signs for what they were—the demon, straight from the nether realms, was about to make a meal out of him. No, that wasn’t what Hendricks had planned for his Tuesday night in Midian, hell no it wasn't. And like any reasonable demon-hunting individual would, he had a response.

He threw the duffel off his shoulders, drew the sword that was hiding under his drover coat, and braced himself for the literal hell that was about to come his way.


***




Arch had to blink as he passed the square in front of the county courthouse. It was a simple enough square, just like you’d find in any small town, with businesses closed down at this time of night. The whole town rolled up the sidewalks, as he’d heard it said, round about eight o’clock, except for the twenty-four-hour Wal-Mart down by the interstate. Downtown got quiet after eight, and it stayed quiet until the next morning. Kids didn’t play there because there was nothing to do. There’d been some vandalism a year ago at the hardware store, a dilapidated old building that had lost a front window, in all probability to some bored high school kid. That sort of thing was big news in Midian. Mostly the square was quiet at night.

So it was with some surprise that when Arch drove through on his way home he saw the man in the black cowboy hat and long black drover coat who he’d passed out by the interstate waving a sword at one of the local boys who worked down at the paper mill. Arch couldn’t rightly recollect the ol’ boy’s name, not off the top of his head, but he knew him, a fellow who had come to town a few years earlier from Athens or Sweetwater or somewhere closer to Knoxville. He was wearing the same John Deere hat he wore most of the time, and he looked like he was telling the cowboy to step off, fire in his eyes.

Arch didn’t even think about it, just jerked the Explorer into a parking space at an angle by the square, and was out of his car in a heartbeat, drawing his Glock 22 as he went. “Hands above your head!” he called to the cowboy as he made his way across the pavement toward the middle of the square, which was bisected with an X of concrete walkways that met at a statue of General Stonewall Jackson. “Drop the sword!”

“That’d be a real bad idea right now,” the cowboy said, but he froze, the sword high above his head, not like he’d been holding it a minute ago, ready to strike. “This is a Chu’ala—” Arch squinted at the cowboy as the man said some nonsense word, and the next part of the statement jumped clear off the track, “—and its blood lust is about to kick in.”

“Drop the sword, sir,” Arch said again, commanding.

“I will gladly put this sword down,” the cowboy replied, “in about ten seconds.”

“NOW.” Arch put a little extra mustard into his command. If the cowboy made so much as a move toward the fellow in the John Deere hat whose name Arch wasn’t honestly sure he’d ever caught, he was going to be making a quick trip to Calhoun County Hospital, maybe take a flight from there to Chattanooga to have some bullets extracted.

“Okay,” the cowboy said, voice laced with strain. “I’m going to start putting it down, very slowly. You know, just so you don’t mistake my behavior for something … untoward.” He started to slowly bend, lowering his sword and his body like he was very gradually moving toward a squat.

“You could speed it up a little,” Arch said, annoyed. He’d been looking for action but would have preferred it stayed restricted to duty hours. Sheriff Reeve was going to be irritated if he had to pay overtime for this. Especially if it dragged on.

“No,” the cowboy said, moving at the rate of about a half-inch per second, “I really can’t.”

Arch’s gaze was drawn to the good ol’ boy, the paper mill worker. His eyes were funny, lit up with a glow like someone was shining a light in them. Arch looked, just for a second, turning his head to see if there was something behind him, a light source or reflection that’d be causing it. “You okay?” Arch asked the fellow. He’d seen him before, knew the guy from when he’d worked security at one of the paper mill’s company picnics down by the river, keeping the drinkers in line. They’d talked, a group of other guys and him, about college football, about UT’s chances this year. They weren’t great.

The man in the John Deere hat didn’t respond, not in words. He let out a low growl, something that didn’t even sound human, more like a dog crossed with a cat that’d caught its tail in a clamp, and he shook his head hard enough to break something. Nothing broke, though, not anything physical anyhow, but the man’s face seemed to change, to loosen, like the flesh was sloshing around, draining toward his mouth the way the water went out of a toilet boil. What was replacing it was shadow, darkness, a bug’s exoskeleton made out of shades of blackest night. Arch blinked once, then twice. He slapped a hand on his face, rubbed one eyelid, then the other, never closing them both. He had to be hallucinating. It wasn’t any form of mind-altering substance, because Arch didn’t truck with that stuff, but heck if what he was seeing wasn’t something of that sort.

“You might want to step back,” the cowboy said, and Arch wanted to say something to reply to him, but he couldn’t find the words. The good ol’ boy had turned into some shadowed thing, a monster with glowing red eyes, like they were the windows into the old furnace Arch’s parents had in the house when he was a kid.

“What the—?” was all Arch had time to mutter before the thing in the John Deere hat came flying at the cowboy, fast as anything that ever crawled or skittered. The cowboy looked to be ready for it, though, and dodged back, taking a clumsy swipe with his sword as the John Deere hat went past. There was a squealing noise and something that sounded like clicking as the thing came back around for another pass, righting itself after missing the cowboy.

Arch considered shooting the cowboy, as he’d threatened, but frankly, the situation was all fouled up and that didn’t seem the thing to do. Clearly something had happened to the good ol’ boy. He was on PCP or something. There was really no other way to explain it.

The cowboy took another dodge back, almost whirling out of the way as the thing came at him again, and he tried to stop the good ol’ boy with the sword—a pretty, one-handed thing—but he hit him with it and the good ol’ boy kept coming, forcing him back further. There was enough of a gap between them that Arch could shoot without worrying about hitting something he wasn’t supposed to, and he didn’t even bother to call out. The good ol’ boy in the John Deere hat had made his moves on the cowboy after a uniformed police officer was on the scene, and unless Arch missed his guess, pepper spray and a Taser weren’t gonna do a damned thing to settle this down. The cowboy was actually defending himself against John Deere. And losing, even though he had a sword.

Arch fired the Glock three times. Double tapped John Deere in the head and put one in the body as an afterthought. The .40 bucked in his hands, the plastic pistol grip kicking with every pull of the trigger. The shots were good; Arch was proficient, having put in far more range time than was technically required with his weapon. He saw every one of the shots hit, but they didn’t seem to do much of anything, barely staggering the thing in the John Deere hat. Instead of dropping like he should have, the thing seemed to almost shrug them off like they were nothing of serious concern, just walking right through them, heading for the cowboy.

The cowboy was ready this time, though, and before Arch got a chance to fire again the cowboy thrust out with the sword. Taking advantage of the moment’s hesitation by the good ol’ boy/thing, he thrust the blade where the throat should have been on the shadowed creature. Critter, Arch liked to think of it after seeing what it could do. A critter, a thing, like a mongrel dog that attacked anything that came at it. The cowboy hadn’t even really come at it, but it damned sure wasn’t a man. Not anymore, if it ever really had been.

There should have been a gurgling noise from where the cowboy had stabbed it, but there wasn’t. It was more like a steady dripping, sped up, a tapping or clicking like something was slapping against something else. The darkness swirled around the thing, like a black hole had opened up and was devouring it. Crackles of orange like the outline of a flame ran through the dark that surrounded the thing, washing over it in slow motion. Tendrils of the dark flame consumed it one lick at a time until the feet disappeared last of all, dissolving to leave nothing on the sidewalk to show that the good ol’ boy in the John Deere hat that Arch had met at a picnic once and talked UT football with had ever even existed.

“Well,” the cowboy said, and let his sword clatter to the ground, “how was that for some action to break up the monotony of small-town life?”

Arch just stared at him for a few seconds then lowered the gun, letting it rest in a low safe position while he kept an eye on the cowboy’s hands. “That … thing. He attacked you?”

“Was about to,” the cowboy agreed, “when I drew my sword. Couldn’t help himself, see. The Chu’ala, they have an aggressor response like no animal on earth. The minute he knew that I knew what he was, it was game on, and nothing was gonna stop it but the last buzzer. No time outs for them, they’re straight-up killers.”

Arch tried not to stare blankly, but then he cast another gaze at the spot where the good ol’ boy had literally disappeared. That sort of thing just didn’t happen, did it? “You called it a Chu’ala.” Sounded like koala, but with a choo like choo-choo in front of it. “What is that?”

The cowboy stared back at him, half-smiling, hands on his knees like he was winded. “You probably don’t wanna know, honestly. I mean, what you just saw? That sort of thing tends to be career-ending if you were to write a report about it, you know. They’ll ship you off to the local Bellevue.”

Arch hadn’t even thought of that. “What was it?” Dogged, like he had to know. He did have to know, but he couldn’t put a finger on why. This was the sort of crazed stuff he wouldn’t have ever thought he’d encounter, and he’d had a teacher at the academy who was an Atlanta cop, told him stories about things he didn’t think he’d ever see in Calhoun County. Definitely not something crazier than all that, even. A man turning into a devil-insect and then disappearing into shadows and night like he was being swallowed whole by it? That was far out of consideration.

“I told you,” the cowboy said with an easy, not entirely sincere grin, “it was a Chu’ala.”

“Like a chihuahua?” Arch raised a don’t-give-me-no-bull cop face. He hadn’t learned that at the academy. “Didn’t look like no little yappy dog to me. It didn’t even look human.”

The cowboy gave a grudging nod of his head. “Well, you got that much, at least. Most people don’t make that leap straightaway. You’re right, it wasn’t human.” He gave a look left, then right, as though he half expected another of those things to come leaping out at him. “You mind if I pick up my sword?” Arch shook his head. “No?” The cowboy’s disappointment seemed mild. “Well,” there came a kind of exhausted, long sigh, “in that case … it’s a demon. A Chu’ala is a demon of the old school, and when I stabbed it in the neck with my sword,” he gestured at the blade that lay upon the grass, shining in the lamplight, “the rupture loosed his essence, sending him right back to whatever hell he came from.” The cowboy said it all plain, matter-of-fact, like he was giving directions to Rogerson’s just down the highway. He waited a second, watching Arch, watching the gears spin.

“A demon?” Arch’s logical mind butted up against the problem once, then twice, then once again. He had no suspect, no body, no evidence of an assault, no victim—or attacker, as the case might have been—nothing but a cowboy with a sword, strolling through the town center of Midian just before midnight, getting into a fight with a man Arch thought he’d known, who had turned into something improbable, then promptly dissolved into shadow and disappeared, maybe back to hell, if indeed that’s where he came from.

“Yeah,” the cowboy agreed. “Sounds pretty fucked up, doesn’t it? Like I said, you might wanna just stroll on away from this one and pretend you didn’t see anything. It’d probably simplify your life.” There was just a touch of apprehension under ‘don’t-give-a-damn’ in the cowboy’s tone. “I know it’d simplify mine if you did.”

Arch pondered that for a moment as he slipped his Glock back in his holster. He was running it through his brain, trying to figure out how to explain it to the sheriff in a report—explain a man who didn’t run away, didn’t disappear by hiding behind something, but a guy who vanished, evaporated into the air itself. Trying to imagine explaining to Reeve that he’d been off duty and seen something staggering, absolutely amazing and impossible. Imagine having to file a report on it—which would technically mean he’d have to punch in, or be in violation of regulations. And that would go over … not so well.

He looked around the square. No lights were on, no sounds were made. His gunshots were loud, but not that uncommon in a rural area like Calhoun County. People shot in one of the fields behind the square from time to time, and firecrackers during July weren’t exactly the most unusual of sounds. No cars, no lights, nothing. A quiet night in Midian. Not a soul about. He eyed the sword, and the cowboy took a step back from it. Arch took a couple steps forward, stooped and picked it up, looked at the fancy swirls of runes that made the blade look particularly intricate. “You think I should just let you go, I expect?”

“Well, of course,” the cowboy said. “Doesn’t everyone you catch hope that you’ll just let them go?”

“Not all of them come at me with stories of demons and hell as alibis for what they’ve done, though. Almost none of them are strangers, in town for just an hour before they start waving a sword around and killing some poor bastard that works at the local paper mill by making them disappear like something out of a Criss Angel performance.”

The cowboy inclined his head slightly. “I can see why this might be a little disturbing to you. It took me a little getting used to myself when my eyes first got opened to this sort of stuff. Might I suggest a little something to ease the passage …?”

The cowboy was ever so mild in his suggestion, and it made Arch just a little curious what he thought might make this easier in the slightest. This idea of demons and disappearing people that didn’t really fit into Arch’s world, not at all. “What’s that?” Arch asked.

“We should go get a beer.”


***




The cop hadn’t let him have his sword back, but Hendricks wasn’t all that worried about it, not yet. He’d gotten in the back of the patrol car, and the cop had put the sword up front with him after searching him for weapons. That had caused a tense moment, but he’d been up front with the officer. “I have a 1911 pistol in my belt,” Hendricks had said. “My ID’s in my back pocket, along with a permit to carry it.”

The cop had taken the gun out of Hendricks’s belt. The guy was big, broad, muscular, a black man who, if Hendricks had still been a gambler of any sort, he would have laid money on having been a football player at some point in his academic career. He didn’t just have the build for it; he had the power. The cop was at least six foot two, and even with his Marine training, Hendricks wouldn’t have wanted to get in a scrape with the fellow. No chance. Demons were easier, because you could just kill them. Fighting humans sucked.

After the cop had taken Hendricks’s gun and sword, and asked him to remove his coat, Hendricks got in the back of the cop car, a new model Ford Explorer that rode real nice. He was tempted to ask which he was headed for, a bar or jail, but they buzzed right on past the sheriff’s office without turning, though Hendricks caught a backwards look in the rear-view at him as they neared, as though the cop expected him to crack or something at the prospect of going to jail. It wouldn’t exactly be the highlight of Hendricks’s night, that was for sure, but a jail cell still beat the hell out of being devoured, guts-first, by a raging Chu’ala in the town square.

Besides, he at least got to keep his cowboy hat. That was something.

There was a glaring patch of neon up ahead, and Hendricks recognized the same stretch of strip malls he’d seen when he’d come into town from the interstate. The Wal-Mart was up there and a few other stores, a fireworks outlet, and a bar with a red neon sign blaring the name “Fast Freddie’s.” It sounded like a pretty jerkoff place, but Hendricks wasn’t too picky, being both hungry and parched and not having had anything to eat nor drink nor even had a chance to piss since being picked up at the Cracker Barrel outside Nashville hours earlier by the trucker. The last concern was still mild; the first two were growing in importance rapidly. He was parched and hungry enough to skin a coyote and eat it ass-first.

Fast Freddie’s was a shitty looking place, all wooden eaves and paneling outside, like it was supposed to be an authentic Texas roadhouse. Old Father Time had clearly had his way with the joint, though, and it was faded enough that even the red neon sign looked worn. Hendricks would have bet that it looked like hell during the daytime, probably like it had been damned near forgotten by the owners, needing all manner of improvements. Still, Midian was a one-horse town, or possibly less, maybe a one-mule town, or even lower, a one-cat town or something. It was damned small; a micropolis, he’d heard this type of place called before. It only looked as big as it did because it served the rest of Calhoun County, drawing in people from the rural reaches of the county to the surprisingly wide array of commerce it offered.

When they were in the parking lot, the big cop turned over his shoulder and looked back at him. “Your weapons stay in the car. I’ll listen to your story over one beer. If I don’t like the sound of it, your next ride is to the sheriff’s station.”

“Can I get a last meal, too?” Hendricks grinned.

The deputy was impassive. “If you want. Not sure I’d trust Fast Freddie’s to handle my dietary needs, but it’s your digestive tract.”

Hendricks let the grin hang. “You paying?”

“Nope,” the cop said and stepped out, shoes squeaking on the wet asphalt.

Hendricks shrugged. It wasn’t like he didn’t have money. He waited for the cop to open the door and considered himself lucky he wasn’t cuffed. When it opened, he stepped out, walking slowly in front of the deputy, leading the way without much concern. It was understandable, after all; the deputy wanted to keep an eye on his potential prisoner.

Stepping inside Fast Freddie’s was like taking the dial of the time machine and spinning it back to the Old West, if the Old West had had neon signs. After thinking about it for a moment, Hendricks decided maybe it was more like a rodeo king’s worst nightmare, the inside of this place, some garish cross between a honky-tonk and a bullrider’s bar, or maybe more of a caricature of what some jackass thought those things oughta look like rather than what they really did. It didn’t matter either way, though, because the people at the bar were there for one reason alone—to drink—and they were all about that serious business when Hendricks walked in with the deputy just behind him. He imagined the cop’s khakis probably turned a few eyes his way, then realized that in this sort of bar, all the eyes were on a pullstring attached to the door handle anyway, and whenever someone walked in they got the once over from the entire patronage. In most cases, this was not a good thing. In one instance, though …

A damned fine-looking girl wearing a V-necked white t-shirt came flouncing up, on her seventh or eight drink if Hendricks were gambling (and in this case he would have, gladly), jeans too tight by half for anywhere but a bar or a rodeo, but there were no complaints from him on that score, not for this girl. She was blond, and not just perky but pretty, wasted on this establishment. He tried to draw himself up a little straighter, and for a half a flash he let himself imagine that she might actually be coming to the door to talk to him.

That image was dispelled a half second later when she went straight up to the cop. “You came!” she said and gave the guy a big hug. Here the height difference was blatantly obvious; the deputy was a damned giant, and this girl was average height. Hendricks had never really been insecure about his height, but then he was a shade under six feet and always considered that reasonable. He’d been in the same barracks with a guy in boot camp on Parris Island who was even taller than the deputy at his side and always felt bad for the fella because what they’d always said about tall guys being well-hung had turned out not to be true for this guy. To the disappointment of a girl in his training platoon. Of course she told everyone. Poor bastard.

“I’m uh …” The deputy looked just a little discomfited to Hendricks’s eyes. More than a little, actually, the man looked like he’d been dunked in cold water and forced to confess to a particularly heinous crime, all in one expression. “I’m just here for a drink with my friend …” The deputy looked at him, gave him a pointed, Help me out, pal kind of look.

“Lafayette Hendricks, ma’am,” he said doffing his cowboy hat to the blond lady. She looked a little younger than him, not much, probably twenty-two, twenty-three. Her blue eyes glimmered with vague interest, he thought, but he hadn’t seen that in a long time and wasn’t practiced enough to tell whether she was just being polite or if it was something more.

“This is Erin Harris,” the deputy said, nodding to the blond. “She’s the dispatcher down at the station.”

“Name like Lafayette, you ain’t gonna start speaking French to me?” she asked. Maybe that was interest.

“Not likely,” Hendricks said, keeping it cool. “I’m from Wisconsin. Can’t speak a lick of French ’cept for maybe merci and oui.”

“I think, technically,” Erin said, beset by a case of the giggles that was probably induced by the bourbon that he could smell on her breath, “that the oui would come before the merci.” Another giggle, and it was cute. “But I might be out of practice.”

Hendricks wondered if he was blushing visibly. There was every chance she was going to regret this flirtation later, if she even remembered it. “I’m afraid I’ll have to trust your experience with the language is greater than my own, because mine is pretty limited.”

She giggled again then stopped as the cop cleared his throat. “Sorry, Erin,” the cop said, “I’m just here to have a beer with my friend.”

She blinked, kind of wide-eyed, and Hendricks was sure it made her even cuter. “You’re gonna have a beer? Like an actual one? Holy shit.” She shook her head, and it looked like she almost lost her balance. “Well, okay, then,” she touched the deputy all around his collar, then tried to straighten it but left it popped out on one side. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay, I got it.” The deputy’s mild chagrin was obvious as he fiddled with his collar, straightening it out.

“I’ll just leave you boys alone, then,” she said, and Hendricks caught the first hint of slurring in her speech. “But when you get done, you should come over and join me and the boys for another round. I would definitely buy you a beer, Officer Stan.” She shuffled away under her own power, barely, not quite falling down drunk but definitely happier than she would have been without the alcohol coursing through her veins.

When she was gone, the cop she’d called Officer Stan guided Hendricks over to a corner table and gestured at the barman by holding up two fingers and getting a nod in return. “I thought you didn’t drink?” Hendricks asked.

“I haven’t had a beer in two years,” the deputy returned.

“But you have good enough code with the bartender that you can hold up two fingers and he knows what to bring you?”

The deputy shrugged. “All beer tastes the same to me—bad. Reckon he’ll bring me whatever he sells the most of.”

“We could shoot whiskey if you’d prefer,” Hendricks suggested. He’d gladly shoot whiskey, and lots of it. Mainly because he was likely to be hurting tomorrow anyway, courtesy of the Chu’ala. Why not add a little distraction behind the eyes, just to give the bruises a competition for what would hurt the most in the morning?

“No, thanks,” the deputy said.

“So the pretty blond you work with called you Officer Stan,” Hendricks said as he took in the place again. The girl who’d talked to the deputy was in the corner with a couple of other guys and looking over at him. Maybe some interest. Maybe. “You got a first name, or is it Stan and she’s just real formal?”

“Everyone calls me Arch,” came the reply. Damn, the guy was tall, like a mountain sitting across the table from him, and forbidding, too, near humorless.

“Why’s that?”

“Because my momma named me Archibald, and it’s a silly name that I don’t care for.”

Hendricks watched him, gave him a little smile. “That’s all right, no one calls me Lafayette, either.”

“Yeah, I heard you call yourself—what? Lafayette—”

“Lafayette Jackson Hendricks is what my momma called me,” he said, “when she was mad at me about something—which was a fair amount. But no one’s called me Lafayette since my momma died, and no one calls me Jack on account of I make it clear to them that I won’t abide it, so I pretty much go by Hendricks. Once upon a time it was Staff Sergeant Hendricks but now it’s plain old Hendricks.” Hendricks started to go on but one of the waitresses dropped a couple of bottles of Budweiser off at the table. He blanched as he took his first sip and saw the same from the deputy. “Bud’s not to my liking, either.”

“Oh, yeah?” The deputy eyed him carefully. “You tell much difference between the different kinds of beer?”

“Not the national brands,” Hendricks said. “Back home in Western Wisconsin, where I come from, they got a brew called Leinenkugels that beats the shit outta anything you find elsewhere. I went all over in the Marines. The only other things I found I really liked were some Greek beer I can’t even remember the name of and Guinness.”

Arch paused, surveying Hendricks real quietly. “This discussion of microbrews is real classy, but let’s cut right through the bunk. What happened back there?”

Hendricks grinned again. It was getting to be natural for him this evening, and it hadn’t been like that for him in years. “Like I said, you sure you want to delve very deep in that? It’s a long way down that rabbit hole, Alice. You might be sorry you ever opened your eyes to that world because it’s damned hard to climb back up after you take that trip, and things don’t tend to be the same after you take the first step.”

Not even a moment’s hesitation. “Yes, I want to know what happened out there. You said demon. Demon, like from hell?”

“Dunno if he’s from hell,” Hendricks said, taking another swill—literally, and not liking it much. “But I know he’s a demon, like the creatures of old. They look like humans, ’til you know what to look for. Different breeds, too, species, like animals, but they blend in with humans most of the time. At least, most do.”

Arch was listening, taking it all in. “All right, so if they’re demons, what are they here for?”

Hendricks gave the barest shrug. “If you’re talking about in the larger sense of it, in the ‘Why are we all here? What is our greater purpose?’ sense, then fuck if I know. If you mean, why are they here in this town, right now, that I might have an answer for, though I’m not sure you’re gonna like it.”

“Lay it on me.” It was hard to tell whether this deputy, Arch, was humoring him or seriously listening, but either way, he was paying attention, so Hendricks went on.

“The way it was explained to me, there are certain places on the earth that flare at any given moment, become ‘hotspots’ if you will, that pull in demons like the light on a bugzapper—but without the zapper, I suppose. They’re drawn to them, these bursts of … I dunno, mystical or whatever activity, and they come congregating into whatever town or place is throwing off that vibe. Right now, it’s here in Calhoun County.”

“Uh huh,” Arch’s arms were folded now, which was new. Hendricks didn’t like the look of that. “How do you know about this mystical stuff?”

Hendricks shrugged. “Someone told me about it, and I was just about as disbelieving as you are. Course, that was about five years and eighteen hotspots ago, so I’ve since developed a little faith that my mentor wasn’t just blowing smoke up my ass, but when I was sitting in your chair it was all, ‘Yeah, right,’ and ‘Whatever.’ Probably about what you’re thinking now. I was also thinking, ‘Bullshit,’ but you don’t strike me as much of the swearing type, so maybe you have a clean way to say it.”

“Malarkey.”

Hendricks raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Really? You’re gonna go with that, huh?”

“It’s gotten me this far.”

“‘Bullshit’ sounds more—”

“Profane?”

“That, too,” Hendricks agreed. “But I would have said serious.”

Arch rolled his eyes, which Hendricks got the suspicion wasn’t very characteristic of the man, either. But half his beer was gone, obvious by the light shining through the brown bottle. “You gotta swear like a sailor to be serious, huh?”

“I don’t do anything like a sailor,” Hendricks said with a frown. “I was a Marine.”

“Whatever. You know what I meant.” Arch took a swig and frowned, but it was a long pull and it looked like he’d just about finished the bottle. “I’m almost done with my beer and I’m still not really believing you.”

“Fair enough,” Hendricks said. “You did just see a man turn into something decidedly un-human, then disappear after being stabbed in the neck, though. What would be your logical, non-demon explanation for that? You know, if you had to explain it. Extra points if you manage to steer clear of any accusations involving me doping you with hallucinogens, because I plainly didn’t.”

Arch cocked an eyebrow at him. “Some guy I barely know just got—I don’t know, devoured by shadows while I watched—I’m not ruling out hallucinogens. For all I know you sprayed some kind of gas in the air and I’m tripping right now.” He held up the bottle. “Which would explain why I’m having a beer with you rather than dragging you to jail. Might be the only thing that makes sense in this case, actually.”

“He didn’t disappear,” Hendricks explained, keeping his cool though he felt his mouth go dry. He really, really didn’t want to spend a night in jail. Or two. Or three. Anything more than possession of the sword would be hard to prove, but the sword was pretty rare and he didn’t want to risk losing it. Or have shit go down out in the outside world while he was sweating away in county jail. “Most demons don’t have bodies like us, exactly. What they have is like a shell, a kind of a veneer of human flesh on the outside that hides their true appearance. When I stabbed him in the neck, I was breaking the shell, which caused his essence to be drawn back to wherever the hell it came from. Kind of breaks their hold on this … dimension? Realm? Whatever, I’ve never really understood the explanation I’ve gotten on that one.”

The bar was smoky, but Arch’s gaze was smokier. “You went after this thing to kill it, but you don’t really understand what happened to it?”

“Actually, I went up to the guy to ask for directions to the cheapest motel in town, but I recognized him, he knew I recognized him, and he knew I knew, which caused him to have to throw down, because that’s how Chu’ala demons act when they feel threatened in the slightest. I would have been perfectly happy just to get my directions and be on about my evening, but once that happened, we kind of got locked on course.”

“Still doesn’t explain why you’re carrying a sword to fight these things when you don’t really know what they’re all about.”

“I know enough,” Hendricks said, keeping his irritation under wraps. “The full explanation is somewhere between a genius-level physics problem and something involving mystical elements that are way more spiritual than I give a fuck about. I know the mechanics, I know how to kill them, and so I stick to what I know. And I carry the sword because the sword kills them.”

“How?” Arch asked.

“Mystical stuff,” Hendricks said. “Breaks through—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Arch waved him off.

“So,” Hendricks went on after a pause in which Arch stared at his beer for what felt like several minutes, “you still haven’t answered me about what you think it was you saw tonight.”

“See, I don’t have to explain it to you,” Arch said, and it was damned obvious he was cross as hell. “I have to explain it to the sheriff, my boss, about how I think I witnessed a murder, except I don’t have a victim, I don’t have a body, I don’t have anything except some cowboy with a sword and a pistol.”

“Hey, the pistol’s legal,” Hendricks said. “My carry permit is valid for Tennessee.”

“The sword ain’t, though.”

Hendricks gave a weak shrug. “You’d let me carry a gun but not a sword? So you charge me with … uh …”

“Let’s not go there,” Arch said darkly. “I could charge you with any number of things. That’s not at issue, me finding nominal violations of the law. My issue is whether I want to believe some jackwagon who steps into town and his first night starts stirring up some deeply dark mystical juju of a kind I don’t even know I believe in. If I let you walk, is this gonna become a pattern? You gonna go out and raise some more havoc, kill some more of those things?”

“I try to keep it out of the public eye, but yeah,” Hendricks replied, and finished his beer with a long pull. “Trust me when I tell you that these demons are not the sort of thing you want walking around your town, in human skin or without. They’re killers, murderers, and cause all manner of mischief that goes unreported. Mysterious disappearances follow in their wake like fleas trail a dirty old hound dog. Things burn when they’re around, mental illness leaps right up through the roof. Murder rates skyrocket. “

Hendricks leaned across the table. “Things don’t turn out so well for these hotspots. Look at Detroit, look at New Orleans. Both of them have had flare-ups at various points in the last fifty years—hell, Detroit’s been a hotspot some twenty five times, some worse than others. Small towns, though, they get real bad. Turn to ghost towns in some cases.” He lowered his voice. “There was a town in Alaska last year, just dropped off the map, five hundred people gone by the time it was done flaring. You don’t want this thing going unchallenged, not here, not anywhere.”

Arch stared back at him. “There gonna be more like you coming?”

Hendricks took a long, slow breath, let the tobacco smoke in the air waft in. He didn’t smoke, but when he was drinking it didn’t bother him like it did when he was sober. He almost kind of liked it. “Probably, but not for a while. There’s kind of a lot going on for my kind right now.”

“Oh, yeah?” Arch asked. “You a … what? A demon hunter or something?”

“Something like that,” Hendricks said. “And there are definitely demon hunters, and some of them might even come this way, though I’d suspect it will be a long while before they do.”

“Why’s that?”

Hendricks took another breath of the secondhand smoke, and could almost feel it calm his nerves. “Because this is the eighteenth hot spot in the world that’s flaring right now.” He wanted a cigarette and he didn’t even smoke. It had been a long day.

“You say that like it should mean something to me.”

“Sorry,” Hendricks said with some genuine contrition. “Didn’t mean to be so damned vague. So, this is number eighteen. That’s kind of unusual. There are usually less.”

“Less?” Arch’s hands were back behind his head now, and he waved off the waitress when she came by to make another pass to see if they wanted another round. “Like, ten?” Hendricks shook his head. “Five? Four?” He kept shaking his head, and used his index finger to point down, tapping at the table the entire time.

“More like one,” Hendricks said, gingerly, and he shook the empty beer bottle, wishing it was full again. He looked up at the deputy with all seriousness, though. “Usually, there’s only ever one at a time. So, as you might guess with eighteen going at once … we’re in some new territory, here.”


***




Hollywood didn’t want to stay at the dairy farm, not with the smell. He hated it, and it was in his suit, his fucking ten-thousand-dollar suit that he’d gotten on Savile Row in London. He knew it was in his ponytail, too, and he was going to have to exfoliate like crazy to get the smell of it off his skin. He had Sleeveless driving his car for him, chauffeuring, and had made sure they’d gotten towels from the farmer’s house for Sleeveless to sit on. No point in soiling the town car any more than was necessary, after all.

They were heading toward the interstate, maybe even as far back as Chattanooga, because he doubted there was much more than a fleabag motel in this town, and frankly, there was a lot to be said for being able to get a meal with some decent organic produce. You didn’t know what you were getting, after all. If his body was going to be the temple of Ygrusibas, it made sense to feed it things that would make it better, not worse. Also, none of the local motels had a gym. Or Wifi. Fucking hicks, fucking sticks.

“Something going on up here,” Sleeveless said as they drew close to the interstate. It was an hour or so to Chattanooga, and there had to be at least somewhere he could stay there, somewhere that would take his Black Card and give him some semblance of order, something approaching—maybe like a lesser version, like tier one instead of tier five—the treatment he got in L.A. They knew how to do shit right. They should, after all. The whole place was built by and for demons.

Sleeveless slowed the car as they drove past the parking lot of a neon-lit hellhole that a sign proclaimed to be Fast Freddie’s. Hollywood looked out the window, staring into the dark night as they went on, taking in the scene in the parking lot. It was almost nothing, really, something so subtle that only their kind would notice.

There were two men standing next to a cop car. It wasn’t so much what they were wearing in terms of clothes—though one of them wore a cowboy hat, like he was what? John Travolta or something? No, it was what they were wearing over the clothes that caught the eye. It dusted them and clung to them like skin, so obvious that it practically glowed to those who knew what to look for.

“Looks like those boys just killed them a demon,” Sleeveless said from the driver’s seat.

Hollywood couldn’t find it in him to disagree. It was obvious; they were just doused in the essence. “One of the locals?”

“Could be.” Sleeveless slowed the car further, and rolled down the window. “There were a decent number of us around before things started heating up, and lots of strangers been coming into town lately with the rising.” The smell of sulfur was obvious even at this distance, and Hollywood wanted to gag even more now, needed to get to something approaching a five-star hotel, preferably one with multiple shower heads. “Should we stop, maybe put ’em down?”

Hollywood shook his head. “No. Not right now. Probably just some brain-dead, thrill-killer demon hunter in town because of the flare. Doesn’t mean anything to us, necessarily.” He brought one of his well-manicured hands up to his mouth, pondered chewing the nail. It was a nasty habit he had, something his manicurist hated but was paid good money to repair. Too bad she was in L.A. “Have one of the boys keep an eye on them, though, maybe watch them in town, see what they’re up to. Find out where they stay.” He motioned for Sleeveless to roll up the window, which he did, and the car accelerated toward the on ramp, taking the turn and heading south toward Chattanooga. “If it turns out they’re going to be a problem, well, hey … I could use some more warm bodies, at least until I figure out this ritual. After that … they won’t so much be a problem for any of us.”


3.


“I’m going to let you go—for now,” Arch announced as they walked out the door of Fast Freddie’s, Arch wondering how much beer he’d had. He decided he’d breathalyze himself just to be safe before he started his car. He’d waited an hour after finishing his beer, just chatting idly with Hendricks. The fact that the cowboy was ex-military weighed in his favor. They’d talked about the war, how Hendricks had been in Iraq, and somewhere between that and the crazy talk about demons rising, Arch had figured on letting the man go. None of it made any rational sense, but then again a great many things Arch believed in required some level of faith. And Arch was definitely a man of faith. The stuff Hendricks was talking about was straight out of the Bible, things the preacher even usually shied away from talking about at the pulpit on Sundays. Arch wasn’t sure he believed it was happening, not now, but explaining it to Sheriff Reeve would be a trip in and of itself. Assuming it was even possible.

“For now?” Hendricks didn’t grin, not this time. “Well, I appreciate that.”

“You’re not leaving town anytime soon, are you?” Arch asked him. Hendricks just shook his head, big cowboy hat brim waving left and right. “Good. Where you gonna be staying?”

“Cheap hotel?” Hendricks asked him.

“The Sinbad, down by the off ramp over there,” Arch said and pointed his finger. He caught a glimpse of a sedan slowing down as it passed by on the old highway. He gave it a glance but not much more. He was standing by his Explorer, after all, and people tended to slow down at the sight of a cop car. Probably wise. Most cops might not have leapt up into the car to pursue and give them a speeding ticket, but Arch wasn’t most cops. “Cheapest place around. It’ll run you about twenty-five a night. A word of caution, though—”

“Let me guess,” Hendricks said. “It’s not fancy.”

“That might be understating it just a tad.”

“I don’t need much,” Hendricks said. “A bed, running water.”

“It’ll have one of those,” Arch said. “Probably.”

There was a brief awkward silence, then Hendricks spoke again. “Can I have my stuff back?”

“Right,” Arch said and reached into the passenger side of his car. He tossed the big black drover coat to Hendricks. Once he had it on, Arch handed him the .45. Hendricks waited expectantly, a little anxious. Arch hesitated as he picked up the sword and looked at it. It wasn’t terribly long, probably a two-and-a-half-foot blade, but razor sharp, only an inch wide. It could put a hurting on a person, but obviously not as bad as the pistol, which there was no doubt Hendricks was cleared to carry. Arch had seen the Wisconsin permit, and it was current. Arch ran a finger along the side of the blade, taking care to stay away from the edge. It almost looked silver in the light, but he would have guessed stainless steel and wicked sharp. It was an elegant thing, with twists and runes added, probably to make it look extra cool. “If this ends up in somebody’s belly, I will track you to the end of the earth and make you pay for my mistake.”

“The end of the county, you mean?” Hendricks said without a smile. Arch was expecting one, like being flippant was just second nature to the ex-Marine. “Don’t worry, I don’t use it on people, just demons, which means, by definition, you’ll never see a corpse with a stab wound from it.”

That didn’t make Arch feel much better. He didn’t cringe but definitely winced on the inside. Demons were a hard thing to swallow, harder than the idea of a murder taking place in Calhoun County. Those did happen, every once in a while. Demons were a little too far off the wall. “Just keep out of trouble, okay?”

Hendricks gave him a look like, Yeah, right, and Arch didn’t even bother to argue. “Thanks for the understanding,” Hendricks said finally.

“I don’t think I do understand,” Arch said and got in his car, slamming the door behind him. He watched the cowboy walk off back toward the hotel, wondering if he’d come even close to doing the right thing here.


***




Hendricks was walking along in the hot Tennessee night, betting the temperature was still somewhere north of eighty, even after midnight, listening to the slap of his cowboy boots crunching against the gravel on the shoulder of the road and keeping his eyes fixed on the sign for the Sinbad motel. “Heh,” he said. Sinbad wasn’t a terrible name for an off-ramp motel like this. Back home they used to derisively call the local one the “Fuck-and-Run.” It was a fairly accurate representation of what happened there. Hendricks decided he liked the Sinbad better. It winked at the purpose of the place, removed the need for a nickname like the “Fuck-and-run.” Probably didn’t stop it, though.

He hadn’t stopped drinking when Arch had, preferring instead to have a few more. It seemed like a good idea at the time, but it had made him want to hang around the bar a little longer when the cop wanted to leave. Since he’d been in the custody of Arch at the time, technically, that wasn’t sound thinking. So even though he’d have preferred to stick around, maybe keep an eye on that blond, Erin, see what she was up to, he didn’t. He went with Arch to hear the verdict. After that, he’d realized he was too tired to keep going.

On reflection, getting drunk in front of a deputy sheriff who’s trying to decide whether or not to release you maybe wasn’t the sharpest thinking. On the other hand, going to jail sober didn’t sound like much fun either.

He was on the overpass when he realized he was being followed, the sound of footsteps behind him in the quiet night being occasionally drowned out by the nighttime semis and cars passing underneath the bridge on the interstate below. He cast a quick look back and saw a silhouette, a small one. He knew immediately that it wasn’t Arch, this silhouette being practically half his size, or more like three-quarters and thin. Petite. Like a woman.

He took a quick breath and hoped for the best, that it was Erin following him. He wouldn’t complain. It had been a damned long time, almost a half-decade, since he’d felt a woman’s touch. The alcohol and the fact that he’d already had one human conversation today was loosening him up, making it worse, if that were possible. He was too used to being isolated, which made it easier.

“Hey,” he said to the figure he thought was Erin. She got a little closer and a passing car’s headlights illuminated her as she stopped about ten feet from him, just a little ways back. It wasn’t Erin. Damned sure not.

In the light of the headlights he saw red hair, deep red, and cold, pale skin with fierce eyes that he couldn’t tell the color of in the dark. She was cute, damned cute, but looked a little hawkish, and she had a bit of a standoffish attitude as she halted about ten feet away from him. The truck blew past them and he was left looking at her silhouette again, just the side of her face visible in the light of the neon sign from the motel behind him. His hand went for the hilt of his sword automatically, but she spoke before it got there.

“You won’t need that.”

“I won’t?” Hendricks didn’t relax at all; he kept his hand right where it was. “Why not?”

She studied him like he was nothing more than a specimen, something peculiar and barely worthy of note—no emotion, no interest, but like a predator keeping a wary eye on prey that was about to run off. “Like you, I am not looking for a fight.”

“Well, if you’re like me,” Hendricks said, keeping his hand right where it was at, “then you don’t always get what you’re looking for, especially as it relates to fighting.”

“That probably says more about you than it does about your opponents,” the woman said.

“What’s your name?” Hendricks asked, still wary.

She hesitated. “I’ve been called many things but most recently Starling.”

“Starling? Like the bird?”

She cocked her head, her red hair even more aglow in the neon light. “Close enough.”

“Why are you following me, Starling?” Hendricks asked. “I mean, normally I wouldn’t mind if a pretty girl followed me back to my hotel, but it feels a little strange when she’s doing it while walking behind me instead of at my side, you know?”

“No,” Starling replied. “I don’t know.” She paused. “I followed you to tell you that the reason you think you are here is not the reason you are here.”

Hendricks watched her, trying to decide exactly how drunk he was. “So … you’re saying I’m not here for the hotspot? Did I catch your drift correctly?”

She stared back at him. Her eyes didn’t glow in the dark, they were just pools of black and shadow that didn’t seem to catch even a little of the neon light. “You caught it. There’s more going on in this town than just a hotspot burning off negative emanations.”

He held back on shaking his head, knowing that such a simple action didn’t have a hope of clearing it and would likely make it worse. “So … what, then?”

She peered at him. “Far more than you’ve been warned of. Far more than even she knows … yet.”

Hendricks didn’t even pause, felt the rush of drunkenness in his head. “You sure about that? She knows an awful lot.”

The redhead shook hers. “She doesn’t know about this. Not yet. No one does.”

“What exactly is it that she doesn’t know?” If things got any more confusing, Hendricks was going to need a translator to get out of the drunken fuzz. Or at least a tape recorder to play it back later when he could understand it.

“Who’s at work here,” Starling said. “What they’re doing. Why they’re here. Where they’ll go next, after it’s done. And … why this is the most important hotspot of all the ones currently flaring.”

Hendricks stared at her. She was pretty gorgeous, he was sure of that, even if he was more than a little impaired. Kind of had a cool detachment, though, no warmth like that Erin had had. “I can’t decide if you’re being really damned cryptic or I’m just drunk.”

Starling stared back at him without answering. Before he could say anything else, she walked casually to her right, took a high step over the concrete rail and jumped off the side of the overpass. He wanted to react, to say something, to smart off and ask her if it was something he’d said, but he didn’t, he just bolted for the side of the bridge to gawk over, see her crash down. It was a long drop to the freeway below. The problem was, when he looked down, it was all black pavement and grass to the sides; even the white divider lines between lanes were completely invisible. All that was down there was darkness.

“Well, hell,” Hendricks said, his voice echoing across the quiet lanes of the interstate, “that was an awfully dramatic exit.”


***




The moment Arch’s key hit the lock she was on him, a blur of motion that hit him in the chest with a quiet thump and a half-screamed, “I was worried! You weren’t answering your phone.” The accusation hung heavy on all of it, every word, and he felt himself cringe deep. “It’s so unlike you.”

He gently disentangled himself from his wife as he shut the door. “I’m fine. Just had a work issue that needed to be resolved, and it took me a little while to resolve it.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Reeve gave you overtime?”

“Ah, no,” Arch said, clicking the heavy deadbolt in place. “It was something that had to get handled off the clock.”

“Oh.” Her hair was blond right now, but she changed it with the seasons. She tended to go red or auburn with it in the fall, and even tried raven once in winter. Alison Longholt Stan was a pretty fashionable lady, he reflected, and had been for as long as he’d known her. Even being the assistant manager of one of her father’s grocery store looked good on her. She’d convinced her daddy to change the color of the polo shirts that the managers wore to best suit her complexion. Arch had no doubt if she had some dramatic shift in pigment in the future, from an overdone fake tan, maybe, she could convince him to change the colors temporarily to whatever best fit her. Not that it mattered, it wasn’t as though she would get fired for showing up in a different-colored shirt. “You know you were supposed to be home a couple hours ago.”

“I know,” Arch said, easing his keys onto the table by the door, listening to them clatter on the glass. The apartment smelled like supper, like she’d cooked something good, something hearty. There was a lot of fresh produce showing up from the local farms now, things that could just about make a meal of themselves. They’d eaten like that some nights during the summer, no meat, just vegetables. It wasn’t Arch’s favorite way to do things, but it was okay when it was all fresh like that. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right,” she said, hugging him again, her head pressed against his uniform, face pushing into his chest. It took him a minute to realize she was sniffing him. “Why do you smell like smoke? And beer.” She came off him in rough amazement, confusion clouding her pretty face. “You don’t even drink.”

“I had one beer,” he admitted, “like I said, I needed to work something out.”

“Uh huh,” she said, just absolutely flummoxed. It wasn’t like he’d ever done this before, or given her reason for suspicion. “You weren’t working it out with Erin Harris, were you?”

“I saw her there, at Fast Freddie’s,” Arch said, “but I wasn’t there with her, no.”

“Okay,” she said, but there was still a little concern there. He knew it wasn’t something she was going to press; the advantage of small-town living was that tomorrow she’d be sure to hear from someone who’d been in Fast Freddie’s that he was there with Hendricks, not a woman. She brightened just a little. “I hope you have some energy left.”

“A little,” he said, hesitant.

“Oh, come on, Arch,” she said, a little plaintive. “I’m on day one of ovulating, and if we want to have a baby, I need you to—”

“I know, I know,” he said, feeling his own discomfort magnify as she rubbed a hand along his chest. “Let me shower first? Been a long day.”

“Okay,” she said and gave him a full kiss. She hesitated and made a face as he started down the short hallway to the bathroom. “Maybe brush your teeth, too?”


***




Hendricks flicked the switch as he dragged into the motel room. It was everything that had been promised for twenty bucks a night. He’d negotiated a better rate for a week’s stay. The odds weren’t good that the hotspot would dry up in less than seven day’s, and cash was the king of all fungible assets. He’d paid upfront and the terms had gotten suddenly more generous.

The room was all done in one shade, something between mauve and taupe, a tragic blend that probably should have died aborning. Instead it lingered here, in a motel on the far edge of nowhere, in a room with a lonely double bed with a threadbare comforter that was just a little too crimson for the rest of the room. Hendricks didn’t know interior design, but he recognized what didn’t work, and this sure as shit didn’t.

The place had a smell like it’d been used for fucking and running a few too many times; a sweaty stink of bodies that had accumulated over years and years that no air freshener could touch. Like a locker room that had been given a cursory cleaning. He fiddled with the air conditioner, a monstrosity stretched out under the window. With a click, it turned on, filling the humid, warm and stuffy room with the sounds of air blowing and machinery humming beneath it. A faintly cool breeze blew out of the vent on top.

Hendricks peeled off his coat and threw it onto the chair in the corner, a sad, faded recliner that was right at home with the rest of the decor. He set the hat upside down upon the dresser delicately and looked at himself in the mirror above the sink, which was conveniently out in the main area of the room. His dark hair was sweated down into place, molded by the hat. He’d seen the guys who pull off a hat in the movies, and their hair was all sculpted perfection underneath. His looked like hell. He didn’t even bother to fix it. What was the point, after all?

He peeled off his black t-shirt, which was stuck to his body after a long day’s ride and then the fight and subsequent time in the bar followed by the walk to the motel. The steady combo of going from hot outside to cold indoors with air conditioning had affixed it to his skin, and it made a noise as he removed it. He was in pretty good shape, the product of a workout routine and calisthenics he undertook every morning. It gave him abs, gave him pecs, some pretty nice ones, too. Not that anyone would notice under the drover coat. That was okay, though, or it had been for the last few years. There was a bruise under his arm from the fight with the Chu’ala. He stared at himself in the mirror before kicking off his cowboy boots.

He wasn’t sure how much longer he could keep this up. In Tulsa he’d scraped with a really nasty beast that had broken his arm. That’d been weeks of recovery, but he’d been fortunate enough to kill the thing before it had finished him off. It was a close one, though, the most recent of more injuries than he wanted to count. Too many.

Luck was a fickle thing for guys in his profession, and the girls too, few of them as there were. Time was, you’d run across the same people in new hotspots, and most of the time you’d meet with a grudging respect, a professional nod. Same faces, new places. Even before the sudden proliferation of hotspots, the faces he had remembered from the hotspots he’d “grown up” in when he started out had begun to disappear. Every once in a while he’d have beers with some of the other old pros, and they’d talk about how so-and-so had hung it up, retired, but more often how such-and-such had been found dead, killed by a demon if it wasn’t one of the ones that ate you afterward. And there were plenty that just disappeared. They’d tip another back in honor, and that was probably all the acknowledgment that poor bastard ever got. Lonely business, killing demons.

He put his fingers on the bruise and felt himself blanch. It wasn’t too bad, but it wasn’t done forming yet. It wasn’t always like this, but it had been this way long enough that he was just about used to being bruised all the time. Fuck. He hadn’t even been looking for a fight. He cursed the Chu’ala. What a bastard, throwing down like that. Having to spill everything to the deputy was worse, though. It wasn’t like it was the first time Hendricks had gotten into a public scrape, but it was the first time he’d ever been confronted about it afterward. By a cop, no less. Most people just thought he was fighting, and tended to skitter off when he pulled the sword. He only pulled the gun when he got truly desperate—and once when a Tuskun demon he’d been after had turned out to have a human sidekick, a partner in crime. That wasn’t much fun.

He blinked at himself in the mirror, his brown eyes looking more than a little bleary. He felt old at twenty-five. He shouldn’t, but it had been a long five years. It felt longer than the two he’d been in the Corps, even with the time he’d spent in Iraq, which was saying something, because that hadn’t been much of a picnic.

In all the time he’d been killing demons, he’d never—not once—spilled it all to anyone like he had with Arch at the bar. It couldn’t even be blamed on drink, because he’d gotten drunk with truckers, with strangers, even a few rodeo cowboys one night after a brutal fight outside Cheyenne. He’d looked worse than the guy that had just gotten ejected off a bull to land on his neck. Took some doing. He’d never spilled to any of them, not even after a ton of beers. But a Tennessee sheriff’s deputy pointed a gun at him—like that hadn’t ever happened before—and he’d folded without even a single drink and just laid it all out. Fuck.

“Must be getting old,” he told the face in the mirror. And lonely. He didn’t say that part out loud, though.


***




Arch usually slept well after being with his wife—in his less guarded moments he would call it making love, but never anything cruder than that—but last night he hadn’t slept well at all. He had the early shift, daytime, and had just fallen asleep at some point after five when the alarm went off at six. He fended off Alison’s gentle suggestions for a repeat of last night’s activities. Not that he might not have been convinced with a little effort on her part, but he knew that she’d be after him for it again that evening, so he took a pass. Normally, he would have gladly gone for it again. This morning, however, he was distracted.

He rubbed his eyes as he guided the Ford Explorer into the parking space in front of the sheriff’s station, shifting it into park and removing the keys from the ignition. He let out a long sigh and started to open the door before he caught motion outside the passenger-side window. It was Hayes, pulling her car into the spot next to him and waving with far too much energy given the hour.

“Hey,” she said, practically leaping out of her car to walk beside him across the parking lot to the entrance. “Who was that hot cowboy with you last night?”

“Just a guy I know,” Arch muttered, avoiding the full truth and an outright lie with one carefully constructed statement. He hated to lie and tried not to. He leaned in favor of just leaving out a few facts when he found it necessary to avoid the whole truth. He cast her a veiled look of irritation. “How is it that I had one beer and you had twelve, and I feel like I got dragged around the farm on the back of a surly bronc and you look like you had eighteen Starbucks this morning?”

“Like I could get Starbucks in this town,” Erin said with a laugh. “Just takes some getting used to, Arch. Your resistance is low. The prescription is more drinking. You should come out tonight. Bring the cowboy.”

“I don’t think so,” Arch said, back to all business—the business of covering up the crazy he’d witnessed and partaken in last night. “I have a feeling Hendricks—the cowboy—is busy. And you know, Alison was put off enough that I came dragging in as late as I did last night.”

“You didn’t tell her you were going out?” Erin gave him a curious look, a half-frown that said, This is SO unlike you.

“Didn’t know I was,” Arch said, treading close to the truth-line again. “I didn’t expect to run into Hendricks.”

“I was watching your conversation,” Erin said as he opened the door for her. “You didn’t look too happy with what he had to say,” she suggested delicately.

Arch tried to decide whether to blow off her observation entirely or keep tap-dancing to avoid the truth. He ultimately landed somewhere in between. “You know how it is; sometimes people tell you things you don’t really want to hear.” It was true, and even somewhat applicable to the situation at hand.

She let it drop as they passed beyond the counter. As usual, there wasn’t a soul in the waiting area, putting the lie to the name of the place. Behind the counter was a buzz of activity, though, or at least as much of a buzz as the Calhoun County Sheriff’s Department ever got. Which was to say that the sheriff was clearly in his office, probably wrapping up after last night’s patrol that he’d undertaken all by his lonesome, and a couple of the other guys were filling out paperwork they hadn’t done the night before. Arch hadn’t done his, either, and would have to take care of it before he headed out the door this morning, but first things came first. He grabbed his time card and punched in.

“Hey, Arch,” Sheriff Reeve called from his office, “got a second?”

Arch felt a twinge of apprehension at being summoned into his boss’s office, and let his long legs carry him thataway. After Reeve gestured for him to close the door and sit down, he did both, and sat there numbly, that odd feeling of dread hanging over him while Reeve leaned back in his chair, looking ridiculously relaxed and surprisingly alert for a man who’d done an overnight. “Got a call last night about some possible shots fired somewhere around the center of town,” Reeve started. “Figured I’d check with you since you don’t live too far off from there. You hear anything last night?”

Arch felt the tension fill him and tried to keep his face from puckering in reaction. “Near the center of town?” He tried for pensive and thought about praying that it would work. “Seems like that would have been something I’d have heard.”

“Yeah,” Reeve said, not looking too serious about the whole thing, “thought I’d ask you first. Came from the Widow Winslow that lives off First Ave, though, so I figured she might just be a little skittish about kids lighting off fireworks again. Not like it’s the first time she’s called in on some nuisance that turned out to be no big damned deal, you know?”

“Sure,” Arch said. “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.” He felt as if he had a big sign proclaiming him a liar hanging over his head and wondered if the heat he felt in his face would give him away.

Reeve kind of squinted a frown at him, still back in his chair like it was a chaise or something, feet up on his desk. “Say, you doing all right? Everything okay with Alison?”

“Yeah,” Arch said, almost fumbling it, but sticking the landing without stuttering. “She’s still … you know, wanting a baby and all that.”

Reeve gave a low chuckle. “You dog, you. Can’t help but rub it in this old married man’s face how much you’re getting laid, can you? Well,” he pointed a finger at Arch, “let me tell you something, newlywed. Your day will come. Sure, it’s all hot and heavy now, in the beginning, but as time goes by and you start adding kids, those legs will close and you’ll start to get laid on holidays and special occasions. Worse yet, you’ll realize after a kid or three that really, that’s about all you can handle.” Reeve’s gaze stayed centered on him the whole time, his cautionary tale just passing right over Arch. “Pretty soon you’ll be over fifty, your hair will be all gone,” he eyed Arch’s nearly-shaven head, “which is maybe less of a concern for you than it was for me, but still—and that habit you’ve accumulated of getting laid only ever so often, it’ll be permanent in your wife’s eyes. So enjoy it while you can, cowboy.”

Arch’s ears perked up at the last part. “Excuse me?”

Reeve looked far-off for a second, then came back to Arch. “I said enjoy it while you can, because life gets busy and fucking tends to go by the wayside when kids start popping up. It’s like the thing that screwing creates destroys its own genesis.” Reeve seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Which, honestly, ain’t unlike the kids themselves in what they do to their parents.”

Arch tried to smile politely at this, nodding as though the Sheriff had unlocked one of the secrets of the universe to him.

“Oh, what the hell do you know,” Reeve said, waving his hand at him dismissively. “I know that look, that nod. It’s a, ‘Sure, old man, but that shit won’t ever happen to me.’ Well, hot shot, I’m here to tell you that it will, but if you figure out how to avoid it without going outside your marriage, Mr. Hometown Hero, please tell us lesser mortals how to do it, will you? Spare a thought for the little guys?” Reeve wore a sidelong smile, with just enough sadness in it that Arch wanted to get the hell out of there rather than delve much deeper into it. “Have a good shift.” Reeve gestured him away, gentler this time, and picked up a patrol report.

“You gonna get some sleep?” Arch said. He picked himself up out of the chair and heard his knee crack. It hurt a little bit, but not too much.

“Eventually,” Reeve agreed. “Probably some this morning, before things get ‘busy’ this afternoon.” He looked up from his paperwork and smiled. “Oh, and hey—I took a call from my wife this morning, something about calling out to the MacGruder dairy farm and not getting an answer. It’s probably nothing, but your route takes you by there this afternoon, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah,” Arch agreed. It did, right out along Kilner Road, and he’d probably be past there before noon. “Want me to drop in and knock on the door, have them give her a call?”

“If you would,” Reeve said. “And you’re not too busy.” He laughed. “As if you ever are in this county.”

“I’ll drop by,” Arch said, stopping at the frame.

“Good,” Reeve said and turned back to reading the report in his hand. “It’s not like Old Man MacGruder to just drop off the face of the earth. He’s way too ornery to just lay down and die.”


***




Nothing ever went as it was fucking planned. Hollywood had gone to Chattanooga’s version of a five-star hotel, something that was supposed to showcase Old-South charm and luxury, and they hadn’t even had the fancy water in the squarish bottles from those islands in the Pacific that he couldn’t remember the names of, ever. Not that it was important, but people looked at him funny when he tried to describe it to these ignorant savages. Fuck. In L.A. they would have fallen all over themselves trying to get him what he wanted, but when his egg white and spinach omelet showed up for breakfast, he had to argue with the dumb bitch who’d brought it up because she couldn’t seem to get the fucking message.

“Well, I’m sorry, sir,” she said, and she was red enough in the face that he believed she was sorry. Just not sorry enough to scour the fucking town to find him the water he was looking for.

“Look,” he said, trying to be diplomatic after what had probably been the most epic bout of screaming he’d ever delivered, “I understand that your hotel and probably this whole town are just a little too backwoods to understand what kind of water I’m talking about. It’s pure. It’s clean. It’s …” He searched for the right word. “It’s elite. It’s a cut above. So I can understand why you might not have heard of it down here—”

“I think they have some at the corner store,” she said, still flushed. Her hair was dirty blond and she was freckled. Not homely, not compared to probably most people in this town, but she was ugly compared to the girls Hollywood was used to having on the casting couch. And fat. She was probably a size six. But not a terrible face, just not classic. He took a sip of the water she’d brought and avoided spitting it out in her face. Narrowly.

“I doubt they have my elite, cut-above-water at your fucking mom and pop convenience store,” he said, biting back the snarl. He took a deep breath of air, realizing that the smell of cow shit was still with him, even after a shower. “This is so fucking ridiculous.” His eyes alighted on hers. “How do you people live down here, like this? I bet you smoke a lot of pot just to get by.”

“Um, no,” she said, and there was a hint of wounded pride in how she said it. “I like it here.”

He felt a lot of pity for her right then. “Well, aren’t you a fucking simple little creature. I like that.”

She flushed redder, which he wouldn’t have thought possible with her farmer’s complexion. “Other than this water problem—which I will try and solve—is there anything else I can get for you, sir?”

So she knew her place. She was pissed but biting it back. He owed her a smile, at least. “Just one thing. Maybe a couple things.”

He managed to get her to stop screaming after only one good, long one.


***




Arch set the Explorer bumping down Kilner Road. It was gravel, “unimproved,” as they called it sometimes when they were talking about paving roads that hadn’t ever been paved. There wasn’t much point to improving it, though, since only a half dozen people lived out here, and none of them cared that it was a gravel road. At least not enough to complain about it to the County Board of Supervisors.

He had the window down and the smell of the dairy farm wasn’t too strong, yet. It’d get worse when he got closer, and the flies would get thicker. Arch had toured MacGruder’s dairy farm sometime back in school, though he couldn’t recall exactly when. Probably elementary school, back when things like cows were still exciting. He remembered the teachers saying Mr. MacGruder kept a pretty clean operation, unlike the big company farm closer to town. Being practically a one-man show, MacGruder probably took some pride in what he did. Arch wondered if that had slipped as MacGruder had aged because the white fence along the edge of the road was showing serious wear, the paint peeling off in long strips, revealing greyed wood beneath. Beyond was an empty field, no sign of cows, which were probably grazing at the backside of the property at this time of day.

Arch steered the Explorer into the drive, up toward the big white house, which was fading only a little less than the fences were. Beyond a little ways was the dairy barn off to his right, and straight ahead was a big metal gate about chest-high that kept the cows from wandering out of the fields and into MacGruder’s driveway. The funny thing was, it was open. Arch frowned at that then shrugged it off, filing it away for later. It wasn’t like there was a herd of cows wandering around out here, so they must be shut away in a field further up the hill. He settled his car into position behind MacGruder’s old truck and got out, taking a long look around through his sunglasses.

His khakis didn’t do much to defray the midday heat. This wasn’t the hottest part of the day, even with the sun blazing overhead. That would come later, just about sunset, unbelievably. Still, it was hot, and Arch could feel his undershirt begin to stick with the first beads of sweat beneath his khaki uniform top. He was lucky in that at least he had short sleeves, but he would have seriously considered killing someone if it had meant he could wear shorts to work on a day like this. It brought him back to three-a-days, the murderous football practices his coach used to inflict when they were at camp in the summer. And southeastern Tennessee in the summer wasn’t good picnicking weather, no sir.

Arch took in the MacGruder house with one long look. It was a fairly typical old southern style, with a porch that wrapped all the way around the thing. They had a couple rocking chairs up front, looked new, like maybe they’d been bought at Cracker Barrel in the last couple years. Nice woodwork. He’d thought about getting some, maybe when he had his own house instead of the little apartment.

He put that thought out of his mind as his shoes clomped up the short stairs to the screen door and he knocked on it good, three times. Old Man MacGruder was probably out in the fields, after all, and his wife was getting up there in the years. Better not chance her not hearing him. He gave the door one more good rap, then heard movement from inside, and saw a face appear from behind the curtain in the middle of the circular window in the door. When he caught sight of it—just a flash—he immediately that it was not a human face, with human eyes.

Arch took an involuntary step back, toward the edge of the porch, minding his footing, and drew his gun to low rest, pointed at a forty-five-degree angle down, the barrel on a trajectory to kneecap someone. It was a demon, he was damned near sure of it from that flash he’d seen behind the curtain, but when the door opened a moment later, he wasn’t so sure.

“Krauther?” Arch asked, seeing the guy in the door frame. He hesitated, kept his gun low. He knew the guy, a good-for-nothing who had been that way for a long time. Had a half dozen disturbing-the-peace citations, had spent a few nights in the county jail.

“Hey, Arch,” Krauther said, looking dark around the eyes. He was wearing a Metallica t-shirt and had a weak mustache across his upper lip, looking like a scrawny caterpillar had nested there after dipping itself in black ink. “What’d I do this time?”

“What are you doing in MacGruder’s house?” Arch asked, keeping the gun out and low, ready to raise it and fire if necessary. Maybe he’d just seen things; active imagination, little sleep, and that cowboy had put him on edge, after all. Easy explanations were usually the closest to right. He’d known Krauther forever, for years, even before he became a sheriff’s deputy. The guy was many things, criminal included, but a demon? Hard to believe.

“Oh, uh, yeah,” Krauther said, looking every bit like the lying lowlife Arch knew him to be. He also looked tired, eyes drawn, like he’d been sleeping one off. “Old Man MacGruder hired me to do some work for him, you know, around the house. Me and some of the boys.”

“Oh, yeah?” Arch scoured his memory for the names of the boys who ran with Krauther. “Who you got in there with you?”

Krauther tried to look innocent. Tried, but failed. “Just McGuire and Kellen.” Both low-level, petty criminals as well.

“And Mrs. MacGruder?” Arch didn’t stop staring at Krauther, looking for a sign of what he’d seen before, that flash from when he lifted the curtain and looked out.

“Oh, yeah, she’s in here too,” Krauther said. Another lie. A demon should be better at lying, shouldn’t they? Not like a two-bit dumbass who’d had more brushes with the law over stupid things than anyone with half a brain ever should have.

How to play it, then? Arch only knew one way to handle things, and that was as close to the book as he could get while allowing for the possibility of demons, which weren’t in the book. The rule book, at least. They were pretty clearly enumerated in the other book he read regularly, though. “I’m going to ask you to keep your hands visible and come out here and lay down on the driveway, Krauther. Your friends, too.”

Krauther squinted at Arch, but in an unsurprised way. This wasn’t his first arrest; he knew the score. “What for, Arch?”

“It’s Deputy Stan to you, Krauther.” He gestured once with his pistol, keeping it ready to be lifted and fire at Krauther if he got uppity. Unfortunately, Arch had seen what bullets did to the demon last night, which was to say nearly nothing. He was already frantically formulating a backup plan in case Krauther decided to try something. It mostly involved running.

“Deputy Stan is here to cuff us while he comes in and searches the house, boys,” Krauther said, his hands still lazily resting on the frame and the door, spread between the two in an irritatingly casual show of unconcern. “What do we think of that?”

“I don’t like it,” Kellen said, appearing just off the porch to Arch’s left. He was wearing shorts and a stained wife-beater shirt that might have been white once, many moons ago. Which was probably about the last time it’d been laundered. He had hair coming off his arms, his chest, sticking out from under the shirt in tufts.

“I don’t think I wanna do that,” McGuire said, appearing on the other side, up on the porch. “I don’t like the feel of metal handcuffs against my skin. Not very sensuous.”

“Yeah,” Krauther said, pursing his lips and twisting the mustache with them. “I don’t think we’re coming with you today, lawman. The rules are fixing to change around here.”

If Arch had been a swearing man, being at the center of a triangle of these three would have surely brought it out of him. As it was, he kept his cool, almost as much for lack of anything to say as any other reason. He knew they were demons, was sure of it now, and knew just as surely that shooting them in the face was unlikely to do much other than slow them down. In the absence of a neatly formed plan involving a sword that he could jab in their faces to cause them to be sucked back into whatever hell they came from, slowing them down was just about all he had. Even if these boys were human, they clearly meant him malice. They looked different, predatory, not like the small time losers they’d been before. He looked from Krauther to Kellen and wondered what had emboldened them.

Arch was normally restricted in the amount of violence he could use in a situation like this, but he was only a couple of percentage points away from one hundred percent certainty that these things were demons, so he gambled. He shot Krauther in the face three times.

Krauther staggered back, clearly not dead or missing his jaw. In fact, it made the demon face bleed through again, with a horrible scree’ing noise that chilled Arch’s blood even in the hot summer sun. He snapped left and dealt with the next threat, shooting McGuire thrice in the chest for more than luck, and as the thing staggered from the shots, he turned and fired on Kellen, who was already coming up the porch steps. He actually knocked this one off his feet with the gunfire, dropping him onto the back of his neck on the ground. It didn’t kill him, but it made him squirm and caused him to writhe, which was enough for Arch’s plan to take effect.

He fired blind once more back at Krauther, who was starting to recover and come back at him, then Arch high-tailed it over Kellen’s fallen form with an athletic leap and tore off for the Explorer. All three of them were back on their feet and running at him by the time he got the car started and into gear, and they’d just about caught him by the time he’d executed a roundabout in the drive. He floored it and doused the three of them with gravel as he shot out onto Kilner Road and left them in the dust as he cranked the speed up into the triple digits, trying to figure out what he could tell Sheriff Reeve about this whole mess.


***




Creampuff watched the whole thing go down, Ygrusibas whispering to her the whole time. It was nothing more than a curiosity to old Creampuff, chewing grass as she watched the tall, dark-skinned man in the dirt-colored uniform talking to three of the beasts that had eaten her farmer. Demons, Ygrusibas said as the thing in the doorway had yelled for his fellows and she’d seen them come out on either side of the uniformed man. She kept chewing, though, no reason to be that concerned.

He knows, Ygrusibas said to her as the dark-skinned man started making loud noises with the wand in his hand, and the demons started falling, falling and hurting, she knew, like that time she’d brushed up against the metal fence in the far pasture. The uniformed man made a hurried run and went back to his moving building, and it thundered off with the three demons in pursuit.

He’s dangerous, Ygrusibas told her, and Creampuff nodded, though it was in time with her jaw moving to chew the grass. Food was a higher priority to her than the uniformed man, after all. Food was more important than anything.

NO, the voice told her, this thing that was so loud, so commanding, this thing that swore it could make her hurt worse than the fence in the far pasture. She doubted that as the fence was very painful. Nothing is more important than Ygrusibas.

Creampuff didn’t want to argue with that, so she didn’t. She just kept chewing and watched the moving building with the uniformed man in it speed off down the road behind the fence. She nodded along with Ygrusibas, though, just in case. What else was she supposed to do about it?


4.


Hendricks awoke to a pounding on the door that was almost perfectly matched to the pounding in his head. He was disoriented, and for a moment he thought he was back in New Orleans, on a dock, waking up for what seemed like the first time, bright sunlight streaming into his eyes.

It turned out that the sunlight was coming from behind the curtains, which were drawn but had an imperfect seam where the two met and were letting in outside illumination. Which would have been fine, if not for the pounding in Hendricks’s head. “Just a minute,” he said, realizing it was someone at the door. The stale air of the motel was heavy in the room, and it was already hot, the air conditioning fighting a losing battle against the Tennessee summer. He struggled into his boxers, the sweat on his body and the throbbing ache in his skull and somewhere much lower making the fit more difficult than it needed to be. The hammering sound at the door came again, relentless this time, and he shouted, “Hold your goddamn horses, I’m coming,” as he pulled on his jeans.

When he pulled open the door a minute later, after closing his eyes from the blinding burst of light, he managed to wrench them open to find Deputy Arch staring at him, looking a little nonplussed to his admittedly hungover eyes. “What the fuck is it?” he asked, more than a little nonplussed himself.

The deputy’s level of tension was clearly higher than his because the man just barged in, bumped past him and into the room, ignoring the fact that Hendricks didn’t even have a shirt on yet. He caught a whiff of himself as he started to close the door and realized that showering hadn’t been on the list of things to do before he’d passed out last night, apparently. And it probably wouldn’t have made a difference because the air conditioner wasn’t doing shit to alleviate the heat in the room, and he was already covered with a thin sheen of perspiration. He closed the door and stared at Arch’s uniformed back as he stood in the middle of his room. “Well, what? It’s a little too early in the morning to be paying a courtesy call, but you ain’t slapped cuffs on me yet—”

“It’s afternoon,” Arch said, turning to face him. The man looked beleaguered, to say the least. Spooked would be another way to say it. He was sweating, and Hendricks got the feeling it wasn’t just from the heat.

“Sorry,” Hendricks said, not really apologizing so much as being polite. “It was a late night and I had way more to drink than you.” He brushed past Arch and found his soiled t-shirt on the counter next to the sink and put it on. “What brings you to my door at this hour?” He flinched a little. “Which admittedly is more unholy to me than to you, I suppose.”

“Demons,” Arch said.

Hendricks just let that lie there for a minute, waiting to see if he’d elaborate. “What about ’em?”

“They’re here,” Arch said, like that explained everything.

“Yes, I know that,” Hendricks said mildly. If this was what he’d been awakened for, the lawman was lucky he had a badge. If he’d just been some schmoe, like an IT help desk worker, Hendricks would have flattened him with a punch to the jaw for this shit. Especially if he’d been an IT help desk worker. Smug, unhelpful fucks. “It’s why I’m here.”

“No, I mean,” Arch said, shaking his head like he could shake it into making sense, “I went out on a call from my boss, a— not a missing person, exactly, but like a friend who they couldn’t reach—anyway, I go up to the door and there are these good ol’ boys I know from way back. Stupid guys, real idiots, three or four misdemeanors each, maybe a petty felony or so apiece, and they’re hanging out in these people’s house.” His hands were moving when he talked, like an Italian. Hendricks tried to hide his amusement because clearly the big man had been rattled by what he’d seen. “I swear, when one of them peered out of the curtain at me, I—I saw him.”

Hendricks waited to see if it was a pause in the conversation that Arch was using to take a breath. After another moment it was pretty clear he was waiting for a response, so Hendricks spoke. “Yes, that’s generally what would happen when someone stares out at you through a window, you would see them.”

“No,” Arch said, head shaking again, “I mean I saw him. Saw him saw him. Like his demon face.”

Hendricks felt an ashy sensation, like he’d swallowed something he shouldn’t have. Which he had, but he didn’t think it was the beer doing this to him. “Look,” he said, trying to be sympathetic, “what I told you last night, maybe it’s got you kind of rattled. It’s not like everybody’s a demon, okay? Even in a hotspot, they’re pretty few and far between. Most people are just honest citizens—or citizens, at least—and if you saw these guys getting into trouble, the odds are good that they’re probably just the petty criminals you were describing, no demonic influence necessary—”

“So then they tried to surround me and I shot each of them in the face and ran.”

“Oh, fuck!” Hendricks was already cursing himself for his stupidity. Explain the demon world to someone for the first time in five years, and the next day they go and commit multiple homicides … “Look, those guys … they probably weren’t demons …“He felt like shit and not just because of the hangover. Were these his fault? It felt a little like they were.

“Well, they chased me down the driveway after three head shots each,” Arch said, his eyes were burning. The man was pissed, deeply so. “I would say that unless you know a lot of petty criminals that can take a few .40 rounds between the eyes and then catch up to a car doing thirty—”

“Oh, shit, you ran into demons!” Hendricks said.

“Yes, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you,” Arch said, well, archly. Hendricks couldn’t blame him.

“Sorry, I thought maybe you were just a little overzealous,” Hendricks said. “You know, first day after I turned your world upside down, thought maybe you were still acclimating. I know my first day after learning about demons, I was seeing them everywhere, looking in everybody’s eyes trying to figure out if they were one. I’m told it’s a natural response, especially when you’ve witnessed something traumatic involving—” He shut his mouth and bore the scrutiny of Arch’s curious and furious stare while he pondered how best to change the track of the conversation. “Where were they?” That was easy.

“Old Man MacGruder’s dairy farm,” Arch said. He seriously was pissed, like these demons had called his mother a whore or something. “Three of them that I saw.”

“This MacGruder a friend of yours?” Hendricks asked with more than a little curiosity of his own.

“What?” Arch said, like it was a question out of the blue. “No, I barely knew the man. What do we do now?”

“We?” Hendricks asked, a little dumbfounded. “I don’t know what we do, but I’m gonna try and go out there and kill them in a bit. Might have to get a little breakfast first, though.” He patted his stomach, felt the rumble of displeasure. “Or maybe not.” He tapped on his forehead then stopped when it hurt. “How many of them did you say there were?”

“Three.”

Hendricks got a pained look that wasn’t just from how he was feeling. “Shit.” He waited for a beat, thinking it over. “Okay, maybe this is a ‘we’ thing instead of a ‘me’ thing.”


***




Arch didn’t love the thought of involving Hendricks, a near-stranger, in what was really department business. But when a demon hunter wanders into town the day before you nearly get overrun with demons, it narrows your options right down: either tell the people around you that you think there are unearthly creatures involved in unpleasant dealings in your town or go to the supposed professional about them. Part of Arch was wondering if Hendricks was jerking him around, but it seemed mighty unlikely. The cowboy was leaned against the door of Arch’s patrol car, looking like he was suffering just from being up and moving, and mighty displeased to be awake even now. “You gonna be all right?” Arch asked him.

“I’ll manage,” Hendricks came back.

They rode along toward Kilner Road in silence, Arch not really wanting to say much of anything, on account of how pissed and suspicious he still was, and Hendricks staying quiet, Arch assumed, because he was still hung over. Arch didn’t know that he’d ever been as hungover as Hendricks was now, and he reckoned he’d be pretty okay with going to his grave without ever knowing how it felt, thank you very much.

“It’s down here,” Arch said as they turned on Kilner Road. “Got a plan?”

Hendricks sat up in interest. “Where there’s three, there’s a possibility of more.”

Arch watched Hendricks unbuckle his seat belt and lean forward to look down the road. “How many can you take at once?”

Hendricks appeared to consider this for a moment, while still staring down the road. “Three, maybe, depending on what kind they are. While I’m fighting two of them, though, the third will probably be killing you, since you don’t really have a good way to hold them at bay.”

“Bad plan,” Arch pronounced. “I veto that one.”

“Agreed,” Hendricks said, and motioned for Arch to stop the car. “It’s pretty sub-optimal. Anything head-on is, really. I think we should make this a reconnaissance mission, take a look around, see what we can see, and be ready to hoof it on back to the car at the first sign of trouble.” Arch had drawn the car to a stop on the side of the road and Hendricks opened the door, letting the summer heat seep in, humidity and all. “I doubt they’re gonna be going anywhere, and it ain’t like they’re up to much here. It’s a dairy farm, after all, not a chemical weapons factory.” The cowboy sniffed and then made a face. “Well, maybe …“

“They’re up to murder, in all likelihood,” Arch said tightly, and his hand went to his pistol. He ejected the magazine and checked to make sure it was topped off again. He carried spare bullets in a gym bag in the hatch back of the Explorer, and he’d filled it up before picking up Hendricks at the motel. He listened to the satisfying click as he pushed the magazine back into the Glock and then opened the back of the car and pulled out a shotgun, too. When Hendricks gave him the What-the-hell-is-that-for look he just said, “it may not kill them, but it seems like it hurts them, and it for sure puts ’em down for a few seconds.”

“True enough,” Hendricks said, and they were heading for the fence.

“Careful,” Arch said, pointing at the low wire. “It’s electrified.”

“I suspected as much,” Hendricks said, easing over it after using the second wire as a brace to land his big cowboy boot. “Being from Wisconsin, I’ve been in a cow pasture or two.” He gave Arch a grin, this one pretty real.

“Y’all ain’t got much else for entertainment up there, huh?” Arch pondered what to do about the shotgun before finally just handing it over to Hendricks and keeping an eye on the man until he got over the fence and got it handed back to him.

“I think that’s the North’s joke for the South.” Hendricks squinted. “Actually, that’s mostly our joke for Iowa. We don’t think of much south of that or Illinois.”

They made their way through a copse of trees just past the fence. It was a grove of pines, tall ones, with rough patches of bark that made it look like each tree was patterned like a turtle shell. The thick smell of them in the heat wasn’t quite overwhelming, but it did make Arch long for a nap. By the look of him, Hendricks was feeling the same, though for different reasons. Instead, they were sneaking up on a passel of demons that were hiding out in a dairy farmer’s house. A thought occurred to Arch. “Do you think Old Man MacGruder is still alive?”

Hendricks didn’t halt his walk, but he did look back from where he was leading the way. “That the guy that owns the place?”

“Yeah.”

“He’s dead,” Hendricks said, his voice flat. “Demons aren’t big on hostages or prisoners.” He waited a second then spoke again. “I shouldn’t say that—there are some species of demons that are big on prisoners, but only because they like their food fresh. Like, really fresh. Basically live and still squirming while they eat it.”

Arch felt his grip tighten on the shotgun. “These things … they eat people?”

“Some of them, yeah.” Hendricks kept on going, kept his stride. “Sometimes only certain parts, depending on what kind of demon they are—you know, eyes, noses, butt cheeks. Sometimes it’s a specific cut of meat, like the human version of the sirloin or some shit like that. Some will just eat the intangibles, like your soul.” He looked back and Arch knew by the dark look on Hendricks’s face he wasn’t bullshitting. “Some don’t eat people, and they’re peaceable enough, integrated into human society without a hitch. I don’t run across many of those, but there’s probably a reason for that.”

Arch chewed on that thought as they came upon a slight rise. “The house is just up over there.” He pointed the shotgun up over the hill and Hendricks stopped. “We might ought to creep low, just in case they’re watching out the windows.”

“These guys seem like the cautious type to you?” Hendricks was asking sort of seriously, but there was a twinkle of mischief in his eyes.

“They’re pretty dumb as humans, but now that I know they’re demons, I’m a little more concerned.”

“Fair enough,” Hendricks said and crouched down, the long trail of his drover coat dipping to the ground with him. Arch squatted next to him. “Let’s get up over there and—”

Hendricks didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence before Arch felt the shotgun being ripped from his grasp. It hit him squarely across the nose and he saw stars, then the hard metal barrel was pressed tight against his neck, squeezing the breath out of him. He struggled for breath, and as his eyes fell on Hendricks, he saw the cowboy with Kellen’s hairy forearm across his neck, choking him out exactly the same as was happening to him. He started to pass out, the bright sunny sky fading as he felt his strength drain, sagging against the strong arms that were holding him so tightly that even Arch couldn’t seem to find a way to fight back.


5.


Hendricks didn’t love the smell of the demon that had grabbed him and couldn’t see much of him other than a hairy arm that had him around the neck in a way that locked his throat. He could see that Arch was getting it even worse, being choked out by some fucker in a button-up shirt that had grease smudged all over it. The smell of the dairy farm was thick in the air around him, and a lone fly buzzed past Hendricks’s face as the son of a bitch who had him around the neck started dragging him.

“You’re … choking him … to death,” Hendricks managed, catching the attention of the grubby fuck who had Arch, shotgun across his neck.

The guy with the button-up readjusted, letting the shotgun loose from around Arch’s neck and grabbing him one-armed, holding him about like the other guy had Hendricks. It wasn’t pretty, but demons had the strength to keep a human down with only one arm in the fight. Hendricks hadn’t really expected his warning about choking Arch to death to do much more than produce a guffaw and was surprised when it actually stopped the guy. He even looked concerned, or his human facade did, anyway. That made Hendricks curious, because the idea of a demon concerned with a human’s welfare was laughable, at least on the surface. His mind immediately ran to the idea that something else was going on, something that they needed the two of them for—alive. Which was worrisome.

“You okay?” he asked Arch, whose eyes were rolling back in his head. There was a coughing fit from the big man, and it would have been surreal to see the six-foot-two mountain of a deputy manhandled by some scrub fuck who looked like he’d stumbled out from between the gears of a machine—if not for the fact that the one who was manhandling him was a demon. Hendricks wasn’t sure what kind, though, because he’d yet to see the real face of the thing.

“Still breathing,” Arch answered him after a horrendous coughing fit. The grubby bastard who was dragging him along had the shotgun, and was paying no attention to Arch’s hands. Probably wasn’t very concerned he’d do something untoward, because presently Arch was doing everything he could just to keep from having his head pulled off as he was dragged along. That might change, though. Hendricks was in much the same boat, trying to keep up with the hairy bastard that was pulling him along headfirst. He didn’t want to go for his sword until he knew the demon was well and truly distracted, though, because even if he pulled it and struck true before the bastard could rip his head off—which was iffy—it was almost certain that Arch’s demon would kill him plenty dead before Hendricks could get the man free.

They were pulled along unwillingly over the hill. The flies were thicker now, and Hendricks saw the pastureland with the wide open fields from their slightly elevated perch. He tried to ignore the pain in his neck from being dragged along by the fucker who had him, but it was hard to dismiss. Harder still to resist pulling his sword and shoving it right up the bastard’s ass. He was pretty well positioned for that, anyway.

“Hey, Kellen,” the one dragging Arch said, “ain’t this supposed to be a dairy farm, man?”

“Yeah,” the hairy one who had the back of Hendricks’s neck buried in his armpit replied, “so what?”

“Well, why ain’t there any cows, man?”

Kellen paused, letting Hendricks brush up against his hairy side. “Well, there’s one.” He pointed, but Hendricks couldn’t see it very well, since he was doing it with the other hand, the one that wasn’t currently jammed against Hendricks’s windpipe.

There was a pause, and the one holding Arch seemed to think about this. “Isn’t that the same one we saw last night?”

“Yep,” Kellen agreed.

“So,” the other said, “shouldn’t there be more than one around here?”

“I dunno,” Kellen said, plainly uninterested in the affairs of dairy farming. “Who cares? They’re cows. They’re probably here somewhere.”

Hendricks might have given that some more thought, but it wasn’t a pressing concern for him, waiting as he was for a fine opportunity to turn the tables on the two stooges without getting Arch killed. He was all about saving his own neck, but he thought he’d feel more than a little poorly about it if his bid for freedom cost the life of the deputy. There was something to be said for not throwing your comrades to the wolves, metaphorically speaking, and Arch was as close as he had to one of those. Hell, Arch was one of the few people who’d actually had a conversation with him in the last few years. It was probably bad when you could count the number of people you talked to for more than thirty seconds in any given month on one hand.

“We need to take these boys to Hollywood,” Kellen said.

“No, thanks,” Hendricks gasped, struggling for air, “I hate California.”

“Look,” the hairy one said, grinding his wrist into Hendricks’s neck. This time Hendricks saw what he was pointing at. It was a sedan, kinda fancy, pulling in the driveway. They got dragged down the hill as someone wearing a sleeveless flannel shirt came running around the side and opened the back door to allow a man to step out. If Hendricks thought the car was fancy, it was nothing compared to the guy riding in the back.

He was medium sized, with a ponytail and slicked back hair. He wore an earring, an opulent little thing that Hendricks could see sparkle with diamonds. He was a white guy, wearing a grey suit that reeked of money. Hendricks had heard someone say one time that you couldn’t always tell when a suit was expensive, but he was pretty sure this one was because it seemed to fit its wearer just about perfectly. He wore sunglasses, too, one of the more expensive types. All the fancy accouterments aside, Hendricks got the sense that this guy, Hollywood, was a full-flow douchenozzle, an impression that was confirmed the minute the bastard opened his mouth.

“What the fuck is this?” Hollywood asked as Hendricks and Arch were dragged into view. “Where did you find these peckerwoods?”

“Up over the hill,” Kellen said. “Heard ’em parking the car down the road a ways when we were out in the woods for a smoke.”

Hendricks didn’t smell cigarettes on either one of them, and Hollywood looked at them funny for a moment but let it pass. “Well,” Hollywood said and broke into a smile, “I guess that saves us the trouble of looking for sacrifices for tonight.” He pulled the sleeve of his suit up and looked at a glittering gold watch beneath. “Now we just have to figure out what to do with them for the next few hours.”

“So you’re Hollywood?” Hendricks said, causing his handler to try and adjust his chokehold again to shut him up. “Let me guess … you’re a big fan of Hulk Hogan during the NWO years?”

Hollywood didn’t blink, just looked at him over the sunglasses for about a quarter second before shifting his gaze away. “Can you put them in the farmer’s cellar?”

“I don’t like the deputy,” the sleeveless one called out, keeping his distance from Arch and Hendricks. Which was good. It meant he couldn’t react immediately when Hendricks started some shit in a minute. Hendricks’ coat was dragging on the ground, billowing around him, which was also good. Plainly none of them had seen his sword yet.

“I don’t like you, either, Munson,” Arch said, struggling to get the words out.

Hollywood looked over his shades between Arch and Munson. “Little animosity here?”

“I had to let him arrest me last year,” Munson said, rubbing one of his tan, sleeveless arms. The red and black flannel shirt looked ridiculous, all the more so because of how damned hot it was outside. “Wasn’t gentle about it.”

“He arrested all of us last year, dumbass,” Kellen said. “McGuire and I,” he nodded to the one holding Hendricks, “spent six months in the lockup in Ferguson together after that little debacle.”

“Boys shoulda kept to your parole,” Arch said, not struggling to do anything but remain upright against the hold of a demon-man that looked like he weighed a hundred and twenty at most, compared to Arch’s easy two-twenty. If he’d been a man and not a demon, Hendricks would have bet the deputy could have beat the fuck out of him and twelve others like him at the same time.

“Can we kill him when it comes time?” Kellen asked Hollywood. He wore a stupid grin, and Hendricks did not like the look of it. Not at all. It reeked of impatience, and made him think that maybe Arch wouldn’t make it to whenever this ritual sacrifice was going to happen.

“No,” Hollywood said simply, and all the air went right out of that discussion. Hendricks paid a little attention to the subtle nuance of the reactions that showed; even though these demons only wore veneers of humanity, they were complete. Emotion definitely showed through on the faces, which was just another thing Hendricks didn’t understand about how these fuckers managed to look human even on the surface. Mostly. “I need them alive, and I need to do the sacrificing.”

“Well, can we rough him up some?” The sleeveless one—Munson—asked.

Hollywood seemed to ponder this question, and he took his time. About ten seconds later, he said, “No. I don’t need them flawless, but I don’t trust you boys to know human beings enough to keep from killing them in your enthusiasm.” He gave a light shrug and let the sunglasses drop back over his eyes. “You can eat them when I’m done, though.”

“Well,” Hendricks said, drawing their attention to him, “I think I’ve heard just about all I need to hear of this.”

“Oh, yeah?” Hollywood said with dark amusement. “Is that so?”

“It’s so,” Hendricks said.

Hollywood adopted an air of true interest in what Hendricks was saying, even over the distance between them. Hendricks could practically feel the condescending fake concern from the demon, and it pissed him off even more. “What are you going to do about it?” Like Hendricks was the most inconsequential insect to ever cross his path.

“Quite a bit, actually,” Hendricks said.

“Oh?” Hollywood said, with a snicker. “How?”

“I don’t know if you noticed this,” Hendricks said, not bothering to squirm, just letting Kellen hold him tight around the neck, “but you didn’t exactly hire the most capable cowhands on the ranch—metaphorically speaking, of course.”

Hollywood glared at him from behind the sunglasses, and Hendricks saw a little bit of the demon fire within. It didn’t stop him, though. Hollywood started to say something smartass back, but Hendricks bucked his head down, dropping his cowboy hat down and catching it with his left hand while dragging his right into his belt and snagging the hilt of his sword. He drew it and lobbed it, slow, hilt first, right at Arch, who was watching him.

The minute Hendricks had his right hand free of the sword, he thrust it into his cowboy hat, like he was going to pull a rabbit out of it. Which he was—again, metaphorically speaking. His hand caught the handle of the switchblade hidden in the brim for emergencies just such as this and he flipped the blade open as he pulled it clear of the hat. He felt Kellen snugging his grip tighter in preparation to hurt him, but he thrust the knife up and into the base of Kellen’s neck, dragging forth an unearthly scream that was cut short as a hot wind blew Hendricks a step forward.

The whole area was quiet, just for a second as Hendricks saw the demon gripping Arch dissolve into his own burst of blackness and fire. The big lawman staggered back to his feet across from Hendricks, the weight of the demon off his back, sword gripped tightly in one hand and shotgun back in the other.

“That’s what I was gonna do,” Hendricks said to Hollywood, who just stood glaring at him quietly, Munson at his shoulder looking ready to jump the two of them. Hendricks just put the cowboy hat back on his head and clutched the switchblade tighter in his hand, keeping it pointed at the two of them that were remaining.

Hollywood didn’t say anything for a minute, then calmly took off his glasses and folded them up, slipping them into the breast pocket of his suit. “You boys are in over your head here,” Hollywood said then cringed and looked to Arch almost apologetically. “I didn’t mean ‘boy’ in an offensive way, in your case.” He glared back at Hendricks. “In yours, I hope offense was taken.”

Hendricks looked at him with complete disbelief. “Are you shitting me?”

“I wouldn’t shit you,” Hollywood said, “at least not around here. There’s too much of it already lying on the ground. I just don’t want anyone thinking I’m racist.”

“You were just talking about killing us a minute ago,” Hendricks said.

“Oh, I’m still going to kill you—both of you,” Hollywood said with a wide grin. “Just want to make sure we understand there’s no racial animosity to it.”

Hendricks had to stop himself from asking if the douchenozzle was fucking kidding again. He hated repeating himself. Instead, he decided to probe a little toward the other thing Hollywood had said. “In over our heads, huh?”

“So over your heads,” Hollywood said with a sappy grin. “I could tear the heads from your bodies right now with minimal effort—”

The BOOM! of a shotgun going off would have drowned out whatever Hollywood was going to say next, even if it hadn’t blown him off his feet and bounced him off the car to come to rest face-down in the mud. The second round of buckshot hit Munson, and his sleeveless ass took a dive as well. Hendricks didn’t wait for them to get ambitious; he pulled the .45 out of his belt and blasted the tires of Hollywood’s sedan with a shot each, then blew out the front tire of MacGruder’s old truck for good measure. That was all the cars he could see in the drive, and he figured it’d slow these idiots down. He popped Munson in the head with a .45 round for good measure then took off at a run back toward the woods, only a step behind Arch, who’d apparently gotten to same smart idea to haul ass back to the patrol car.

“How fast can they run?” Arch asked, running a hell of a lot faster than Hendricks. Hendricks poured it on, trying to keep the distance from widening too much. The hill wasn’t too bad, but it would have been easier if Hendricks hadn’t been holding the knife and the gun. Arch had a long sword and a shotgun in his hands, though, and they didn’t seem to be slowing him down at all.

“Fast enough to catch us if they’re of a mind,” Hendricks said. “Might want to keep that shotgun handy to pepper them if they come up on us too quick.”

Arch slowed and cast a wary eye back, letting Hendricks catch him. Arch cleared the fence like a hurdler and Hendricks was a step behind him, managing to keep his footing while using the wires to step up, and when they reached the car, Arch already had it moving as Hendricks got in and slammed the door. They would have peeled out if it hadn’t been a gravel road. Instead they flung enough dust in the air to bring to Hendricks’s mind the time he’d been in Arizona when a dust storm blew through. Except that time he’d been fighting a demon in someone’s back yard when it happened. He thought about it for a second more. It was almost exactly like that time, actually.


***




It took Hollywood a few minutes to pull himself up from the mud. Not because he was hurt, but because his ten thousand dollar Savile Row suit that he bought in London had holes all over the front of it. He thought about crying, but one of his minions was still out there. It’d be a bad leadership example.

“Boss?” Sleeveless asked. Hollywood knew his name was Munson now, but he would always think of him as Sleeveless, because it was just as real of a name to the thug as Munson was. “Boss, you want me to chase after them?”

“No,” Hollywood said after a moment. “They’re ready for that, ready to fight. Let them go for now. It’s not even close to midnight yet, and we’ll have plenty of time between now and then to sneak up and surprise the hell out of them. Divide and conquer, you know? Hell, even if they hang out together between now and then … you know what?” Hollywood felt a sneer coming on. “Even if I had to put this whole ritual off for a day, it might be worth it to slaughter them in a way that Ygrusibas would find palatable. It’s not like the ritual is specific about how they have to die. Maybe Ygrusibas is looking for something showier, like feeding them their own intestines. Beating them to death with their own forearms, you know, something eye-catching.” Hollywood slipped out of the shredded remnants of his suit coat, almost cringing at the damage. That suit had closed a few deals for him. He looked back to the woods, where the two pains in his ass had disappeared. Now the ones who’d fucked it up were going to close a big deal for him. The biggest, really. There was some sort of symmetry in that. He turned to Sleeveless.

“So … got any other friends in town?”


***




Creampuff watched through the fence as the two men got the better of four demons and ran off. Ygrusibas wanted to do something about it, but there wasn’t much Creampuff could do, really. Creampuff was feeling awfully bloated anyway, thanks to Ygrusibas and his helpful suggestions.

The smell of cow dung wasn’t something Creampuff objected to, being around it on a near-constant basis, but now it had turned different, at least in the last few hours. Creampuff could barely stand the smell of herself, but that was becoming less and less important as Ygrusibas was taking more and more control of the proceedings. Creampuff had never cared for the taste of meat before, not that she’d had much chance to eat it. But now, she was eating tons of it. Literally tons. Every other cow in the herd was dead, consumed by Creampuff, and all on the order of Ygrusibas. The skeletons were just over the hill, but now that it was done, Creampuff was stuck in the front part of the pasture, watching the goings-on, waiting for the strength of Ygrusibas to kick in, so she could finally be rid of that accursed gate, finally walk out of this confinement into the world, and—

There was a patch of grass to her right, and it looked pretty good, so she dipped her head to get at it. Ygrusibas sighed, somewhere within. This was not exactly going the way it had hoped it would.


***




Arch wasn’t all that happy about running away from the MacGruder place twice in the same day. It felt like failure, like losing, and he’d never liked the taste of that—on the football field or off. “Damn,” he said, feeling the knuckles crack as he tightened his grip on the steering wheel.

“We made it out alive,” Hendricks said from the passenger seat, still breathing hard as they turned from Kilner back onto the paved road. “That counts for something. And did you catch the whiff off that Hollywood guy? I smelled power.”

“I smelled cow dung.”

“Well, yeah, that too,” Hendricks agreed. “But Hollywood was clearly the brains of that operation. And he wasn’t like the others. They were lessers—”

“Define ‘lessers,’” Arch said. One of the ‘lessers,’ as Hendricks was calling them, had nearly rung the life out of him without much effort. If these were the lessers, he didn’t want to be around for the greaters.

“Lesser demons,” Hendricks said, as though it were the most natural thing in the world. Arch supposed after living this stuff for years, maybe it was natural. Not to him, though. Not yet. “This Hollywood is planning some sort of a ritual that includes human sacrifice.” Now Hendricks was just musing out loud, looking out the windshield, and Arch wondered if the man even knew he was still there. “Not good, not good …”

“No,” Arch said, “human sacrifice is not good. You think that’s what happened to the MacGruders?”

“Huh?” Hendricks looked startled, like Arch had just called him back from some place of deep thought. “Oh, yeah, probably. I mean, unless it was some sort of group sacrifice, and he needed more. Yeah, he probably killed them already.” He frowned. “What kind of a ritual needs multiple sacrifices? What kind of a ritual can you pause right in the middle and go get more sacrifices?”

Part of Arch wanted to let him just muse it out until he had it figured. It was not the same part that worked for the Sheriff’s Department and needed answers to go with this annoying mystery that had washed up in his town from somewhere south of hell. “Are there a lot of these sort of rituals done?”

Hendricks gave an equivocal left-to-right bob of his head. “Some, mostly in hotspots. Demons have all sorts of rituals, praying to greater demons than themselves for fortune, luck, fame—”

“Fame?” Arch looked at Hendricks skeptically. “What does a demon want with fame?”

“Half the cast of every show on reality TV are demons,” Hendricks answered. “More if you’re watching MTV.”

Arch thought that one over for a minute. “Makes sense.”

“Anyway,” Hendricks went on, “there’s lots of reasons for a demon to do a ritual. They do them all the time. Most are innocuous and involve pretty innocent components. Maybe cadaver parts at worst, greenery at best. Something involving human sacrifice, though …” He frowned, deeply. “Doesn’t sound too good. That’s pretty far out of my league, though.”

“Of course it is,” Arch said, and he knew he was strained because he was being sarcastic, “because we couldn’t have all the answers just conveniently at hand.”

“It would make things a little more boring,” Hendricks said with a smile. “I have someone I can call for help, but she’s a little tough to get ahold of. I’ve also got a couple books I can read through, see if there might be any specifics in there.”

“What about this Hollywood guy and the other two demons?” Arch tried to keep his eye on the ball.

“I only saw one other.”

“There were two before,” Arch said. “Munson wasn’t there when I showed up the first time, Krauther was the one who answered the door.” He paused. “I wonder where he was.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Hendricks said. “I’m concerned about that Hollywood guy. I don’t think he’s a lesser.”

Arch didn’t care for that assessment, either. “Can you kill a … what would he be then, a greater?”

“Might be,” Hendricks said. “Might be worse.”

Nope. Arch didn’t like the sound of that at all.

“Fifteen,” came Erin’s voice out of his car radio, “this is Dispatch.”

Arch wanted to curse but didn’t. Instead he thumbed the mike. “This is Fifteen, go ahead, Dispatch.”

“We have reports of a black SUV weaving around out near the interstate. What’s your twenty, over?” Harris’s voice was alert.

“I’m heading that way right now,” Arch replied. “Fifteen out.” He hung up the mike without another word. He knew a moment later it was brusque, especially for him, but he had other things on his mind.

Hendricks waited about five seconds before speaking. “Was that that Erin girl we ran into at the bar last night?”

Arch looked at him sidewise. They’d just been set upon by a pack of demons who were sacrificing human beings and the cowboy wanted to make time? “Yeah.”

Hendricks just nodded, like he was assimilating that piece of information for later. He waited another minute before he spoke again. “She got a boyfriend?”

Arch sent him a look that was beyond pointed. “You serious?”

Hendricks shrugged, trying to deflect it. “This is what I do, you know.”

“Like a job you go home from every day?” Arch asked, still letting loose the heat. “It’s life and death for the rest of us. At least it seems like it was for MacGruder and his wife.”

“Isn’t your job life and death?” Hendricks asked, and Arch didn’t look at him. “Pretty sure I’ve heard of cops killed in the line of duty.”

“Not around here,” Arch said tightly.

“You could die any time,” Hendricks said, voice sounding awfully far away. “Life’s a serious business, if you want to be serious about it all the time. You could be walking down the street in New Orleans with your wife and get set upon by demons, killed, and tossed into the harbor.” He gave Arch a sidelong look of his own. “Yeah, killing demons can be serious. I’ve been pretty serious about it for a long time. Made it more than a job, I made it into something I was called to do.” He rubbed his face, like there was some way to get the tired look off of it. “Been wondering lately if I’ve been a little too serious about it.”

Arch waited, thinking over what had just been said. “That didn’t actually happen to you, did it?” He didn’t look at Hendricks, but could see him in his peripheral vision. “That thing in New Orleans?”

Hendricks took a minute to answer, and he wasn’t convincing. “I’m still here, aren’t I?”

Arch decided to let it go. “I gotta drop you off and go look for some dumb sonofagun that’s not able to find a designated driver to keep his stupid self from weaving all over the road. What’s the next move?”

“I’ll do some research,” Hendricks said. “Demon rituals usually happen under cover of night.” He chewed his lip as he thought. “I’m not loving the thought of assaulting the farm again, especially not at night, when those guys are at their strongest.”

“If we don’t stop them,” Arch said, “they’re gonna grab some other poor bastard and throw them into the hot seat we were supposed to be in tonight, right?”

Hendricks didn’t have to think long about that one. “Probably.”

Arch gritted his teeth to keep from swearing. It was an old habit and seemed likely to come in handy in the immediate future. “How do we stop them?”

Hendricks gave that some thought. “I don’t know.” He didn’t sound too down about it, more resigned. “If that guy Hollywood is as badass as he looks like he is, I don’t know that we can.”


6.


Hendricks wasn’t a fan of being a bearer of bad news, and Arch didn’t take it too well, either. They turned on the main stretch through town and the tall man said nothing as they beelined toward the interstate. “We just put a pretty hurting on him, killed two of his thugs,” Arch said, breaking the silence. “Why would you think we can’t take this Hollywood guy out?”

“We got lucky with the thugs,” Hendricks answered patiently, remembering he was instructing someone with no experience in the demon world. “They were slow and stupid; they should have broken our necks before we could have even gotten our hands on our weapons. They didn’t, and the fact that you blew off a couple shotgun rounds at Hollywood and Munson helped our cause a lot. But he was playing possum, I’m telling you. He didn’t need to stay down as long as he did, he should have been up on his feet and after us in hot pursuit. The fact that he wasn’t is worrisome.”

“You gonna worry about it?” Arch asked.

“Maybe later,” Hendricks said. “Anyway, if he’s a greater, we’re not just talking about the power to choke us out in seconds, we’re talking about the ability to rip a human body apart with his bare fingers in just a couple of eyeblinks. I’ve seen whole teams of demon hunters wiped out by greaters, and we’re talking people with serious experience.”

“What about the shotgun?” Arch didn’t want to let it go, apparently. “I put them both down with it.”

“Guns can be helpful as a delaying tactic against demons,” Hendricks said. “But they don’t have enough force to be able to break through the veneer of their human forms, which is what you need to have happen to let their essence leak out and get swallowed back up into hell.”

“You telling me you can stab with that sword harder than a bullet can hit?” Arch plainly didn’t believe that either.

“No,” Hendricks said with a grin, letting his hand dangle from the “Oh, shit” bar on the door frame. “But my sword—and the switchblade—are consecrated, so it’s like jamming a flaming torch against a demon’s skin. Rips them right open, lets their essence come spilling out through the hole I make.”

Arch looked like he wanted to argue it further, but he didn’t. He pulled up in front of the Sinbad Motel and Hendricks hopped out. “I’ll be here for a little while, trying to get some answers. Might pop out later, though, for some food.”

“Fine,” Arch said, and his expression was all unhappiness. “I gotta go run down this drunk when I oughta be trying to figure out how to kill these demons.”

Hendricks didn’t smile though he wanted to. “The call of duty, huh?” Arch didn’t seem to find that funny. Hendricks shut the door and the cop drove off, still looking unhappy.


***




It was an hour or so later that Arch got the call, after finding the black SUV tooling along Gordon Lane at the far end of town. It was a realtor from Knoxville, looking around for properties for one of his clients in Midian, because it was, in her words, “So much more affordable.” And only an hour’s commute. The commute was too rich for Arch’s blood, but then again, he did spend most of his days in the car, so his perspective was probably skewed.

When Arch’s phone rang, it took him a minute to realize it wasn’t his duty cell; it was his personal one that was going off. He looked at the caller ID and saw Alison’s name. She’d talked about personalizing her ring tone but had never got around to it, which was just fine with Arch. He knew that the guys at the station would tease him about it if she did.

“Hey,” he said once he’d pushed the button. There was a pause before she started talking.

“Hey, I have to work late tonight,” she began.

“Okay,” he said but ended up going unheard as she kept talking.

“I’ll be home after midnight, and you’d better still be up.” She wasn’t demanding so much as teasing and coy. Her voice lowered, as though she were afraid someone would overhear. “We’ve got a baby to make.”

“Right,” Arch said, not quite sourly but close. Making a baby was almost the last thing on his mind right now. Almost. Practice wasn’t unwelcome, but the sole focus on the end result over the process was beginning to irritate him.

“Okay, well, see you later,” she said, omitting any one of a dozen cloying nicknames she had for him. “Love you.” There wasn’t a click, but the call ended, and he put the phone back in the pocket in which he’d been carrying it then frowned. Who knew that making a baby was going to be such a chore? Or come at such an unwelcome time?

It took a few minutes for him to realize he’d only said two words in the whole conversation.


***




Hendricks read his books for about an hour or so. He found it damned hard to concentrate with his stomach growling, though. It didn’t take much pondering for him to realize that he really hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon, unless you counted the beers he’d had last night. Which he didn’t. He waited about another fifteen minutes before realizing that really, Arch might not come back for him for quite some time. After all, the big man had been going off-shift when Hendricks had met him at close to midnight last night, which meant he could be hours away from coming back. If he came back. He had looked reasonably pissed at the whole sequence of events before he’d sped away. Hendricks wouldn’t have cared for the idea of balancing a job with the profession of demon hunting. Which was why he was thankful he had a patron.

Well, technically a matron, but still. She paid the bills, such as they were.

He stepped outside his hotel room into the sweltering heat at a little after three p.m. and wondered how much longer it was going to be hellishly humid. He guessed quite a while, based on what he’d felt even after the rain last night. Still, and all, the call for food couldn’t wait. His stomach was crying out for something. Anything, really.

He was walking along the highway, boots kicking up dust as he scuffed them just to entertain himself, when he sensed a car slowing behind him. He was wearing the drover coat; he had to, in order to hide the sword. It was either that or walk around without it, and that wasn’t a palatable option, even if he didn’t have some jackass demon named Hollywood interested in wearing his guts for garters. Possibly literally.

Hendricks turned to see a car slowing next to him, a little subcompact. He leaned down to look in the passenger window and saw the blond from the bar, Erin, the one Arch had introduced him to. They just stared at each other for a minute, and he realized he liked the dimples of her cheeks and the way there was just the slightest gap between her teeth when she smiled. Which she was doing right now. “Need a ride somewhere?” she asked, window rolled down.

“I was just about to get something to eat,” he answered, unintentionally giving her an “Aw, shucks,” grin of his own. It had been called charming, once upon a time. A long time ago.

“Oh, yeah?” She reached across the passenger seat and opened the door for him. “I was going for a late lunch myself, was heading toward the burger joint down the way here.” She pointed to a place a few hundred feet away. “If you’re interested.”

Hendricks didn’t really have to think about it; he hopped in, trying not to trip over himself as he did so, and careful to keep the sword wrapped up in the folds of his coat. He wondered how stupid he looked to her, dressed as he was, but he didn’t worry too much. She had still stopped, hadn’t she? “I’m interested,” he said, and kicked himself a second later for making it sound like he was keen for anything other than a burger. He tried to recover. “I was just heading to Fast Freddie’s myself, but only because it was the only place I knew.”

She giggled, and it was a sweet sound to his ears. “Fast Freddie’s is hardly the culinary apex of our town. Come on.” She pushed the pedal down and the little car accelerated back onto the road as she checked her mirrors. A pickup blew past only inches away and she swore in a southern twang he found absolutely delightful. “Fucking asshole.” He said nothing, waiting to see what she said next. She flushed crimson then jerked her head around, as though she’d forgotten he was there. “Sorry.”

Hendricks shrugged, lightly amused. “That’s not the sort of thing that puts me off. Having been in the Marines, I’ve heard a few things that qualify as worse than that.”

“I just figured since you were friends with Arch,” she said, guiding the car back onto the road a little more calmly, no spray of rubber or gravel as she did so. All told, it was probably the smoothest re-entry to a roadway Hendricks had been involved in, at least since the truck had dropped him off near the overpass only yesterday. “Thought maybe you didn’t swear, either.” She lowered her voice a little at the last, like she was afraid someone would overhear them.

“Fuck, no,” Hendricks said as he shared a grin with her at that. “He really is a serious fellow, though, isn’t he?”

“He’s a good guy,” Erin said, steering the car into the parking lot of a fifties-looking diner. “One of the best, really. You’ve never met a more decent, churchgoing guy than Arch.” She looked over and must have seen the distaste on his face. “What? You got something against someone going to church?”

Hendricks gave it a faint shrug. “Long as they don’t go preaching to me, I don’t care if someone believes in the flying spaghetti monster, no.”

Erin grinned as she pulled the car into the parking space. “Atheist, huh?”

“Among other things.” He waited to see if she would do anything other than grin. She didn’t. “That doesn’t bother you?”

She gave a light shrug of her own, kept smiling. “Doesn’t bother me one bit. In fact, I think it’s a good thing. It probably means you fuck on the first date.” She got out of the car before he could say anything to that. Which was good, because he really didn’t have a clue what to say.


***




It was an early day for Arch, clocking out at three in the afternoon. These were normally pretty tough on him, doing a three-to-eleven the night before and turning around to do a seven-to-three today. He felt a bit wired, though. More than a little bit, actually. He knew the demons were weighing on his mind, and all he wanted to do was jab the switchblade that Hendricks had left him through the gut of that Hollywood sonofagun, and twist it good. Justice served. He fingered the hard edge of it in his pocket as he opened the door to the station house, feeling the stale, semi-cool air come back at him.

When he came inside, there was still no one in the waiting area, and no one in sight behind the counter. This was par for the course on a summer afternoon. Erin was probably done for the day; Arch suspected Reeve would pull his wife in to do an unpaid shift because of the budget. The sheriff did these things to keep the station running, but Arch knew he didn’t like to. It was the same reason the man ran himself ragged rather than parcel out overtime. Reeve ran the department to the best of his ability, and if something had to suffer, he seemed to think it was his responsibility. Arch had to concede it made him a good boss in a tough spot, though he doubted it won the man many points with the voters who elected him. It’s not like they knew.

Reeve poked his head out of his office, looking toward the front desk. “Oh, good, it’s you.”

“Just me,” Arch said as he rounded the front counter. “Here to clock out.”

“Hey,” Reeve said, like he’d just remembered something. “You ever get around to MacGruder’s place?”

Arch had been dreading this question all day. Not so much for his answer, which he’d already planned out, but for the follow-up questions that might come after. “I did. And you’re not gonna believe what I found out there.”

“Oh, really?” Reeve waited a second, like Arch would go on without prompting.

He did. “Yeah. Kellen, Munson, that whole bunch. Said MacGruder hired them as hands while he was away.”

Reeve didn’t scoff but damned close. “Those idiots?”

“I know,” Arch said. “But the place looked clean, and it’s not like MacGruder was around to back them up. They said he was away for a few days.”

Reeve treaded the line between skepticism and an Are-you-an-idiot? look. “You didn’t catch a whiff of anything else? Like them lying or hiding the MacGruders under the floorboards or anything?”

“Didn’t see nothing like that,” Arch said, reminding himself that if Reeve got a bug up his ass and decided to check out the farm for himself, he would almost certainly be killed. “Said they’d be back in a few days, you could check with them then.” On the other hand, when MacGruder never showed up again, Arch didn’t want to have to lie more than necessary. Pinning the blame on Munson’s crew was honest—though in a roundabout sort of way. Buried in the lies. He didn’t let that bubble up on him right now, though, because there’d be plenty of time for the guilt about it after he’d tidied up the demons. However that was gonna happen.

“All right,” Reeve said, but his face was a mask of dark clouds. “Those boys are low-grade pains in the ass, but I don’t see them making the leap to murder and home invasion and then lying about it.” His hand came down to scratch his chin. “Yeah, maybe. I mean, Old MacGruder’s given second chances to worse workers than those four deadbeats.” He smiled, a thin, wry one. “Hell, I’m gonna have me a laugh later, just trying to imagine those four at the back end of a cow trying to get milk out. MacGruder will be lucky if the whole herd don’t have mastitis by the time he gets back.” He gave it a moment’s more thought and his face turned serious. “It’d be nice if those shitheads got their acts straight. I could stand to go without arresting them anymore.”

“Agreed,” Arch said, turning back toward the time clock. Reeve gave him a vague wave as he finished up and sat down to do his after-shift report. He hoped setting the lies he’d just told down on paper would help him remember them better.


***




“See, I learned this lesson from … Clooney, I think it was,” Hollywood was saying from the back seat, talking to Sleeveless as they cruised along the highway into town. “He was talking about how you always have to get back to being in the character’s head, how it always comes back to motivation.”

“You know Clooney?” Sleeveless said from the front seat, turning his head a little so he could look back at Hollywood.

“Sure, sure,” Hollywood said. It was true, sort of. He’d shaken the man’s hand once or twice at parties. The lesson was from an episode of Inside the Actor’s Studio, though. “Anyway, always going back to a character’s motivation.” Hollywood stared straight ahead. It was late afternoon, the sky was still blue, which was disconcerting for their type, though not painful. Like he imagined it was for humans who were awake all night; some were better suited to it than others. “So, I’m looking at these two characters we’re dealing with, and I’m wondering … what’s their motivation?”

Sleeveless didn’t answer at first, obedient, probably making sure he didn’t trip over his boss, pausing before continuing. Good. Very good. Finally, he said, “Well, the cop is just a pain in the ass—”

“The cop,” Hollywood cut Sleeveless off, “may be a pain in the ass, but he’s operating outside the purview of a normal cop. Cops don’t work with demon hunters.” He settled back in his seat and fingered one of the numerous holes in his shirt. He’d shed the coat after it had been ruined. The shirt was in marginally better shape. Still ruined, but probably not noticeably in this shit town. “So you guys go and give away that you’re demons, he runs, and he gets a demon hunter. These are not normal actions for the police, who don’t know the first fucking thing about our world.” He concentrated. “But then, once we get past that hurdle, we arrive at the idea—okay, he knows what a demon is, he knows a demon hunter, he runs and gets said demon hunter after being confronted with demons. That makes logical sense.”

Sleeveless waited through another moment of silence. “So … why would anyone become a demon hunter?”

Hollywood smiled. “That’s a good question, and goes right to the heart of motivation. Because it’s not like it’s lucrative. I mean, even a lesser’s cash tends to get sucked up in the vortex when they get pulled back to the nethers. And they’re almost all bums anyway.” He watched Sleeveless tense up. “You know what I mean. Very little money, working shit jobs, maybe—maybe—slicing off a human for a special treat every now and again, but mostly living under the radar so they can keep their heads down. Even the ones that thrive on hotspots, moving around, preying on humans when the dinner bell rings, they don’t tend to keep much in the way of human money. Bad long-term planners, except for a few.”

“Of course there’s the fundamentalists,” Hollywood went on. “I met a so-called human supremacist one time.” Sleeveless let out a chuckle as Hollywood went on. “Can you believe that shit? Like humans are supreme at anything other than wearing skin better than we do.” He flicked his wrist, waving his hand away. “You get the crusaders every once in a while, though, the ones who do it for religious reasons. ‘Demons bad!’ and all that shit. Which …” he had to concede, “we sort of are, it’s just there’s some of us better at it than others.”

“What about the ones that do it for the rush?” Sleeveless said. “I met one of those a long time ago, outside Detroit.”

“A thrill-killer?” Hollywood said, nodding. “Yeah, I’ve run across a couple. Think they’re hot shit, looking for a way to kill without going to jail.” He smiled. “I guess not leaving a body behind is one way to go about it. But I don’t think that’s this guy. Maybe, but … I dunno, there’s something else there. Doubtful it’s religion, or that he’s a supremacist.” The supremacist hadn’t even talked to him, told him anything, until he’d started peeling the man’s flesh off. Then he’d started spilling his guts. Literally. “Thrill-killers are egomaniacs sometimes. Like to keep trophies if they can, cut off an ear before they finish the job. They know about essence, how it spills out, and lots of times they try to capture it, bottle it for sale.” He thought back to last night. “Those boys were covered in it, like they hadn’t even bothered to catch it.” He thought about it again, saw the look on the smaller one’s face, the white boy, as he was straining against the minion’s arm. “No, I think I’ve got them figured.”

“Oh, yeah?” Sleeveless asked. “How’s that?”

“The cop was looking for the farmer,” Hollywood said, pensive, as the car rattled down the road. “He’s a law and order type, trying to figure out how to adapt to the situation at hand. Simple guy. Doing his best, given what he’s got to work with. But the demon hunter, he’s something else. He’s not into any of those things we just went through. He’s doing this for his own reasons.” He’d seen the guy’s face as he’d tipped the hat off and gone for the knife. It wasn’t just scrunched with exertion. “Something personal.” It was laced with anger, and not just a fury at being restrained, either.

“Oh?” Sleeveless asked. “What, did Kellen insult his mother or something?”

Hollywood chuckled. “No, not that. Not him. No, what we’ve got here is a stone demon killer. Cold heart. Black. Not in it for money, ego, or fun, not religion, nor supremacy.” He didn’t let it get to him, but if he was a chickenshit like Sleeveless, he might have felt a little chill thinking about what this guy was, what was behind him. What he might be willing to do, because of his reason for being here. “No … this guy … he’s here for revenge.”


7.


Arch had dropped by Hendricks’s motel room, knocked on the door, and gotten no response. He was tempted to ask the manager of the Sinbad for a key. He’d talked to him earlier, could see the recognition in the man’s eyes. He was clearly a fan of Arch’s from back in the day. Arch still got that and mostly didn’t mind. It tended to produce cooperation of a kind not necessarily enjoyed by other members of the department. In some cases, that counted for more than others. He considered himself lucky when all it did was make them think of him as a man asking for help rather than a cop trying to get them to give something up.

He didn’t push it, though, not yet. Odds were that Hendricks was elsewhere, maybe getting a bite, and he was all set to drive by a couple of the restaurants when his phone went off again. He picked it up, saw it was Alison, and answered. “Hey, babe.”

“Hey,” she came back. “You’re off now, right?”

“Just clocked out a few minutes ago,” he said, answering automatically. “Why?”

“Meet me at the apartment?” Her voice was hopeful, honey laced with extra sugar. Not enough to gag him, just enough to recognize it for what it was. “I got a break, figured instead of getting some supper, we’d just … satisfy some other cravings.”

Arch wasn’t far gone enough on working this demon thing that he was unresponsive, but it did produce a little resistance in him. He shut it up pretty quick by remembering that Hendricks was indisposed in some way right now, anyhow. “Sure. I can drop by home for a little bit. You got a half hour off?”

“Yep,” she said, “and I’m leaving now.”

“Okay,” he said, “you’ll beat me home by about five minutes, probably.”

“Hurry, hurry,” she teased. “See you then.”

Once he’d hung up, he took one last look at the door to Hendricks’s room. The demons could wait a half hour or so. Besides, he needed to eat anyway.


***




“So now we know what our players are up to,” Hollywood said as they rounded the corner of road that was semi-paved. “The next question is, who are they?”

“Krauther’s on the cowboy,” Sleeveless said, pulling off the road onto a gravel driveway. “Seems like he’s new in town. But I know the cop. We’ve had dealings before.”

“I figured that out,” Hollywood said. He was sure Sleeveless missed the irony he had laced the statement with. He wasn’t bright enough to understand concepts like that.

“His name’s Archibald Stan,” Sleeveless went on. “Was a local football hero, graduated and went to UT in Knoxville. Married the head cheerleader—”

“They still married?” Hollywood asked with obvious interest. He felt himself leaning forward in his seat and everything.

“Yeah,” Sleeveless said. “She works down at Rogerson’s, the grocery store in town. Her daddy bought it out from the widow Rogerson after her husband died.”

“Good, good,” Hollywood said, putting all his thoughts into a matrix. “So he’s got vulnerabilities. His little cheerleader wife.” He felt his nose twist. “Not that it really matters. If he’s too problematic of a sacrifice, there are plenty of others. Though I do want to make him hurt for what he did to my suit.”

“Your suit?” There was an air of disbelief from Sleeveless, like something he’d said was unfathomable.

“This suit cost more than your whole town,” Hollywood replied, burying his irritation. He gave the feeling a moment to subside. “So … Krauther is on the cowboy now?”

“Says he’s staying at the motel,” Sleeveless said, “right near where we saw them last night.”

“And these guys you know,” Hollywood said, gesturing to the trailer that was peeking out from between the trees ahead, just a little farther up the gravel path, “they’ll be okay with … getting done what needs to get done?”

“Yeah,” Sleeveless said. “They’re pretty hard. They’ve killed people before, I know it. If they know you’re backing us,” Sleeveless turned a little red, “and paying, then they’ll be willing to get out of line to get the job done.”

Hollywood waited just a second. “And they’re not as stupid as the last two?”

Sleeveless hesitated before answering. “Well, they’re not as smart as me.”

Hollywood sighed. It was so hard to find good help in this shithole town.


***




“So where are you from?” Erin asked with that drawl. He was loving the drawl, the southern accent.

“Amery, Wisconsin,” Hendricks replied, taking a sip of his pop. He called it pop, she’d said Coke, even though the Pepsi signs were clearly posted. He just kind of shook his head at that. “You probably never heard of it. It’s small.”

“Oh?” She looked like she was interested. At least more interested in him than she was in what was left of her meal, which wasn’t much. She’d gone through the big burger in no time, and was picking at the last few fries, which looked like they’d gone cold, all mushy and limp. “Like … smaller than Midian?”

He looked out the window. “Maybe a little. We didn’t have a Wal-Mart, that was for sure, you had to go to St. Croix Falls or New Richmond for one of those.” He paused, realizing those names were meaningless to her. “You had to drive a little ways. Twenty minutes, maybe.”

“Sounds familiar,” she said then explained. “The Wal-Mart’s new. Only opened in my junior year of high school.”

“When was that?” he asked, more than a little curious. She looked young. Younger than him.

“Ummm,” she said, a little grin on her face, shy. “Two years ago, I think.” She met his gaze, fed off it. “I’m nineteen.”

On a purely intellectual level, Hendricks didn’t know what to think about that. He was dimly aware that he wasn’t really going on intellect, not around her. “It’s a good age. I remember being that young, vaguely.”

“How old are you now?” She said it all flirty, like there was a giggle just waiting to escape.

“Twenty-five,” he said, matter-of-fact.

“An older man.” She didn’t make it sound like a bad thing. “So how do you know Arch?”

“Oh, we go way back,” Hendricks said. Lying was no great stretch for him, though he didn’t like it. The alternative was trying to explain how he was a demon hunter that had met the man only last night. It was an answer designed to keep Arch from looking like an idiot and him in the running for that first-date fuck she’d alluded to. If he were honest with himself, though, Arch’s reputation didn’t fit very large into that equation. “How’d you know him?”

“Everybody ’round here knows Arch,” she said, nibbling on a soggy fry. “Hard not to. I didn’t really know him very well until we started working together at the Sheriff’s Department, though, on account of he was three years ahead of me in school. I knew his wife some, though, she was cheerleading captain when I was a freshman.”

“You were a cheerleader?” He watched her blush. “I could see that.”

“Only for a year,” she said, still red in the cheeks. He thought it was damned cute. “It was too much for me.”

“Hey,” he said, a thought occurring to him. “If you’re only nineteen, how were you drinking in the bar last night?”

“Oh, that?” she waved a hand across the table at him, close enough he was tempted to reach out and catch it, hold her hand. “Please. Sheriff’s Department budget is so strained, Reeve doesn’t waste his time with stuff like that. Fast Freddie’s serves minors all the time. But,” she held up a finger to wag at him, “Phil, the barman, won’t let you drive if you’re underage. Makes you give your keys to him before he’ll pour, so you gotta get another ride home if you’re drinking.”

Hendricks smiled at that thought. “So you’re a sheriff’s deputy, blatantly flouting the law, huh?”

“There’s a lot of laws I flout. Did you know under Tennessee law, it’s still technically illegal for me to give you a blow job?” She took a sip of her drink, but kept her eyes on him.

For the second time, Hendricks was flummoxed. This time he just tried not to look dumb while he recovered, trying to keep his mouth shut instead of agape. After a moment, he said, “Well, I’ve always thought if you were gonna break a law, you oughta at least make it one you’ll enjoy breaking.”


***




It wasn’t a traditional job interview. Hollywood had done those, hiring crew, even been involved in casting decisions, table reads, shit like that. This wasn’t like any of those. This was sitting around a trailer that smelled of weed and loserhood, not in equal measure. There was way more loserhood than weed in the air, and that was saying something.

The boys lined up in front of him on the couch looked like they were feral, wild demons of a type he didn’t even really know, not off the top of his head. Little things, really, common as fucking dirt on earth. It would have been too much to ask for a greater to be mixed in with this handful of meth-heads. Greaters didn’t drift around waiting to be henchmen for other greaters. They didn’t lack purpose like these disposable louts, who worked in petty human jobs until something came around for them. Greaters did shit with their lives. Seized moments. Cut a path to success through the brambly bushes of adversity.

Hollywood sniffed the air. Also, almost all of the greaters showered regularly. Which clearly hadn’t happened here.

They mostly wore t-shirts and shorts, and really, they all kind of looked the same to Hollywood. Which probably meant all was right in the world. If one of them wanted to distinguish himself (or herself, he noted with some surprise, because there was a female in there with them, though it was hard to tell given the hairy legs) they’d clean up, start wearing something more presentable. He doubted any of them would do that, though.

“So,” Hollywood said, letting it ooze out and trying to create the right impression from the start. He was seated in a battered old chair that stank like someone had let a dog lay in it every night. There were no dogs in the trailer. None. “I trust …” he struggled to remember Sleeveless’s name, the one he’d given, and gave up after only a moment’s effort, instead gesturing toward the man in the flannel with the cut-off sleeves, “our mutual … friend …” he struggled with that word, “has informed you that I’m looking for some muscle to help me finish the job I’ve got going in this town?” He waited for the nods, which came, some slower than others. He’d hoped the woman would nod first, but she was somewhere in the middle. He looked over the sea of white faces, and then turned to Sleeveless. “Do we not have any … diversity candidates?”

Sleeveless just stared back at him blankly. “They’re all demons …?”

Hollywood smiled faintly, realizing once again he was talking to an idiot. “I mean … do we not have any that might be more representative of other racial backgrounds?” He gave a patronizing smile. “I realize we have a female in our midst, and that’s good, but I just meant some more ethnic diversity. More breadth.”

Sleeveless gave him a cockeyed look. “You know their skin ain’t really real, right? It’s just a shell—”

“I fucking know that, you idiot,” Hollywood said sharply. “I’m just asking if we can add in some muscle that maybe has a little different shade on their shell, so we don’t look so fucking monochromatic. Do you not know any African-Americans or Hispanic-Americans—hell, or Asian-Americans we could add to the pool?”

Sleeveless was rendered speechless by this, sputtering. “You asked for demons, I brought you to the only demons I know …”

Hollywood sighed, feeling a throbbing in his head caused by his essence bulging in his shell. He could feel things through the skin, of course, probably just like a human could, and right now he felt his true self wanting to escape, burst out and rip the head off Sleeveless for being a dumb fuck. He’d given it some thought, wondering how humans felt, back when he was considering being an actor, and after a long time he’d concluded that humans couldn’t possibly feel things the way his kind could. Demon essences reached beyond the shell, could taste, touch, smell and feel things that brushed up against them. Not just the physical, but the metaphysical as well. Which was just another reason humans were a low form of life, just above ferrets.

“Okay, all right, yeah,” Hollywood said at last. It really wasn’t all right, of course. “We’ll just have to make do with a lily-white cast for now and keep our eyes open for other candidates to balance things out as we go.” It probably didn’t matter that much longer anyway, but it burned him; he was in charge of this—production, for lack of a better word, and the way things were just looked … unseemly, to his way of thinking. He divided the couch in half. “You three, go meet up with Krauther,” (what a dumb name) “at the cowboy’s motel.” He thought about it for a second. “Wait, you know what you’re supposed to be doing, right?” He shook his head. “Never mind, that’s too much to ask. You know Krauther?” He waited, and the nods came again. “Go find him at that fleabag motel by the interstate, and he’ll tell you what to do.”

One of them stood up abruptly, and Hollywood smiled. “Good. Someone’s got initiative.” He waved at the other two. “Go on.” He reached in his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. “Here.” Threw a Franklin at each of them. “For your day’s labor.” They filed out, and he turned to look at the four who were left. “You guys are gonna get marching orders from Sleeveless.” He smiled. “We have something planned for one of your local cops, something special.”

It was the woman who smiled first. He liked that. Predator’s instinct. “You’re gonna run this team,” he said to her then waved at Sleeveless. “He’ll tell you what to do.” He peeled off four hundred-dollar bills and handed one to each of them, careful not to touch their hands, then found his way out the door, pushing the old screen door on the outside of the trailer out of the way as he stepped down. The flies weren’t as thick here as at the dairy farm, but they were still present. Still annoying. But at least out here he could breathe.


***




Alison was already inside when Arch got home, the sound of soft footsteps coming toward him on the thin carpeting of their apartment. He put his keys in their familiar spot on the table next to the door then relieved himself of his cell phones, both of them. By that time he heard her near the end of the hall, coming out of the bedroom. He caught a glimpse out of the corner of his eye, a little splash of red, and he turned his head to see.

She was leaned against the frame of the bedroom door like a pinup model, arching her back, bare feet on the carpet, showing off her long legs, tan from the long hours she spent out on the balcony of the apartment and beside her momma and daddy’s pool. His eyes followed them all the way up to the red piece of lingerie she was wearing, something that reminded him just a little of a one-piece bathing suit but pared back considerably. All the important pieces were covered, bikini-like. A see-through lace panel, which hung loosely from the bra, delicately covered her trim waistline.

Arch wasn’t quite sure what to make of the whole ensemble nor did he really want to give it too much thought. Any thoughts of demons slipped out of his mind as he looked at her, standing there in the faded afternoon light that seeped into the apartment through the closed curtains. This was hardly the first time she’d done this, dressed up for him in this way. It was one of her favorite things, judging by the bills from Victoria’s Secret, which was one reason why he didn’t complain. She’d done it more since they’d decided to try for a baby, but it was hardly a new occurrence before that. And it wasn’t for nothing, either; there was a very simple reason why she kept doing it.

Because it worked every time.

He crossed toward where she waited, giving him a very forward look, using her index finger to beckon him onward with a slow, sexy, come-hither motion. And a few minutes later, after she had gone first, he did indeed come. Hither and yon.


***




She’d wanted to get a beer, and Hendricks had gone along with it. Who was he to argue with what the lady wanted, after all? They’d debated walking to Fast Freddie’s from the burger joint and ultimately decided against it. Too damned hot, they’d both concluded before hopping into her little subcompact. It wasn’t much cooler in there, Hendricks reflected as they drove the hundred yards or so to the bar’s parking lot before getting out. The car’s air conditioning hadn’t even had a chance to start working before they were done with the drive.

The light dimmed as he walked into the bar. It was a little like a cave, dark and unpleasant. There was still smoke in the air, unlike lots of the bars he went to nowadays in cities. Anti-smoking ordinances had forced the cigarettes outside to the parking lot. Hendricks was mostly indifferent on that score; he didn’t mind being around smoke and sometimes even preferred it when he was drinking. Sometimes he’d buy a pack when he was wasted, just chain-smoke his way through it, barely inhaling. It felt good, having a beer in one hand, cigarette in the other. When he was sober, he couldn’t even stand the smell of them.

Erin walked in front of him, striding up to the bar before slapping her keys down and giving him a sidelong look. “Now, if I’m gonna drink here, I can’t drive home, so I’ll need some place to sleep it off later.” She was straight-faced this time, probing him for a response.

He tried to decide whether to open up and be as blatant as she had been but decided that subtle was probably better from him; women could get away with bold and make it sexy. “I might know a place within stumbling distance.” He smiled a little when he said it and hoped it was just right.

She got impish. “Oh, do you?” She slid the keys toward the barman, who wordlessly picked them up and made them disappear under the bar. “Well, all right then. Set us up, Phil.”

The barman nodded and a couple glasses were filled and on the bar a moment later. She led Hendricks toward a corner of the bar under a Miller sign and when he sat down at a table, she dragged her chair over to sit almost on top of him. That was fine by him, because she smelled just the faintest bit of sweat but mostly of a fragrance that was girly and sweet, something he had caught only in passing before. She was right there next to him, close enough to lean into, close enough to touch, her beer sweating on the table just beside his.

“So,” she said, breathing at him, her perfume mixing with the faint hint of beer on her breath, as she shuffled to untuck her buttoned-up khaki uniform top from her pants. It looked a little sloppy, totally at odds with what he’d come to expect from her, but he was still pretty damned smitten. “What should we talk about?”

He gave it a second’s thought as he took a pull of his beer. “The weather is the normal topic in ice breaker situations like this, I think.”

“It’s fucking hot, without the fucking. At least at the moment.” He didn’t miss the suggestion as she took another drink, putting her glass back down half-empty. “You’ve got some catching up to do.” He took her meaning and drained the rest in one long gulp. She blinked, a little impressed. He set it back on the table and she held up two fingers to Phil, who nodded from his lonely place behind the bar, only one other customer in the entire establishment. “So,” she said again, “what should we talk about?”

He felt the first gentle stirrings of a buzz, just barely. “I don’t really know. I’m not much of a conversationalist anymore, honestly. Out of practice, I suppose.”

“Hm.” She sort of frowned, twisting her lips by puckering them to one side and then the other before looking back up at him. “We could just make out.”

He thought about asking her if that would be out of place in a joint like Fast Freddie’s, but the thought fell by the wayside as she leaned in and put her lips on his with just the right amount of pressure, the smell of the beer on her breath a kind of sweet, heady perfume all its own as his tongue found hers.


***




Arch was lying on his back, breathing heavily, his head leaning against the bed near the headboard. His pillow had gotten knocked off some time during their romp, he wasn’t sure exactly when. It wasn’t a pressing concern, not at the moment. He’d entered the dreamy, sleepy state of post-coitus where very little mattered. Two days of long shifts, short sleep and bizarre events had drained him, and it was showing. A few things were prickling at the back of his mind, things he knew he needed to do, but they was so far back in the haze of tired that he couldn’t quite grasp them.

“I have to go,” Alison muttered into his bicep. He opened his eyes enough to look down at where she lay rested against his side, her pale skin against his dark, blond hair spilling over his arm like a waterfall of yellow. She sat up, bare to him, and somewhere south he felt a stir, like he could maybe go again in a little while. Not yet, though. He was still settled into a nice fog of afterglow.

“Go where?” he murmured, not really thinking it over.

“Back to work.” She rolled to the edge of the bed, letting her legs hang over as she sat up, her bare back facing him. His eyes crawled over it, noting for the millionth time the lack of tan lines. It provided a nice aesthetic continuity. He wanted to reach out and stroke her starting from the shoulder on down to the top of her crack, but he couldn’t quite find the energy for it at the moment. Maybe later.

He let his eyes drift shut again, and though he was dimly aware of the sounds of her moving about the room, fetching clothes from the floor, it only came to him in drifts, followed by what felt like long periods of missing time. He felt her kiss and it stirred him enough to open his eyes again. She was sitting on the bed next to him now, looking down with a sweet smile. “Hey,” he said quietly, still sleepy.

“I love you,” she said, and kissed him, leaning over, the soft cotton of her polo shirt pushed against his chest.

“Love you, too, babe,” he said, and let his eyes drift shut.

“I’ll be back late,” she said, words drifting into his consciousness from somewhere above.

“Mmhmm.” He was drifting off again, dimly aware that her footsteps were receding now. The smell of her perfume—a trendy one from a department store she visited down in Chattanooga—was still hanging in the air, along with the earthier smell of his sweat. His muscles were at peace, worn out, relaxed. He rolled his head sideways and the scent of the laundry detergent from the sheets wafted up at him, something just a little fruity, like apple. They felt soft, and he was perfectly content to lie like this, just like this, maybe for the rest of the night. He heard her in the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of water out of the fridge before leaving, like she always did.

The next sound he heard was the front door crashing in, wood breaking off its hinges, and the sound of Alison’s screams vaulted him back to immediate consciousness.


8.


Hendricks remembered he liked making out. He hadn’t done a ton of it in high school but enough to get by. It was the frustrating kind of making out back then, though, the kind that didn’t ever last long enough, the kind that didn’t hold the promise of sweeter things to come, the crescendo at the end of all that buildup. Second base, maybe, if he’d been lucky. He hadn’t gotten laid until the summer after high school ended, just about on his way out of town headed to Basic. It had been awkward and unexpected, without any making out to start things off, which put it at odds with his whole high school experience. All finish, no buildup. Which might have been part of the reason it was so awkward.

Erin’s tongue probed his, and the collective taste of their beers was heavy. They’d been at the bar for something like an hour, kissing almost the whole time. They were taking frequent breaks for hydration, though (not really, not unless beer hydrated; in Hendricks’s experience, it did just the opposite), during which they exchanged long, meaningful stares as they sipped their beers quietly, without saying anything.

This time, after they broke apart to take a breath, Erin finally said something. “Aren’t you going to invite me back to your motel room?” There was a hint of impatience there, as she downed the rest of her mug. It was her fourth.

“Yep,” Hendricks said, nodding, finishing his beer as she stood, her fingers finding his, holding his hand and helping to pull him to his feet as the last of the cold beer sluiced down his throat.


***




Arch was a little slow stumbling out of bed, the deep drifting feeling despoiled by the sudden screams and sounds of his door being broken into pieces, torn from its hinges as he scrambled for his pants, which he was pretty sure were somewhere between the bed he was on and the door that was being busted apart. His eyes found them a little outside the bedroom, and he stumbled to his knees. Alison was just a little in front of him, her hand over her mouth, screaming. There were hands reaching through the top half of the solid door, which was broken cleanly at the middle, and being pushed to the side. With one last screech and crack it gave and the door came open in pieces, just as he pulled his gun with his right hand and dug the switchblade Hendricks had lent him out of his pants pocket and let it flip open with his left.


***




She tasted good, like he remembered a woman should taste, all warm on his lips. Even the heat out in the parking lot wasn’t bothering him. They’d paused on the blacktop, hands all over each other, fumbling a little each time they stopped. Then they’d walk a spell further, hand in hand, little shared glances full of significant meaning. The significance to Hendricks was that it looked like she’d be tearing his clothes off the minute they got back to the motel. He worried only a little about that, planning to ball up the drover coat and get it off first and foremost, along with his belt, which he would have to unfasten first. If he did it right, he could get the sword off and keep it from clattering by taking the coat off properly. The gun would be only a little more complicated; if he kept his body aligned just so while they were undressing, odds were she’d never even notice it as he stepped out of his jeans. Besides, her eyes were closed every time they were kissing. He’d checked.

They paused to kiss on the overpass, dusk just starting to settle. Hendricks let his mind wander a little this time, as he put a hand at the small of her back and crept it up her uniform top. Seemed like it was getting close to seven in the evening or so. He was pretty damned buzzed, but she was absolutely hammered. He stopped his hand at the clasp of her bra, just making sure he knew where it was, getting a general feel for it. For later.

They started walking again, and he let her get out in front of him just a bit and watched her ass. It was good, very good, wriggling with each step in her khakis, the faint traces of her underwear visible. The top of her undies was visible, too, because he hadn’t fully removed his hand from her back yet, keeping her shirt just a little up. The small of her back had a little tattoo, something circular with spikes, like an artist’s rendition of a sunrise. He couldn’t see it very well now, but he had a feeling he’d get a better look at it real soon. Maybe for an extended period of time, if he had his way.


***




Arch waited for the arms breaking through his door to be followed by bodies, things he could shoot at. He’d refilled the magazine in his Glock twice in the last twenty-four hours, and it looked like soon he’d need to do it a third time. He stood and got Alison by the shoulder, pushing her back behind him. Her fingers clutched at his arm, nails digging into his flesh in purest fear. He felt her press into him, her cloth pants against his right butt cheek, and he remembered that he was naked, and spared only a thought to wondering if that made him vulnerable before aiming down the sights of his pistol and firing the first round as a head popped through the door.


***




The parking lot of the motel was packed red clay, and with the sun going down the whole scene looked a little like what he remembered Florida to be like. Dusty, kind of orange-ish, like some sort of cross between Italian villas and tropical paradise. The Sinbad was neither of those things, but it was dusty, and orange in the sunset. Erin stumbled along beside him, having a little more trouble walking than he was. Not that he was having an easy time of it, just easier than her. Keeping up with her on beers had been a bad idea.

She swayed, and he let her walk out in front of him again, put his hand on her ass while letting a big grin slip out on his face. It had been a long time. Without the alcohol, he might even have found a way to talk himself out of it. He’d done that a couple times before, once in a town in Montenegro, and another time just outside New Orleans. That one had been easy—or harder, depending on how you looked at it.

That wasn’t going to happen this time, though. He could feel the stiffness in his jeans. He’d been ready for an hour or more. She stopped and kissed him again, just outside the door to his room, and he unbuckled her belt then slid a hand down the front of her pants, teasing. His fingers went further south then got really slick, and he figured out that she was apparently ready, too.


***




Arch shot twice, a double tap at the first face to reveal itself through the door. It looked human when he first saw it, but the gunshots broke that facade away quickly, revealing something else; a face twisted around the edges and distorted, the eyes, nose and mouth lit by something that looked like fire bleeding out from within. The body that it was attached to staggered then was pushed aside by another man. This one Arch knew, a guy who’d been picked up by Reeve for possession a couple times, a real meth-head, though he showed none of the obvious scarring. Arch put two rounds in his face and the guy stalled in his advance.


***




Hendricks fumbled for his key. The motel had one of the old-fashioned locks, and he was going at it left handed and blind, since his right hand was presently occupied down Erin’s pants and she had her hands on his face as she kissed him, moaning a little as he swayed with her, listening to the key scrape against the door, then hit the frame as he tried to find the lock without looking at it. It might take a while, but he was happy enough doing what he was doing that he was okay with that.

He opened his eyes when he heard footsteps over Erin’s moans, the sound of urgency, of feet running. He looked up just in time to see someone hit Erin with a solid push from the side. She stumbled, already a little unbalanced, and her head hit the door frame to his left. She fell soundlessly, her moaning cut off with a final, “Ohhh—”

Hendricks backed against the door, dropping the key and found himself outnumbered, four to one. They rushed him before he could recover enough presence of mind to get a hand on his sword.


***




“Get in the bedroom and lock the door!” Arch shouted as he shrugged out of Alison’s tight grasp, breaking her grip on his arm. He advanced on the first of the demons, the meth head, and shot him again in the face, causing the man to stagger back. Arch jumped forward and hit him in the chest with the switchblade, tugging it down like he was ripping a hole in a piece of canvas. It took some strength, but Arch had that. Maybe even more right now because he was fighting naked, his wife—his whole world—just behind him. He was the only thing standing between her and these things.


***




Hendricks should have been dead, going hand to hand with four demons. He should have been ripped apart in the first five seconds of the fight. He hadn’t died though, he’d shoulder-charged the nearest of them and hit him in a football tackle that would have probably drawn criticism from someone who’d actually played the sport, like Arch. But it put the guy down and that was what mattered, right?

They were fast and he was drunk. He spared a look to make sure Erin was all right, and she was, as near as he could tell. A thin line of blood was running down her scalp from the side of her head, but it looked like it was all. She was slumped against his door, just looking like she’d had too much to drink and hadn’t quite made it inside before passing out.

He didn’t have time to think about it, though, because the other three were coming at him. He’d learned to fight multiple opponents at a time in the Marines, in martial arts training. It was all predicated on keeping the fight to one-on-one at all times. With humans, that wasn’t too hard. You just had to be highly mobile and good with a kick, keeping them at bay until you could score some points—or put them down, hard, in a real fight. Hendricks was good with a kick under normal conditions. Right now he didn’t trust himself too much with one, for fear he’d fall down by aiming at the wrong guy. His reflexes were for shit, absolutely destroyed by the booze. If he lived, he’d take himself to task for being such a dumbass as to take his eye off the ball in order to soothe his balls. He could have at least maybe waited until the demon thing that he’d already set to simmering was taken care of before trying to take advantage of his opportunity with Erin, but clearly it had just been too long since he’d gotten laid, because he wasn’t thinking with the right head.

As drunk as he was, the demons had to have been enjoying a high of their own because they were moving slower than any demons he’d ever grappled with before. For a moment, he questioned whether they were in fact demons at all, but he landed a hard, wobbling cross on the jaw of one of them and saw two things. One, the guy ignored the pain, and two, the eyes—the windows to the man’s soul—flared with fire, genuine and real. Demon essence to the core. Hendricks gave him a hard, drunken shove that was surprisingly effective and the man lost his footing and tumbled onto his back.

Hendricks wanted to feel triumphant about it, but the one he’d already tackled was back on his feet, so it was still three on one. He circled left to put one of them between him and the other two, and tried to figure out his next move.


***




Arch fired again, but now there were three of them, and they were all in his apartment. Two guys and one girl, all mug shots he recognized, all multi-time losers that he knew were stronger than he was and also more clothed. The clothed part still bothered him, which he found a little funny at a moment he was fighting for his life.

Two of them came at him at once while the other writhed on the floor from catching a slug in the face, and he fired twice at the one on the left, delaying him. He changed targets to the woman, then realized his action was open, the last bullet fired. If she hadn’t been practically on top of him, he would have tried a combat reload. As it was, he committed the cardinal sin in a fight: he hesitated.

She slammed into him with all the fury of someone high enough to feel no pain from the impact. Arch felt himself get whipped through the air and onto the ground, landing hard on his back. He managed to roll enough so that he didn’t get the wind knocked out of him, but he was still down, and a demon woman who was stronger than him was on top of him. He felt her fist hit him in the chest, right on the sternum. The second hit him in the ribs, causing him to fold in pain.


***




Hendricks found himself four on one again, despite his best efforts. The only bright spot for him was that he was being enough of a pain in the ass to them that not one of them had gone for Erin yet. Which was fortunate, because if they had any brains, they would have played her as the hostage long ago and probably wrapped things up by now.

They were smart enough to keep bunched up on him, though, and it was keeping him from even getting a chance to pull his sword. Five times he’d had his hand on the hilt, raising it up, and they’d slammed into him, or forced him to roll, not giving him the distance to draw it out. He was about to get frustrated, and was ready to do something he knew he shouldn’t. Screw it, though, as slow as these bastards were, it was still life or death. He had his hand on the grip of his pistol and was about to pull it to fire from the hip when one of them got a hand on him.


***




Arch hadn’t been hit—really hit—since his last year of college football. He’d worn pads for that, though, and in this case there was literally nothing between the crack of demon fist and his body, skin and muscle, and bone. He didn’t feel anything break, but it damned sure hurt, and he didn’t care for that, nossir. He bucked, arching his back and pushing the demon off him enough to get the switchblade around. He slashed across her face as she dodged back, toppling off him and letting him do no more than slice her across the cheek.

He started to roll to his feet but another of them slammed into his side. This one was the one he’d stalled at the door, recovered from the gunshots to the face. Arch grimaced from the impact and hit the floor again.


***




Hendricks was in the grip of one of them, taking a hit to the jaw for his stupidity in not pulling the gun earlier. That was dumb. If he couldn’t pull his sword, why not at least get a hand on the gun? It could have bought him a few seconds, maybe, and that might have been just enough. But no, he had been too concerned with the attention it would draw, playing careful to avoid the law, when he really should have been playing careful the other way. The way that avoided death.

He got hit again, and he couldn’t decide whether the alcohol was helping him take the punches better by muting the pain or dulling his senses so that every hit took longer to recover from. He didn’t come to a conclusion on that, mostly because of the sudden, searing agony he felt in the region of his chest as the one that had him slapped a hand against his shirt, wrestler-style.

If a normal guy had done it, it might have stung. When the demon did it, it shredded the fabric and left him with thin lines at the points of each finger impact, like Hendricks had just been whipped there. The demon was a malevolent son of a bitch, he could see that through his pained, drunken haze. There was a big grin looking him right in the face. The slap came down again, harder this time, and Hendricks felt the blood run down his chest under his shirt.


***




Arch hit the ground again, and his head ran into the wall. He was pushed tight against the wall, his face mashed against the dull white paint, the color Alison had been begging him to paint over since they moved in. His hands were empty, he dimly realized, now unsure of where the switchblade was. The demon had an arm against his neck, and all the thing’s weight was on him, holding him down, as he looked into the kitchen, toward where the demon woman had rolled after he forced her off of him.

There was a smell of powder from where he’d splintered the drywall hanging in his nose, and he felt blood coming down, too, settling on his lips with a distinctive metallic taste. He could hear his own breathing, the pounding of his heart. His right eye was mashed against the wall so he couldn’t even see straight. The aches and pains were all there, along with the sense of the elbow of the creature that was on him, ready to break his spine. That was all bad. Very, very bad. But it was nothing compared to what he saw in front of him.

Standing in the kitchen, the female demon had her hands out, wrapped around a soft—very soft, as he remembered from just a few minutes earlier—target. She had her tongue out of her mouth, hands wrapped around a body, one hooked around a throat, the other holding it up at the waist. What she was doing was suggestive, almost lascivious, like she was about to enjoy a good lick, a meal of itself. The blond hair hung limp from the head of the demon’s hostage.

Alison’s eyes were closed, and she did not move, leaving Arch to wonder, the demon’s elbow ready to break his neck, if they had already killed his wife.


9.


Hendricks felt the world get hazy around him, his breaths coming in short, sharp bursts, the feeling of the slaps to his chest making him wonder how many more he could take without his sternum breaking. It was a steady, dull ache in his chest now, with sharp stings where the flesh had been broken. The smell of sweat was thick in his nose, and it wasn’t the sweat and night smells he’d been hoping for when he’d left the bar. The demons were all around him, fanned out in a casual semi-circle, and he was at the center.

The one that was holding him had him in a tight grip, and the others were just standing back, smirking, watching. They all looked like grunge, like something he’d seen at the St. Croix County Fair when he was young. They were having a lot of fun, too, watching him as the one that had him was readying another slap, a good, hard one that would probably start the blood flowing in earnest.

It came as a little bit of a surprise to him when the arm that was holding him burst into dark flames, a quick-burning fire that didn’t sear him at all. He fell but caught himself, rolling away when the hand that had been wrapped around his throat released him, consumed by hellfire, burnt to less than ashes as the soul occupying that flesh was dragged with a scream to some unimaginable pit that Hendricks really didn’t ever want to have to imagine. Ever.

Standing in his place was that redhead, Starling, the one he’d seen jump off an overpass and disappear. That didn’t happen normally, in his experience, and the fact that she’d just sent a demon back to the bowels of hell raised his eyebrow, too. That she’d saved his bacon was a welcome byproduct. He decided to show his gratitude by taking advantage of the breathing room she’d given him to yank his sword out of the scabbard. The remaining demons were staring at her, shell-shocked, trying to figure out who she was and what she was doing. She just looked back at all of them in the semi-circle, hands at her side, like she was waiting for them to come at her.

Her eyes were dark, and since she was right in the middle of them, Hendricks would have bet that they’d be pivoting back and forth, trying to keep an eye on all of them. If they were, he couldn’t tell, because her eyes were a special sort of dark, and the parking lot of the Sinbad didn’t help, what with the distinct lack of illumination and the sun sinking below the horizon. While the demons were trying to figure out what to make of her, Hendricks stabbed out and pierced the back of the one to his right, spearing right between the ribs and into the heart of the thing. It shrieked and was swallowed in a burst of flame, sounding like an infinite scream to his ears but it probably lasted only a second or less.

He stepped closer to Starling, putting himself next to her shoulder and brandishing the sword. He operated on the principle of “The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” and hoped that in this case it wasn’t going to bite him in the ass too hard. It really didn’t matter if it did, though, because if she hadn’t already shown up to save said ass, it wouldn’t even have been there to be bit later.

“Thanks,” he said to her, and she gave him a glance that he could only see by the subtle turn of her head, then both of them looked back at the remaining two demons, who shared a meaningful look and turned tail, running for a car on the other side of the parking lot. One of them was leading the charge, the one wearing a Metallica T-shirt. Hendricks sort of gawked at them for a moment, almost not believing what he was seeing. “What the fuck? They’re running?”

“Cowards always run when the odds turn against their favor,” Starling said, her voice echoing in the silence next to him. He could hear the footfalls of the runners, taking off into the distance as they reached their car and started it. She turned her head to look at him now, her red hair catching the glow of the setting sun. “Are you well?”

Hendricks tried to cut through the fuzz of the booze and the beating he’d just taken to interpret her words. Kind of old-timey, obscure, but the meaning was clear. “Well enough,” he said, feeling the sting on his chest where that bastard had damned near cracked him open. “Oh, shit.”

He ran for his room door as he heard the demons’ tires squeal and tear ass out of the parking lot. Erin was still there, head against the frame, eyes rolled back in her head. “Aw, damn, Erin,” he said, dropping to his knees and slinging his sword back into the scabbard.

Her eyes fluttered as he touched her cheek, and she looked at him for a second with a weak smile. “Mmm,” she mumbled, almost contentedly. “Was it good for you?” She seemed to settle back into unconsciousness after that, which left him feeling a bit cold.

He heard the crunch of gravel behind him and turned his head to see Starling standing there, looking down on them coldly. “She took a hell of a hit to the head,” he said, fingers reaching up into her hair to find the place where she’d hit the door frame, a little cut that was trailing blood down her face.

“She’s fine,” Starling said, like she was pronouncing the weather.

“Oh, you’re a doctor as well as a demon slayer, huh?” Hendricks didn’t deign to cast her a look. Gratitude only went so far, and she was treading on his patience now. Starling didn’t answer, and after another minute, a thought clicked through Hendricks’s drunken haze. “They were looking for me.”

“Yes,” Starling answered without pause.

“They knew where to find me,” Hendricks said again, looking up from Erin to see Starling looking down at him, a simple nod following that, and causing his blood, which had been running hot, ready for a fight, to go cold. “Oh, shit. Arch.”


***




Arch wasn’t much for swearing, but he’d heard Reeve once use the phrase, “Up to my ass in alligators,” and thought it was pretty apt for the situation. Naked, pushed against a wall by a demon with his face mashed so he could only see out of one eye, and that one eye was fixated on his wife, who was hanging limp in the arms of a demon woman who was putting a tongue in her ear.

Arch was a man who knew his weaknesses, and one of them was his temper. Not with Alison, not ever. But his teammates had seen it on the football field from time to time, and when it came out, the common consensus he’d heard muttered is that they were glad he was on their side.

A breath of air surged into his lungs, fueled entirely by rage. He let out a yell that caused the hands that had him gripped to loosen, probably from surprise. Arch pulled his face down the drywall, causing it to peel skin from his cheek. He shifted his weight forward, demon on his back, elbow on the back of his neck, and caused the man to dip lower as Arch dropped into a football stance against the wall. The foul thing lost its balance, and Arch could feel the thing’s jeans and t-shirt fall against his naked back. He didn’t like it there, but it wasn’t going to be there for long.

Arch launched off the balls of his feet, like he was tackling the wall. He managed to drop enough of the demon between his shoulder and the drywall to pin the man in place as he slammed through, smashing the demon into the two by fours and cushioning the blow to himself. Using the demon as a buffer, he plowed on, drawing screams from it as he ran it straight through the support frames and heard them snap. Arch stopped, getting back to his feet enough to see the studs in the wall were broken and that the demon was resting on them, just ready to be impaled, if Arch could pull it off.

He came down with all his weight and slammed the demon, battering him down. There was a scream, then a hiss, as Arch pushed as hard as he’d pushed on any weight ever in his life. He heard a squealing sound, like air being let out of a tire, and realized it came from the demon, that there was a little bit of the stud poking through his chest.

The demon burst into shadowed flames, head to toe, and Arch had only a moment to revel in his good work when another of them slammed into him from behind and carried him through the shattered wall into the bathroom.


***




Starling was driving, but she didn’t look too happy about it, the first real emotion he’d caught from her. They’d stashed Erin in Hendricks’s motel room, splayed out on the bed, unconscious and mumbling. She’d be fine, Hendricks was pretty sure, finer than Arch was anyway, if his suspicions were right. When Hendricks had asked if Starling had a car, she’d shrugged, so he’d grabbed Erin’s keys—which she’d gotten back from Phil grudgingly after promising she was walking straight to the motel—off her belt, and he’d run drunkenly back to the bar, Starling following along much more gracefully.

It had taken a few minutes for Starling to get the car in drive, and Hendricks was having to give her lessons on how to drive, which should have alarmed him, but didn’t. He was feeling the pull of sleep, wishing he was back in bed, freshly laid and ready to embrace the exhaustion that was tugging at him. Instead he was in pain from the damage to his chest, stiff in all the wrong places, and the woman who was next to him was not the one he’d been wanting to spend his evening with. Nothing wrong with Starling, but the woman was so cold he suspected his dick would freeze if it got anywhere near the presumed gap between her legs.

“This is… not bad,” Starling said, presumably making a pronouncement about the experience of driving rather than her performance at it. She had her hands where he’d told her to put them, at ten and two. Or rather, where he’d helped her position them, because she didn’t know what he meant when he said, “At ten and two.” Her hands had been cold like they’d been sitting in the freezer, which just gave him more grounds for the suspicion that she’d chill his cock if he ever got it near her. Erin was warm, though. And unconscious, which he was quick to blame himself for (and might have been even more of a douser to his libido than Starling).

They sped along the highway toward Midian’s downtown, Starling tugging the wheel a little more than was necessary. It was causing the car to—not quite swerve, but close. “Whoa,” Hendricks said. “Take it easy.” She gave him an inquiring look, and he knew she had no clue what he was saying. “With the wheel. Don’t jerk it so much to correct. Be gentle with it.” Starling corrected the next time in a much smoother manner, and he nodded approval. “How did you know they were coming for me?”

“Word spreads,” she said coolly, as she did everything else.

“Well, thanks for the help,” he said, trying to push the gratitude before the next thing he was going to say. “But didn’t it occur to you to mention that they might also be going after Arch?”

She didn’t look up from the road before speaking. “My concern was you, not anyone else. In this, I fulfilled my aims.”

“Don’t think I’m not appreciative,” Hendricks said, “but I’m not the only one in this particular fight.” He paused as they came into the town, Starling riding the brakes harder than she needed to before they came upon a stop sign. “Mind telling me what this is all about? You show up before, all mysterious, and—” He looked back as a red and blue light flashed through the cab. “Shit. Pull over.” He looked back and waved her to the side of the road. “Pull over.”

“Why?” She gazed at him with wonder, like she was genuinely curious.

He stared back at her. “Because that’s what we do when a cop pulls up behind us with lights on.”

She stared back, impassive, as she guided the car to the shoulder. “I thought we were going to save the other police officer?”

Hendricks took a breath. “Yeah, that was the sentiment. Unfortunately, I don’t know where he lives.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him but had no time to say anything else before there was a knock at the window. Starling stared for a moment at the door before Hendricks gestured toward the mechanism and Starling rolled it down.

“You must be Sheriff Reeve,” Hendricks said, before the man could say a word. He was older, balding, a little paunchy. Hendricks hadn’t talked to Arch about his job much, but the way the man wore his seniority, he had the feel of a guy in charge. Hendricks hadn’t even caught the name from Arch; it had been plastered all over campaign posters in the town square that had yet to be removed.

“Yeah,” Reeve said, leaning over just slightly to look at Hendricks. “And?”

“Sorry,” Hendricks said. “We were just on our way to see Arch.”

Reeve gave them a perplexed look, narrowed eyes and all. “And you’re doing this in one of my deputies’ cars because?”

“We’re just visiting town,” Hendricks said, trying to lay it on smooth, “and I was drinking with Erin over at Fast Freddie’s. Well, she had a little too much, so she’s sleeping it off over at my motel. I gotta go talk to Arch, though, I was supposed to meet up with him after his shift was done at three and I think we missed connecting because I ended up hanging out with Erin—” Hendricks was talking as fast as he could, trying to show he was a little wasted. It played into the next part of his plan.

“That’s a real fine story,” Reeve said, and Hendricks could tell he was weighing all the stuff that had just come out. There was definitely a heavy air of doubt, like the man didn’t want to accept what was being said at face value. Hendricks suspected he had the run of the man, though; loyalty would mean something to him, and dropping the names of two of his deputies would at least give Hendricks some breathing room. Maybe. “But you were still doing fifty in a thirty-five.” He gazed from Hendricks to Starling. “And swerving. Ma’am, have you had anything to drink?”

Starling cocked her head at him, still serious. “No.”

Hendricks could tell she was ready to say something else, but he stopped her. “She’s my designated driver.”

“Uh huh,” Reeve said, staring down at them. “Tell you what,” he seemed to decide. “We’ll head on over to Arch’s, see what he has to say about all this.”

“That sounds great,” Hendricks said with a smile. “You mind leading the way? I’m pretty wasted and she doesn’t know this town for shit.”

Reeve gave him something just short of a leer—trying to keep the politeness on until he knew for fact that Hendricks was a lying scumbag. “All right,” was the measured response that came back, but the implication it carried was, Fuck you. Try and run and I will own your ass for all time.

Hendricks gestured for Starling to roll up the window and start the engine. They waited in silence as the red-and-blue lights flashed past them, going slow, and after a moment Starling brought the car back on the road to follow the police cruiser.


***




Arch rolled into the bathroom, managing to turn the tables on the demon that was on him like a duck on a June bug, slamming the thing’s head into the bathroom sink. It bared its teeth at him, demon teeth, like pointed canines you’d see on a vampire in a movie. He brought its head down toward him in a sudden jerk after holding it back for just a moment, and let it clip the top of its head on the sink. He heard the cracking of the ceramic countertop, the demon’s face looked dazed, and he drove it back toward him again with so much force that the lip of the counter broke with the impact and the demon went limp for a moment.

It was all Arch needed to get a leg up and shove the thing, hard, into the shower curtain, where it got entangled. He got to his feet and pulled the shattered bowl of the sink out of the small pedestal, holding it like an awkward baseball bat, water spraying out of the plumbing at him. He took the whole thing and swung like a champ at the demon just getting up from the tub. He aimed at the neck, figuring it was the weakest part of the whole body. The sink shattered upon impact, raining fragments into Arch’s unprotected skin. He was rewarded with a hiss like the one he’d heard before, then the room was lit up by a flare of orange light. The thing disappeared in a burst of dark flame, leaving behind the smell of sulfur and brimstone.

The sink was ruined but Arch didn’t give a damn. He looked for a weapon and came up with the shower rod, since the sink was too fragmented to do him much good. The rod was already ripped out of the wall from where the demon had torn it down in landing, and he readied himself for the last of them, the woman, whom he could hear out in the kitchen still, and he saw red thinking about what she might be doing to Alison. If Alison was even still alive. He felt a lurch in his stomach and started toward the door. As he passed the gargantuan hole in the wall, he looked out and saw the switchblade just waiting on the carpet up ahead.

“Did you get him?” came a female voice, kind of husky, and he couldn’t remember her name. Severson? Amanda, maybe?

“Yeah,” Arch said, lowering his voice, making himself cough. “I got him.” He wanted to be wearing clothes, but this wasn’t the moment, not with what was at stake. All hell had broken loose upon his house, his home, and he could feel the rage covering all the aches and pains that ought to be wearing on him. He wondered if anyone would have called the Sheriff’s Department yet. One of his neighbors was elderly, the woman below him. Doubtful she’d hear much of anything but Wheel of Fortune at this time of night. The ones on the other side of his kitchen were younger, though, and from out of town originally. They might call 911 if they heard what was happening in his place.

“Let’s get them out of here, then,” came the voice of the female demon. He was almost certain her name was Amanda. He remembered the mug shot. “Hollywood’s waiting.”

Arch pondered his course. “Gimme a hand,” he said, rough and low. He heard movement out in the kitchen, footsteps coming toward him along with something being gently set down on the floor outside. He hoped it was Alison. He hoped Amanda wasn’t giving much thought to his request, that she was dumb. He was betting on that, actually. Smart people generally didn’t become common criminals, after all. If they went to crime at all, they generally became uncommon ones.

He saw her turn the corner at the door and come in, not even bothering to be cautious. He wondered if she was high right now, strung out on something that could make a demon dulled and slow. She twitched in surprise when she saw him, but he was already coming at her, driving the end of the shower rod into her midsection. It didn’t pierce the skin, probably because it was too dull, but then, he hadn’t meant it to. Arch ran her as hard as he could forward, and she fell back, pushed into the bedroom door that was directly opposite the bathroom.

While she was falling, Arch leapt sideways through the hole in the wall, diving for the switchblade. He came up with it after face planting, hard. He wasn’t a martial artist, more of a brawler, so rolling wasn’t something that came naturally to him, but he didn’t care. He had the blade and he was turned around, coming to his feet in a lunge toward the bedroom door.

He caught a furious look from Amanda as she rounded the corner heading for him, a serious mad-on coming through the haze of whatever she was on. The blade caught her beneath the sternum and it slid in as her anger turned to surprise. Arch was face to face with her but he dropped to his knees and put all his weight into it as he slid down, ripping the knife into where her guts would be. She stared down at him, kneeling before her in his nakedness, a stunned look on her face, like she couldn’t believe she’d gotten gutted by a nude black man. It lasted for about a second before the flames broke loose, starting at the place where he’d torn her open, progressing swiftly over the exterior of her body and flaring in her eyes and mouth as she screamed her way back to oblivion.

Exhausted, all his adrenaline blown out in one good burst, Arch fell back and crawled on his hands and knees to the kitchen, to Alison, and picked up her head and clutched it against him. He was listening for breath, and when he finally heard it, he thanked his God in a whisper that was ragged with worry and relief.


***




“How do you think he’s doing?” Hendricks asked, more to cut the nervous tension in the car than because he thought she’d be able to tell him. He didn’t want to be responsible for someone else, which was why he’d never taken on a partner in the demon-hunting game. It didn’t have to be a solitary occupation, after all, and lots of people liked to team up on either a short or long-term basis. That wasn’t for him. He knew there were others like him, too, loners, and he could read the looks in their eyes. No entanglements, that was the rule. Just blow around from hotspot to hotspot, doing their thing, not having to worry if anyone else got hurt. It was sweet enough, for a while.

Starling didn’t look at him as she answered. “Fighting a demon without a blessed weapon puts a heavy burden upon your friend.”

“He’s not my friend,” Hendricks said out of rote habit. When Starling looked over at him, her face close-guarded silence and accusation, he elaborated. “I don’t have any friends.”

“You seemed friendly enough with the woman who was with you outside your dwelling.” There was no accusation there, just a flat tone, a statement of fact. He thought.

“That’s a different kind of friendly, Miss Starling. A whole different kind.”


***




Arch had caught her steady breathing now, like she was just asleep, and when he pinched her hand he saw her eyelids flutter, which was a good thing, he remembered from his first aid training. She let out a soft moan and he tried to gather an explanation of what he was going say to her when she woke up. It wasn’t going to be a fun explanation, he knew that much. He was considering the fact that he hadn’t heard a mess of sirens to be a mark in his favor, but then he looked out the window and saw the flash of red and blue, and he had a feeling his night might actually be about to get worse.


***




They pulled into a parking lot for a duplex apartment building, a small one that looked like it maybe had four units all together—two upstairs, two downstairs, with the doors to each of them obvious on the front of the building. One of the doors was blown clear open, off its hinges, which Hendricks generally considered a bad sign. “Too late,” he muttered. “Fuck.”

Starling shifted the car into neutral before figuring out how to put it in park, and the sheriff was already out of his car by the time Hendricks staggered out the passenger door of his. “Hands in the air!” Reeve shouted at Hendricks, who complied quickly. He had turned his back on the door to the second-floor apartment, probably trying to make sure that there wasn’t a threat at his back before he dealt with the possibility of one at his front. Hendricks kept his hands up then glanced to Starling, who was also out of the car, her red hair slung over one shoulder like it had been braided there. Her hands were not remotely up, and Reeve had taken notice of that. The sheriff’s gun came around accordingly, and Hendricks got a bad feeling about what was about to happen.

“Hold it,” came a shout from the second floor, and Reeve turned his head just for a second to take in the sight of Arch, wearing only his work pants, running across the balcony toward the stairs on the right side of the building. The whole place was an older brick building, with redwood for the guardrails across the balcony. It gave the place a different feel, a little homey, a little woodsy, even though it was only a block or two from the center of town. “It’s all right, sir,” Arch said, coming down the steps.

Reeve gave him an Are you fucking kidding me? look but held his tongue. Hendricks just stood there and waited, wondering how best to avoid the conflicting stories that were about to come pouring out in an attempt to untangle this mess that was sitting in front of them. He didn’t like the thought of that, not one bit, and would probably have been quicker about finding a way out of it if not for the fact that he was still very, very drunk, and the sway in his head made him acutely aware of it.

“I need you to put out an APB on that small-timer, Amanda Severson,” Arch said, now crossing the parking lot toward them. “She and her little friends just busted up my place.”

Hendricks was impressed, then he realized that Arch probably wasn’t even lying about that, what with his door being broken open and all. It made him wonder if the big man had driven them off singlehandedly, then made him wonder how many of them he’d tussled with.

“Severson?” Reeve asked, putting his gun back in the holster. “Medium height? Dark hair? Got picked up for intent to distribute a few months back?”

Arch nodded, not even taking in or acknowledging Hendricks yet. “That’s the one. She and three others just broke down my door, looked like they made to stage a home invasion.”

Reeve gave a quick look over around the parking lot, like he couldn’t believe it. The sun wasn’t even setting yet. “We don’t exactly have a long history of daring daylight break-ins in the center of Midian. And certainly not by criminals who would be dumb enough to pick out the residence of a known member of the sheriff’s department.”

“Yet that’s exactly what happened,” Arch said, eyes boring into the sheriff’s. Hendricks just watched, transfixed. “I beat ’em up pretty good, think I shot a couple of ’em , but they bum rushed me. Might have been wearing Kevlar, because I didn’t see ’em bleed at all. This was something I ain’t never seen before, just crazy. They knocked out Alison, that Severson woman laid hands on her.”

Reeve got serious, real serious, fast. “She all right?”

Arch’s voice went low. “She’s a little hazy, needs to go to the doctor, I think. But I drove ’em off. Was about to call for help when you pulled up.” He cast a look to Hendricks. “Good to see you, Hendricks. Sorry I didn’t catch up with you earlier.”

“It’s all right,” Hendricks said, giving Arch a knowing look. “I was just spending some time with Erin when some other friends of ours showed up unexpectedly. Starling and I hung out with them for a bit until they left, but Erin was a little too far gone by that point and passed out.” He tried to figure out the best way to phrase things to communicate information without making it a dead giveaway to Reeve that there was subtext. He tried to make his look pained, and found it came pretty easily. He was still hiding a hell of an injury under his coat, after all. “Bet you wish you’d brought your wife out with us, huh?”

Arch didn’t smile in his reply. “I need to get her to the hospital, get her looked at.” He looked to Reeve. “You want to get this place cordoned off for me?”

If the sheriff took umbrage to being given an order by his deputy, he didn’t show it. “Damned right,” he said. “I’ll get that APB sent out, too, call in all the boys. We’ll find these fuckers and drag ’em in by the short hairs, leave nothing left but a bald and bleeding patch by the time we’re done. No one does this shit to the law in Calhoun County.”


***




Hollywood stroked his forehead, leaning back against the chair in the old dairy farmer’s house. It was beyond inconvenient, having to be here now, but since he’d killed that chambermaid in Chattanooga, it would probably be more of a hindrance for him to stay there. There weren’t that many five-star hotels in a town like that, after all, and if he’d been in one, it was unlikely that the next would be much better. Fuck Southern hospitality.

He pulled his hand back from his brow. And then there was this. Krauther stood in front of him, looking a little contrite, one lone lackey still in tow. “So …” Hollywood said, “how’d they die?”

“Some woman,” Krauther said, “some woman or some thing, I’m not sure. She felt like …” Krauther’s essence flared behind the veneer, and Hollywood could see it—see him—like he was looking through a thick glass at something distorted on the other side. “I don’t know what she felt like. Maybe—”

“One of ours?” Hollywood tossed out, still rubbing his forehead. He was throbbing, all through his essence, so much annoyance that he couldn’t give form to. After all, there were only so many more of his kind in this pointless burg, only so many demons that would be willing to hitch their star to his, and if he made an example out of these two fuck-ups, that was two less he’d have available to send to their horrible deaths later, if needed. He took a deep breath of the cowshit-filled air in the parlor of the old farmhouse. And if all this came to fruition, there would damned sure be a need for that later.

“I don’t know,” Krauther said, and Hollywood looked up to see the fear flare in his essence. “One of theirs, maybe.”

“One of THEIRS?” Hollywood was on his feet in a second, Krauther’s Metallica t-shirt twisted up in his hand, the demon holding on by the balls of his feet to the floor as Hollywood had him unbalanced. “Tell me you don’t fucking think one of THEIRS is here, now?”

Krauther’s eyes were wide, and his arms were wiggling, trying to keep him from tipping over. “I … I don’t know, Hollywood. She had a vibe, man. Power. Essence, maybe. Not sure what the deal is, but she didn’t have the smell of a human.”

Hollywood let Krauther go, let him fall flat on his ass. His mind was racing, faster than it usually did, even when he did a snort of blow. Sometimes it amazed him that human drugs worked on demons, but the shell was the same, really; the essence was the big difference. Humans had no souls, not really, just little things, comparatively speaking. But his kind—and the others … they were full up. Bursting out of their bodies. Not like a human, which was almost an empty vessel.

“Maybe she was just another interested party,” Hollywood said at last, looking from Krauther to the other minion then to Sleeveless, who waited in the corner, watching the whole thing. “This is a hotspot, after all, there’s plenty of draw here. It could have been one of the Commission, trying to keep you from outing yourselves. No reason to think one …” He didn’t grind his teeth, but only because he smiled instead, “… one of their kind would be about. They don’t get out and about that much anymore.” He smoothed his tie and looked down at Krauther. “Have you ever even seen one of them?”

Krauther hesitated before answering. “No.”

Hollywood smirked. Fucking stupid hick. The excitable type, ready to jump to crazy conclusions with no reason to go there except the meth. Figured. “It wasn’t one of them. You smelled it wrong. Maybe a stray demon, maybe a half-human. Their kind doesn’t come down here anymore.” He straightened his tie again, tightened it up, then looked back toward Sleeveless. “Time?”

Sleeveless pulled out his cell phone. “Eight o’clock.”

“Okay.” Hollywood straightened his collar, too. “We got a little time to kill before our other team checks in.” There was a little nervous tension there, and he didn’t like it. Whoever this woman was, she couldn’t have gotten to both teams, could she? No. The other one, the cop, they’d be bringing him along any minute. Him and his wife.

Hollywood put it out of his mind and compulsively turned to a mirror that was on the wall, a garish thing with the brand of a major beer printed on the middle of it, like the wicked queen’s image was a reflection of a Miller Lite logo. He looked at himself in the mirror, smoothed his hair back into place in the slicked-back ponytail then checked his clothing. Flawless. He cast a glance at Sleeveless. “Just to be safe, prep the alternates, will you?” One couldn’t be too careful, when dealing with meth-addled idiots, after all.

Sleeveless nodded and disappeared into the hallway behind them. There was the sound of a door opening, then footsteps on stairs. A few seconds later, there was a sound of screaming—urgent, crying, terrified. As it should be.

Hollywood stared in the mirror, past the brand name of the beer. It was like it didn’t even exist if he concentrated hard enough. All that was left in there was him. Him and what he was about to bring upon the world. Because he was worthy. Because he was the one. The one with the vision to do it. He looked at the flawless, even teeth staring back at him and recognized once again that there was a reason he had been passed over in the past, why he’d failed at acting and chosen to transition into producing. It was that vision which would carry him through. All that was standing between him and it was execution. And finally, he’d get what he’d deserved all along.

A starring role.


***




Creampuff was quiet, now. That was a thankful thing, at least for Ygrusibas. Being winnowed in the pits of fire for the last eight or ten millennia (it was hard to keep track) was one thing. Being trapped in the body of a cow was quite another. Creampuff might have taken umbrage to that, but by this point in the summoning process, there just wasn’t that much of Creampuff left. Maybe an instinct or two, but otherwise, Ygrusibas was running just about the entire show.

Which should have been more eventful than it was. Ygrusibas was neither he nor she, but a transcendence of the mortal two genders, encompassing both. Yet somehow, it was trapped in a body that was decidedly binary. This was unfortunate but could be remedied with time and some effort. The change would require energy that was presently being expended to build up strength, though, which was a curious thing.

The gate was still an insurmountable obstacle, but Ygrusibas was not impressed. Millennia of imprisonment in the pits of fire compared to a day in the pasture? It was a welcome change, it told itself, over and over. No roasting flesh, no torment that ran soul deep. This was positively… well, boring by comparison, which might have been part of the problem. Ygrusibas had grown accustomed to torment, had survived it by plotting, by thinking of all who would suffer once it had been freed, given release from said torment. Anger and bitterness were the flames in Ygrusibas’s soul that had seen it through. With the external flames gone, the inner ones burned all the brighter, and with them came a desire to make things happen.

But none of it was happening fast enough. The body that Ygrusibas had taken was still trapped in a pasture, in a prison built just for this sort of animal. All attempts to break through the fence had resulted in a special kind of pain that Creampuff (or what was left of her) had predicted with a sort of dim-witted amusement. Ygrusibas hadn’t found it nearly so amusing, though. It was almost as bad as the pits again.

And so Ygrusibas seethed as sundown approached, casting the farmhouse in the distance in a fire-red glow that reminded Ygrusibas of where it had so recently escaped from. This did not sit well, not at all, even as the second night came on, and the demon waited for its full strength to return. Because when it did, the earth would tremble.

When it did, the world would end.


10.


Alison walked out of the emergency room under her own power a little before midnight, Arch at her side. Hendricks breathed a little sigh of relief when he saw them, sitting where he was on the hood of Erin’s car, almost sober by now. He had a few things on his mind, not the least of which was Erin herself. He and Starling had gone back to the hotel to make sure the deputy was all right. She was; she’d even had a half-awake conversation with Hendricks while he’d cleaned the cut on the side of her head. It was a little thing, just a scratch, but there’d definitely be a bruise there tomorrow.

“Erin all right?” Arch asked as soon as he got within range of Hendricks.

“She’s fine,” Hendricks responded, giving Mrs. Stan a polite smile. “How do you do, ma’am?” He tipped his hat to her.

“I’m all right,” Alison said then shot a look at her husband before returning it to Hendricks. “And you are?”

“This is Lafayette Hendricks, dear,” Arch said tightly. “He’s an old friend, in town trying to settle some business.”

Hendricks couldn’t have put it much better himself. He tipped his hat again to Alison then turned back to Arch. “And there is some serious business that needs settling.”

Arch nodded, his uniform looking just a bit disheveled. Hendricks hadn’t seen his uniform disheveled even after the dust up with the demons at MacGruder’s farm. He assumed it was something of a new situation for Arch. “I never did catch your friend’s name,” Arch said, looking to Starling, who stood with her arms folded only a few feet away.

“He doesn’t have any friends,” Starling said, matter-of-factly. “I am Starling.”

Arch sent a look Hendricks’s way. Really? was how Hendricks interpreted it. “And you’re a … hunter as well?”

She cocked her head at him, but her expression didn’t change. “No.”

Arch gave Hendricks another look, and Hendricks felt a little swell of pity. He hadn’t figured out Starling’s angle either, but she’d been damned helpful and damned quiet, so he hadn’t pressed her too hard about what she was up to. Yet. “What’s the move?”

“I’m dropping Alison off at her parents’ house,” Arch announced, drawing a surprised look from Alison herself. “Then we need to have a discussion with those boys out at MacGruder’s.”

“Arch,” Alison said, softly, like she didn’t want Starling and Hendricks to hear her, “what are you talking about? What about our apartment?”

“Whole place is trashed,” Arch said. “Not really in a fit state for you to sleep there tonight.”

Hendricks saw the questioning look Mrs. Stan gave her husband, then the polite gaze coupled with a smile that she turned his and Starling’s way. It wasn’t a uniquely Southern belle thing, the facade over the desire to argue, but Hendricks thought Southern women did it better than almost anyone. Most of the Yankee girls back home would just fight it out with their man in public, not even giving a fuck who saw.

“Arch,” Alison said again, this time with an unmistakable trace of steel underneath, “I really think you should come with me.” She said it politely, but the edge was there, and it was all order.

The big man brushed it off like all he heard was the text, no subtext. “No. I’m a deputy sheriff, and I’m not letting the bastards behind this get brought in by anyone else. This is my responsibility.”

Hendricks just felt sorry for them now, the both of them, because Arch didn’t give a damn, wasn’t listening, and Alison was all polite embarrassment for his sake. She turned back to Hendricks, gave him a flushed, Excuse-me-while-I-beat-some-sense-into-my-wayward-idiot-of-a-husband look and rounded on Arch to hook her arm in his and presumably move him out of earshot.

Arch resisted, though, and looked to Hendricks. “I’m gonna drop her off. Her folks are on the outskirts. Meet back at your motel in a half hour or so?”

Hendricks felt the tug of discomfort, suspecting he knew that Arch was gonna get an earful when he stepped into his car. “Sure thing,” he said and nodded at Starling, who started toward the driver’s side of Erin’s car again. “I’ll drive this time.”

Starling shrugged, handing him the keys as they crossed at the hood. She looked at Arch’s receding back, Alison’s arm crooked in his, and studied them as though she were looking at something peculiar. Neither of them was speaking, but their body language was all stiff, and not just from the fight they’d both been in. Hendricks could see it—could see it and was glad he wasn’t riding with them now.

“She is greatly unhappy with him,” Starling observed, opening her door, but never looking away from the couple as they made their way through the parking lot toward the police cruiser in the distance.

Hendricks watched them as they got into the Explorer, saw Alison open her mouth then, saw the first words start to spill out with the flagrant gestures, her hands waving, finger pointing, and he started the car. He took one last look as he turned the wheel of the subcompact and took it out of the parking space, headed toward the exit, before he’d even fastened his safety belt. “You ain’t even shitting about that.”


***




Arch didn’t really want to hear it, but he had a vague inkling that he was going to get an earful as soon as the car door was shut. It didn’t even take that long, actually, before Alison blew up at him.

“—can’t believe you’d just dump me off at my parents house after that!” She was railing good, letting him have it, and he would probably have been more moved if he wasn’t itching to just lay waste to demons, split their fleshy bellies open and send them back to hell. He had the switchblade in his pocket and he was jonesing to use it again, to turn it loose on that Hollywood bastard.

“Sorry,” Arch said, sensing an opening and cutting her off. “Those guys, the ones that broke into our apartment? They’ve got friends. They’re not gonna stop.”

Alison was quiet for a beat. She got like that, every so often. If you knew her, it wasn’t hard to imagine her as the salutatorian of her class, but it was easy to pass her off at first blush as just some ditz. Arch might have made that mistake himself if he hadn’t known her since grade school. She didn’t cultivate a thoughtful persona and was prone to gushing. “You’re saying they aren’t going to let off coming after us until … what? You’re dead?”

“Seems likely,” Arch said, backing the Explorer out of the space and putting it in drive. He eased through the hospital parking lot, as though expecting a demon to come jumping out from behind a parked car. None did, and he reached the edge of the lot and took the cruiser out onto the highway.

“So you’re going to go after them and stop it?” He knew she was staring at him, and he didn’t want to fuel any fears she might have. “You and that cowboy? And his …” He could see her frown out of the corner of his eye. “… girlfriend or whatever?” She seemed to think about it. “That wasn’t his girlfriend. I’d swear they were just strangers, standing next to each other like they were.” Arch grunted and Alison leaned toward him. “Why aren’t you taking Reeve and the boys with you? Why are you working with some hired-hand cowboy that no one knows?” She let the silence of his unanswered question hang there between them, and he couldn’t think up anything fast enough. “What are you not telling me, Arch?”

“These guys are bad news,” Arch said. “Badder than anything Reeve would suspect.”

“And you gotta deal with them?” Alison said, skeptical. The headlights bounced down the highway, illuminating it under the cloudy Tennessee night. “Why not the state police? Or the FBI, if Reeve isn’t up for it?”

Arch shook his head. “This is a local problem now. Not something they’d handle.” He wanted to tell her more, but how would he even start to explain it, let alone give her the depth of reassurance she’d need after he broke it to her that he was going after demons? “It’ll be okay. This cowboy, he’s good. Real good. Used to be in the Marine Corps, and he knows these scumbags. How they think. What they’ll do.” He gave her a cautious smile. “We’ll get ’em wrapped up, and then you and I can get back to the business of living our lives.” He couldn’t quite smile at this because somewhere deep he knew he was lying, that there was no going back after what he’d learned the last couple days. It was like his whole world had opened up, like something had showed itself to him that he’d always known was lurking out there under the surface. Like he’d been waiting for someone to tell him what Hendricks had finally come out and said.

Demons walked among humans. They were out there, they were scheming, and human beings were nothing but prey for them.

He gave Alison another tense smile as the Explorer kicked into a higher gear. He looked at the speedometer, and realized he was going seventy in a fifty-five. He flipped on the lights and gunned the accelerator even more. He’d killed four of them by himself, some with his hands and what he’d had nearby, and Hendricks had said that just didn’t happen. He wanted to do it again, and soon. And when he was done with them, well …

… he wasn’t sure he really wanted to be done.


***




Hendricks opened the door to the motel and let himself in. He checked on Erin, whom he had covered up with a blanket. She was sleeping and had turned a little to face the window. She did not stir as he came in, and he brushed the hair out of her eyes. She was so peaceful he didn’t want to disturb her. Her little frame had curled up, almost in the fetal position, only not quite there, like she wanted to hug her knees to her chest. The air conditioner was working better tonight, keeping the heat in the room to a minimum, and the smell of the musty air it put out filled the small room.

Hendricks walked to the sink and took off his coat, laying it across a chair by the closet. “Come in,” he said to Starling, who was lingering just inside the door, looking over the room like it was some curiosity to be examined. “Shut the door behind you, please?” She did and then stood back and watched him in the mirror as he hung that hat up on the hook on the closet door then peeled his ripped and bloody shirt off. He’d kept his coat closed while Arch and the sheriff had been around, hoping they were too distracted to comment on it. It wasn’t as hot tonight, anyway. Which was a way of saying it was still hot, just maybe not as hot as it had been. It had worked, plainly, because neither bothered to get him to open it, which was good. Because even before he’d taken the shirt off, it was plain that things were not as they were supposed to be.

There was heavy bruising in the middle of his chest, across his pectorals, and it had hurt when he’d spread his arms to take off his coat. Even more when he’d taken off the shirt. He gently touched the center of the mess, where five different spots oozed blood that had been staunched by the cloth. When he ripped it free, they came loose again and started bleeding once more. He grabbed Kleenex from the dispenser on the counter and blotted at them, trying to stop the flow.

“You are wounded,” Starling said, now just behind him.

“You don’t miss much, do you?” Hendricks said, blanching at the pain as he looked back at her in the mirror. “Seems like you state the obvious a lot.”

“I say what I see,” Starling replied.

“And not much else,” Hendricks agreed. He turned to face her, still holding the tissue tight against his chest. “So who are you?”

There was no register of emotion from her. “Starling.”

“Well, that’s a name,” Hendricks said. “But unless you’re about to grow a set of wings and go flapping around the room, it doesn’t tell me shit about who you really are, what you’re really here for.”

She cocked her head at him. “Wings?”

He started to raise an eyebrow at her but stopped. He couldn’t decide if she was being deliberately dense or just evasive. Better to avoid the sarcasm and just try a different tack. “So, why are you here?”

“To keep you from getting killed,” she said simply, like it was obvious. “And to bring you a message.”

He stared her down. “Same one as last time?

She nodded. “You do not even know why you are here. Not yet.”

He leaned against the wall, more for support than to look cool, though he kind of hoped he did. “So, why don’t you tell me?”

“I cannot,” she said with a simple shake of the head.

“Of course not,” Hendricks said and shuffled over to his duffel, digging into the side, where he kept the first aid kit. “Because that might be helpful, giving me knowledge I can use to help in the job I’m doing.”

“The task you have before you is not the task you are called to perform,” she said, a little singsong-y about it. He stared at her in the mirror as he carefully removed a long bandage and some medical tape from the kit, along with a few sterile swabs that he tore from their packaging. “You came because she told you to come, because she sensed the emanations of this place and thought it important, more important than any of the other locations she could have sent you to. She was correct,” Starling said drily, “but not for the reasons she thinks, and not for the ones she has told you.”

“Uh huh,” Hendricks said, and ran the first swab across his chest, feeling the alcohol burn as he did it. “You realize if you hadn’t saved my ass earlier tonight, I’d be madder than hell at you for being so damned irritating in drip-feeding me this vague bullshit?” He placed a piece of gauze over the first of the wounds and taped it in place. “I mean, I’m a demon hunter by trade. This is what I do. Telling me there are unholy in a town is winding me up and turning me loose, no other instruction required, because I’ll find them, I’ll open their guts to the sunshine, and I’ll repeat until the hotspot simmers down and I’m off to the next demon scramble.”

He turned around and faced her. “But you start giving me this, ‘You’re not here for what you think you are’ crap and muddying the waters for me? Then you won’t tell me why I’m really here?” He took a step toward her. “Let me tell you something. I’m here to kill demons. It’s what I do. If you think I’m here for some other reason, I’m gonna have to politely tell you that you don’t know what you’re talking about.” He stood there, shirtless, for just another minute staring into Starling’s cold eyes before he went back to the sink. She did not react at all, not to anything he said.

He waited about five minutes, patching each of the wounds in turn then wrapping his whole chest in a bandage around his ribs. Once he had finished he pulled a fresh shirt from his duffel and put it on, a white one this time. He turned to say something else to Starling, but the room was empty save for Erin, asleep on the bed.


***




Arch wasn’t on familiar enough terms with his in-laws to just open the door and walk in even though he suspected it was unlocked. They hadn’t phoned ahead, after all, so he waited until the lights came on in the front window and Mr. Longholt opened the door. Arch still thought of him as Mr. Longholt even though he’d known the man for nearly ten years and had always been told to call him Bill. Longholt smiled at the sight of them on his front porch, though there was a faintly perplexed look on his face. Mr. Longholt was a good man.

And a big one, too. Just a couple inches shorter than Arch, he had been a football player himself at one time. Now he was a little larger around the middle but still powerfully built. He had an air of distinction, too; he was the sort of man who always wore a suit for the sake of propriety, though he got rid of his jacket and tie as soon he was out of his wife’s sight. His hair was barely gray even now that he was closer to seventy than sixty, and a youthful twinkle in his eyes gave him a liveliness that most men his age lacked.

“Come in, come in,” Longholt said, ushering them in without hesitation. It was past midnight, now, just barely, and he didn’t even ask them what they were there for before getting them inside. “Addy!” Mr. Longholt shouted, down the long hall, “Arch and Ali are here!”

“Well,” Mrs. Longholt’s voice came back, “what are they doing here at this hour?”

Mr. Longholt smiled broadly. “Now, Addy, let us not forgot our manners,” he admonished her in the mildest of tones.

Mrs. Longholt swept down the hall a moment later, clutching tightly to her bathrobe, bustling along to sweep her only daughter up in an enveloping hug then transferring it to Arch and following through with a peck on the cheek. “My manners are well remembered, Husband,” she said, giving him just the hint of an evil eye. “It is always within acceptable bounds to ask your guests what they might be up to showing up at your door after midnight.” Her platinum hair caught the porch light coming through the front door window. She looked like an older version of Alison, gracefully aged.

“We had a little incident earlier tonight,” Arch said, after giving Alison a moment to speak in which she said nothing. “Some criminals broke down our door—”

Addy clucked at them, that sympathetic mom noise. “I always worry about y’all, with that job of yours, Arch.”

“Now, Addy,” Mr. Longholt said, “Arch didn’t even say if they were there because of him. Don’t go jumping to conclusions.”

“They were there because of me,” Arch said, feeling more strained than he would have liked to admit. “And I’d greatly appreciate it if Alison could stay here with you tonight while I take care of this particular problem.”

Mr. Longholt exchanged a look with his wife. “Of course,” he said quietly. “Without doubt.”

“Thank you,” Arch said and kissed Alison on the cheek. She said nothing, didn’t even really turn to look at him. He waited, hesitant, for almost a minute then turned to leave.

“Well, Alison!” Addy said, perturbed, “aren’t you going to bid your husband goodbye before he goes off into the night to—”

“Addy,” Mr. Longholt said warningly then smiled at Arch. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

Alison gave Arch a rather perfunctory kiss on the cheek, just the slightest hint of affection. He couldn’t find it in himself to fault her for it. After all, he wasn’t up for discussing it, he hadn’t allowed her to dissuade him, and he wasn’t even staying long enough to get her settled in at her parents’ house.

Mr. Longholt closed the door behind them, his slippered feet making quiet noises on the front walk as they made their way toward the Explorer in the drive. “She’ll forgive you in time, Arch.”

Arch didn’t know quite what to say to that. “They broke down our door,” he said after a minute. “Probably scared the living daylights out of Alison. If she blames me for all that, I couldn’t fault her. I’m sure my leaving makes it worse, but I need to—”

“I know,” Mr. Longholt said with a quick nod. “We need not discuss what’s going to happen in any sort of detail; I’d imagine Sheriff Reeve is not in on your plans and it’s probably for the better.”

Arch squinted at his father-in-law, wondering just what the man was trying to say by that. Even had he not been so all-fired ready to go kill some demons, he wasn’t sure he wanted to inquire too deeply into this. “These men,” he said instead, “are dangerous. Guns might not stop them.”

Longholt raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” he murmured. “Well … I’ll get one of the rifles out of the cabinet in the study, just in case. But if I’m hearing you correctly, then you are suggesting that should they come after us here, we … run?” He sounded like he was open to the suggestion.

“Yessir,” Arch said, opening the door to the Explorer. “Get in the car and just go. You and the whole family.” He frowned. “Is Brian here?” Brian was Alison’s brother, just returned from getting a doctorate in philosophy from somewhere up north, somewhere Ivy League, though Arch couldn’t remember quite where.

“He’s in the basement,” Longholt said with an amused air. “He won’t be of much use in a fight, though.”

“Didn’t think he would be,” Arch said. His brother-in-law was not the sort who had ever been in a fight in his life. “Still and all, you might want to warn him, let him know so he can get out with y’all.”

“I shall apprise him,” Mr. Longholt said with a faint smile. “I don’t expect we’ll be hearing much about this after the morning, though?”

Arch stared evenly at his father-in-law and suspected he had his answer for what the man had been trying to say earlier. “No. If everything goes right, I don’t expect you will.”


11.


Hendricks was sitting quietly in the hotel room when he heard the car pull up outside. He had his coat back on, sword and gun in his belt, and he was ready to give it hell. He opened the door and shut it quietly after checking on Erin one last time. He left her keys on the nightstand with a note explaining he’d gone out with Arch and that she’d passed out before they’d had a chance to do much of anything. He was hoping to make it back before she woke up, so he could explain it to her in person, but he didn’t have much confidence that what he was heading off into could be wrapped up either easily or quickly.

“How’s Erin?” Arch asked him as he stepped off the curb, heading for the passenger seat.

Hendricks didn’t answer until he was strapping in. “She’s fine. Probably gonna have a headache in the morning, for more than one reason.” Hendricks lowered his voice, like he was talking about something indelicate. “How’s your wife?”

Arch set his jaw as he backed the police car out of the space. “Quiet.” They hit the highway and turned left, heading toward Kilner Road. There was a silence for about five minutes before Arch spoke again. “Where’s that other woman? Starling?”

“Hell if I know.”


***




Ygrusibas could feel the ancient power surging, swelling within now. It had taken a while, but it was here, the fury of the full strength of one of the old ones. The night was lit like day, the cow’s eyes adapting to the new power flooding into the shell. The ability to make changes was soon at hand, was coming, and then … then Ygrusibas would be free.

Creampuff mooed and tried for a patch of grass but was swiftly rebuked and kept from moving. Such things were not befitting an ancient. Only flesh would suffice.


***




“Do you think they’ll know we’re coming for them?” Arch asked, letting a little of his uncertainty show to the quiet ex-Marine on the other side of the cruiser. It wasn’t exactly his first raid, but he hadn’t done many scenarios like this, other than at the academy, and especially after how things had gone earlier, it was a little nerve-racking. More than a little.

“They’re dumb if they don’t,” Hendricks replied. That reassured Arch more than he would have thought. “Two of their kind got away from me, how many from the ones that attacked you?”

“None.”

Hendricks stared at Arch, his eyebrow slightly raised. “How many did they send? One or two?”

“Four,” Arch said, guiding the Explorer into a turn onto Kilner Road.

Hendricks made a choked noise. “You took out four demons? With the switchblade I gave you?”

Arch shook his head. “I think I got two of them with that?”

Hendricks was quiet for a second, waiting for an explanation. “How’d you kill the others?”

“Impaled one of them on a wall stud,” Arch said, flipping his lights off and coasting down the gravel road by the moonlight shining down through the trees overhead. “Busted another one open with a broken sink.”

“Jesus,” Hendricks said, muted. “I’ve never even heard of anything like that.”

Arch grunted. “Wouldn’t have been my first choice for how to do it, that’s for sure.”

They lapsed into silence as Arch took the car over to the side of the road. “Approach from the same direction as last time or come at them from behind the house?”

Hendricks gave it a moment’s thought. “Last time they caught us because those two guys were out getting high, right?” He waited for Arch’s nod. “It stands to reason that they’re not gonna be out getting high this time, since we killed them.”

Arch nodded at that, but it didn’t do much to soothe him. A question emerged in his mind. “How do demons get high if they’re … y’know, not human?”

“Not really sure,” Hendricks said, opening the door. “I know they’re susceptible to a lot of the same things that humans use, though. Maybe all. Dependence is a pretty big issue in the demon community, I’m told. And you really don’t want to see one of them on amphetamines, let me tell you that.”

Arch nodded; even the humans he’d run across who were coked-up or on meth were a pain to put down. Adding strength to demons seemed like a formula for complete and utter disaster.

They made their way over the fence, careful again to dodge the electric wire. The crunch of leaves beneath their shoes was muted as they took their time, trying to keep an eye out all around them, in front, behind, and on both sides. Arch wore himself out keeping his head swiveling and nearly tripped over a fallen log when he thought he heard the sound of a car going by on Kilner Road.

“Might want to keep your eye on the trail,” Hendricks said, muted enough that it was nearly lost under the whisper of the wind.

Arch just grunted low. They were almost to the treeline, and when they came out, they both crouched low and headed toward the top of the hill. The moon shone down on them, a few clouds visible in patches throughout the sky. The smell of the dairy farm was heavy in the air, a thick scent that didn’t bother Arch at all. He caught Hendricks turning up his nose a couple times, though. “Aren’t you from Wisconsin, the dairy state?” Arch asked in a low whisper.

“Yeah, but I didn’t live on one of the farms,” Hendricks replied. “I lived in town, like you.”

The moon slipped behind one of the clouds as the wind picked up a little more and Arch felt it run cool over his skin. It always took until nearly midnight for things to feel remotely nice out in the summer. The faint noise of crickets in the distance caught his gaze, until something moved in the house below, and a porch light came on.

“Shit,” Hendricks hissed. “I think they’re coming out!”

“Hold on,” Arch said, turning to see if they were by chance being flanked. He saw nothing behind them, no sign of anything. “I don’t think they know we’re here.”

There was a noise of footsteps and faint barks of talking down below. The house was a good ways in the distance, a hundred yards or more, and the voices weren’t clear. The figures on the MacGruders’ porch were just silhouettes, two of them, and they were joined a moment later by five more, three of them clearly bound in some way. One of them screamed, loud and long, and Arch felt himself tense as the figure—clearly a woman from the scream—was hit in the face. “They have hostages,” he said.

Hendricks’s face was screwed up, watching the spectacle as the whole group started to move out toward the pasture gate, the demons in the rear bringing along the bound humans at a slow walk. “I don’t think so. Prisoners, not hostages.” Arch looked at the man, watched him as he chewed it over. “Sacrifices, I think.”

Arch tried to puzzle through it, but he just didn’t have enough information to even jump to a conclusion. “Sacrifices for what?”

Hendricks gave a little shrug. “Not sure. I never did hear back from my source on what ritual they might be performing, and my books aren’t exactly comprehensive resources. All two of them.”

Arch let his gaze follow the slow procession as the leading figure opened the gate to the far pasture. By his count there were four demons and three humans. “Any chance those sacrifices are actually demons, preparing an ambush for us?”

Hendricks answered almost immediately. “I doubt it but maybe. I guess if they wanted us to underestimate their numbers, go charging in like reckless idiots, that’d be one way to go about it. But I don’t think so.” A shriek cut through the night, and it sounded genuine. “No, I think this is it, unless they rounded up some more demons since they came after us earlier. Figure two survived their run-in with me, plus Hollywood and one more, a lackey for him, like a personal assistant, because he’s the type of prima donna that would need one.” Hendricks shook his head. “It’s not a hundred percent, but I think this is genuine. We know they needed sacrifices, and it’s damned near midnight, so I’m thinking we’re about to see whatever ritual they’re about to partake in.”

Arch wanted to curse, but didn’t. “And the sacrifices? They don’t survive, I assume?”

“They’re not called sacrifices for nothing,” Hendricks replied.

“Let’s go,” Arch said, and they started to make their way down the hill as quietly as possible, trying to keep the dairy barn between them and the procession. It helped that the demons were speaking without bothering to be nearly as quiet as the two of them were.


***




Hollywood was ready. He was willing. It was time. Past time, actually, but that didn’t really matter, so long as the sacrifices happened in the midnight hour. Last time he was probably too excited, maybe chanced it a little too close to the wire. Maybe killed them at eleven fifty-nine for all he knew. Whatever. That was then, it was a few takes back, now it was time to call Action! again and get on with the picture. And he was ready for his close-up, anyway.

He felt the familiar plop of his shoe hitting something he wished it hadn’t but quelled the stream of profanities that came to mind. Why bother? The shoes weren’t going to be important for much longer, anyway. Once Ygrusibas was called forth, was in his body, he’d be changed into another form, a glorious one. It was the ultimate power merger, really. A greater demon like Hollywood already had a body that was full to the brimming with essence, a tank that was to the top with awesome power. Add in an ancient like Ygrusibas, one of the first, one of the fallen, and the changes would be swift. Power would be a quaint notion he’d look back on as something cute, like a Chihuahua. He’d be a fucking Rottweiler. With an M-16.

“My book,” he said, snapping his fingers at Sleeveless, who hustled up and opened it to the page that was already marked. Sleeveless was a good minion, better than the rest. It was a shame that he wasn’t going to get much of a reward, but there were sacrifices that had to be made to bring about change, right? People suffered all the time, demons too. What was one more on the pile? It was just a plus one, that’s all. A number.

Sleeveless held his cell phone, the face glowing, over the book so Hollywood could see. Good minion. He started to open his mouth to breathe the first words but another scream stopped him. He felt himself tense, irritated. He’d told Krauther to shut that bitch up—the whiny one, the teenager—but he clearly didn’t have a very good handle on things. Hollywood turned to give him a piece of his mind but stopped when he saw Krauther disappear into a blaze of hellfire, and the other nameless henchman followed a moment later.


***




Two down. That was Hendricks’s thought as he and Arch took down Krauther and the spare, the ones who had been riding herd on the human sacrifices. He pushed the humans, bound, one of them gagged, behind him, he and Arch, making a little defensive line in front of them, positioning themselves between Hollywood and his intended sacrifices. The last demon was with Hollywood, cell phone clutched in his hand, the faceplate lit so Hollywood could read from his book. Hadn’t these idiots ever heard of a flashlight?

“I’m glad you’re here,” Hollywood said, breaking the quiet that had persisted since Krauther had screamed like a bitch when Arch had ripped his back open and exposed his essence to the air. There was enough joy and amusement in Hollywood’s voice that Hendricks thought he might actually be speaking genuinely. “I was worried we weren’t going to have enough sacrifices, and it … I can’t describe how galled I was that these idiots you killed failed to bring you back to me. Instead … you just show up on your own. It’s like a gift from the heavens,” Hollywood said with a wide grin that faded. “Speaking figuratively, of course. I don’t get gifts from the heavens, and if I did, they’d probably be something I wouldn’t care to open. Like a bag of flaming—”

“So they play that game in the underworld, too, huh?” Hendricks said, cutting Hollywood off. No point in listening to his blather. There was going to be a fight, the demon was probably a greater—which meant it was going to be ugly. Their best bet was to let Arch use the shotgun to put him down again while they both opened him up with swords. Save Munson—the guy with the cut-off flannel—for later, once Hollywood was safely ventilated. “Doesn’t surprise me all that much that you’d be the one whose door they’d knock on for that.”

“You guys really know how to step in it, you know that?” Hollywood laughed. “To continue the metaphor.”

Hendricks couldn’t see for sure, but he had a suspicion and went with it. “I don’t think we’re the ones who have stepped in it.” Hollywood flushed; it was obvious in the moonlight. “So … we gonna rumble or do you just wanna keep running lines with us?”

Hollywood’s smug look came back. “Oh, no, I’m about to call ‘Action!’ Just wanted to—”

“Monologue for a bit first?” Hendricks added in. “Like some cheeseball third-rate villain in a movie?”

Hollywood’s smugness evaporated. “Haven’t you heard? A desire to be understood is one of the most powerful motivations for any character.” He smiled. “You don’t know anything.”

“I know a few things,” Hendricks said, exchanging a look with Arch. “I know how to field strip and clean an M-16. I know Leinenkugel’s is the best domestic beer ever made. I know the Green Bay Packers are the single greatest football team ever in American history.” He pretended to think for a second. “Oh, and I know you don’t like being shot in the face.” He raised his .45 and fired off a double tap that nailed Hollywood right in the head both times.

Arch filled the air with a load of buckshot that echoed in Hendricks’s ears as he blasted off a round at Munson. Hollywood staggered, stumbling back, and the book fell out of his hands to land on the ground. Hendricks crossed targets and shot Munson in the body once as he crossed the last few feet and landed his sword across the back of the demon’s neck. He didn’t get a chance to use his gun much when fighting because most of the places he fought were too populated, but he had to give Arch credit—shooting them first provided a welcome distraction. He ripped into Munson with the sword, opening up a gash as he hacked hard into where the spine would be on a human. Whether there was one in there was impossible to say; the wound welled up with orange light, and seconds later Munson was consumed in a scream of black flame, eaten from the inside by the fires of the netherworld taking him back.

Arch was already squaring up with Hollywood, firing his shotgun point blank in the demon’s face. Hendricks wasn’t sure, but he could swear he saw a little indentation from the buckshot as Hollywood’s head snapped around, like it had landed but hadn’t quite broken the skin. Close, maybe. If he lined up his shot and managed to shoot twice in roughly the same place …

There was an explosion of fury from the space where Hollywood was standing, and Hendricks felt it take him off his feet. His arms whirled as he flew a solid five feet off the ground into the air, and came to rest on the grassy earth, a jagged rock catching him in the right shoulder blade. Hendricks wanted to get up but was momentarily stunned; he tried to shake off the pain, and he wondered through the haze what the hell had just happened.


***




Arch had seen a little glow in Hollywood’s eyes before he’d gone off, a little like a bomb. It wasn’t hellfire coming out of him, though, more like a shockwave of force that sent Hendricks flying. Arch had been a little better braced, but it had still taken him off his feet. He’d been fortunate in his landing, shaking the feeling back into his brain real quick. Unfortunately, it hadn’t been quickly enough to keep Hollywood from catching him around the neck and ripping the shotgun out of his grasp.

“You are so lucky this time,” Hollywood said, pressing him to the ground. “See, this isn’t a ten-thousand-dollar suit from London. You already ruined that, and I’ve made my peace with it. It’s just a thing, you know, no big deal. Things aren’t … important.” There was an air of hesitancy in how he said it, like he was merely parroting the words. “Anyway, what’s important is what comes next. And what comes next is history making. It’s a new age.” Hollywood was wearing a big grin. “The last age, really.”

“Oh, yeah?” Arch tried to struggle off his knees, but Hollywood had him solidly. The switchblade was in Arch’s pocket, and he was fumbling for it. This close, Arch could see a couple places where Hendricks had shot the demon, two spots on the forehead where there were slight creases, like something had pushed hard on a mask and made an indent. Arch still had the pistol on his belt, just had to bide his time for a minute, maybe, wait until Hollywood looked away. Hollywood was too fast and too watchful to try it now. Arch would end up separated from his body, likely as not, and that wasn’t the way he wanted to go out.

“Yeah,” Hollywood said and readjusted his grip to drag Arch across the pasture. Arch saw Hendricks, still writhing on the ground, as they swerved over to him. Hollywood aimed a hard kick at his guts. It made a heavy thump, like a watermelon being pounded in by a sledgehammer. and Hicks howled in pain. Arch wondered if the man had escaped internal injuries at that one, it had been so nasty.

“You three,” Hollywood leveled a finger at the other people, the hostages, Arch still thought of them. With a start he realized it was the Blenkman family from just down the road. “You move, I will blur over to you and kill you without a single second’s thought or remorse. Do you understand me? Nod if you understand. NOD, MOTHERFUCKERS!” The words crackled across the pasture and Arch saw them nod, even from the position Hollywood had squeezed him into, head down, locked into place with a hand at the base of his neck like he was a cat being manhandled by a farmer. “Okay, then,” Hollywood said, picked up the book he’d dropped with his free hand, and hauled Arch up.

Hollywood stared at Arch for a minute, and Arch didn’t really like the look of that. “Hey,” the demon said at last. “I want you to know something before we get started. This thing,” he pointed from himself to Arch, a dirty finger bobbing into Arch’s face, “me killing you? It’s not because you’re black, okay? It’s really important to me that you know that before we start.”

Arch just stared at him. “I’m sure that will be of great consolation to my widow.”

Hollywood looked at him blankly for a minute. “Well … yeah, okay, that’s a good point. But I really wanted you to know that, anyway, that it’s not about race. I’m not a racist.” He smiled a broad, almost apologetic smile. “Really. I’m totally down with the struggle. No, the reason I’m killing you is because you’re on the side of the angels—and I’m most definitely not.”

“Oh?” Arch felt a little of the feeling return in his fingers. “Side of the angels, huh? I haven’t seen any of them show up to help me yet.”

“And they won’t,” Hollywood said, adjusting himself so the book rested on his forearm, and opened to a pre-marked page with a cloth strip in place down the binding. “Because they don’t get involved, not anymore. It was just a figure of speech.” Hollywood looked up from his place in the book as the moonlight came down, illuminating the whole scene. “You are a righteous man, though. I can smell it on you,” he turned his nose away, “like the stink of this cow pasture. You were just drawn into this, I bet, took to it like I took to producing, like it was the most natural thing in the world.” He smiled as he leaned closer to Arch. “A lawman, a righteous man, and suddenly you find out there are demons walking the face of the earth? It was probably like you got awakened for the first time, like you’d finally found what you were called to do.” Hollywood leaned in, the grin getting worse, the smell of something like sulfur on his breath. “I know your kind. I’ve met a few of yours, you incorruptible fucks, you self-righteous shits.” He pushed Arch out to arm’s length. “The nice thing about you is that your pure soul—I can just smell it from here—is gonna make a beautiful sacrifice—”

A low sound suddenly cracked around them, like thunder but louder than any thunder that Arch had ever heard. It was a rifle, he’d stake his life on it, and Hollywood was already staggering by the time they’d heard the sound, his arm severed from his body.

“Ohhh,” Hollywood moaned, low and guttural, as he shuffled back. Arch staggered away from Hollywood, fingers still around his neck, but the hand disconnected from the demon at the shoulder. Arch ripped it away from him and threw it down, pulling his gun and aiming it at the disarmed Hollywood, who was still staggering around a few feet away, jerking like he’d been shocked instead of shot.

Arch backed up and made his way over to Hendricks, who was sitting upright now, his pistol back in one hand, sword in the other. “What the fuck did you do to him?” Hendricks asked.

“Nothing,” Arch said. “Did you hear that gunshot?”

“That was a gunshot?” Hendricks said, his eyes a little glazed. “God, that must have been like a fifty cal or something. Big bore.”

Arch shot a look back at Hollywood. “Something real big, I’d say, if it took his arm off.” They both watched, waiting, as Hollywood jerked again, but seemed to steady himself on his feet. “Isn’t he supposed to … you know, burn up now or get ripped back into the bowels of hell?”

“Doesn’t work like that for greaters,” Hendricks said and pulled up on Arch’s arm to get back to his feet. “They don’t just discorporate or disperse, whatever you want to call it. It’s one of the reasons they’re so dangerous.”

“Because we’re hard to kill,” Hollywood said, looking at them, sounding like he was breathing hard. Arch wondered why he’d be breathing then figured it must all be part of the package that held them together. “Pretty near impossible for you fleshy little fleas. You may have taken my arm—”

“We didn’t take your arm,” Arch said. Might as well get that out there. He wondered if there’d be another thunderous crack of the rifle in the distance and kind of hoped there would be. It’d be easier to figure out how to take the man down if someone would just blast his arms and legs off first. Not much threat from Hollywood if he was a quadruple amputee, lying on the ground. Arch would bet a decapitation would finish it then.

“Doesn’t matter,” Hollywood said, leering again. “You can’t kill me. You can’t stop me.” There was a strange light over his features, like a glow being cast upon him. “I have come forth to end … your … world. Nothing of this earth can stop me—”

Hollywood stopped as the glow became lighter, like the sunrise in the distance. Except that was a good five or six hours away, by Arch’s reckoning. There was something else, closer, just up the hill, like a lamp growing brighter, drawing closer to them as it came. It got to near blinding, and the wind picked up again and brought with it a smell of sulfur, of brimstone, and Arch had to cover his nose. Hendricks was leaning on him for support, and they both stood there, staring, caught between watching Hollywood and watching the new entrant, until the light finally died down.

It was a cow, Arch thought. Or had been. It was changed into something grotesque, standing on two legs, with swollen hooves and bifurcated legs that gave it balance. It stood twice the height of a man, and when it snorted, hellfire flared out of its nostrils along with a strong smell of sulfur. It had arms like a man, cloven fists, and a face that was positively frightening, with a keen intelligence that looked over all of them, down at the bottom of the hill. In two steps it was almost upon them. Arch heard the screams of the three Blenkmans behind him and he knew they were fleeing. He resisted the temptation to follow them. The thing standing in front of him was all manner of … just wrong.

He felt Hendricks tense at his side. “So that’s what they were summoning.”

There was a pause, and the cow-demon spoke, low and harsh, breathing fire out its nostrils as it did so. “I am Ygrusibas, the harbinger of end-times, the first sign of your world’s end, the breath of the apocalypse.”

Arch just stood there, next to Hendricks, fingers idly fiddling with the switchblade he’d pulled out of his pocket and the pistol he’d pulled with his other hand. Neither of them said anything, Arch trying to figure out what to do, whether to bum rush the thing or wait, and Hendricks probably running through just about the same thought. Nobody spoke for about a minute.

Finally it was Hollywood who said something. “You know what? Fuck this place.”
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“Seriously,” Hollywood said, just letting the rage run through him. “Fuck this town, fuck the South, you backwards hillbillies.” He pointed a finger at Arch. “In L.A, a pure heart like yours gets eaten while it’s still pumping blood. You’re a nothing, there. Fodder for the fucking gristmill. You’re an aperitif, swallowed and gone in an eyeblink.” He turned to point his finger to Hendricks. “And you? What have you got? A hard-on for revenge? Some mystery backstory and score to settle? OOOOH!” Hollywood waved his remaining arm in mockery. “Vague and mysterious may have sold screenplays in the nineties, but you’re played out, now. You’re not even a problem I’d have to solve. You’re a man on a suicide mission, and you’ll just keep circling lower and lower until you crash all on your own. I know your kind. I can smell you a mile off just from the stink of your past failures, hanging around you like the cloud that hovers over this dump.”

He wheeled on Ygrusibas, took in the whole distorted cow form, on the verge of becoming something glorious, though he really didn’t want to admit that to himself. “And you? You blew it, motherfucker! I called you forth, I brought you out of your torment. You were supposed to reward me, to join with me—so we could go about the apocalypse together.” He twisted two fingers together, trying to show this idiot ancient what partnership was all about. “I mean, really? A cow? Do you know who I am? I’m a fucking producer for fuck’s sake!” He thumped his chest. “I ALMOST GOT A SCREENWRITING CREDIT ON BATTLESHIP, YOU MOTHERFUCKER!” He took a breath in through his nose then let it out through his mouth. “I’m a greater. A demon of the highest order, and you have seriously fucked up here—”

That was as far as he got. Ygrusibas dipped it's head, blazed in faster than Hollywood would have believed possible, even for an ancient, and there was a sound of cracking bones as he was swallowed nearly whole by the cow-demon, his essence still howling with fury as he was dissolved into something more ancient and powerful than he.


***




“Holy shit,” Hendricks said, not really sure what else to say. His whole body still ached from Hollywood’s last attack, and his stomach was positively throbbing. “Did our unstoppable bad guy just get eaten by a cow?” Hollywood had been gobbled up in two big bites.

“Either that or we just got killed and this is heaven,” Arch said, the strain evident in his voice.

“This is your idea of heaven?” Hendricks asked, not taking his eyes off the cow-demon. “Watching someone you dislike get swallowed whole by a bovine hellspawn? You religious people are even more fucked up than I always thought.”

“Your world will end,” Ygrusibas said and came snapping at them. The only thing that gave them enough time to dodge was the crack of another rifle shot. Ygrusibas staggered back, and Hendricks saw a hole in the demon’s arm burning with internal fire.


***




Arch ran to the side as a burst of flame lit the night, turning it almost into day, at least around their little corner of the pasture. It made him reconsider that thought about him being in heaven. Fire was more likely to indicate the other place.

Another crack thundered through the night and Arch saw the cow-demon stop again and roar, flames filling the air above them. “Who the hell is firing off that rifle?” Hendricks shouted, popping off three rounds from his .45.

“I don’t know,” Arch said, pulling the trigger of his Glock, aiming for the demon’s eyes. “But I reckon we owe them our gratitude, don’t we?” He figured the rifle was the only thing keeping the cow-demon from rolling right over them and being on after the next part of its business. Since it had mentioned ending the world, this was of more than a little concern to Arch. He hadn’t met many demons, but if this was what they were all up to and about, it seemed like he might have been backing the right side all along. He fired again then scrambled as Ygrusibas charged at him, head lowered. Even the rifle crack didn’t stop him this time.


***




Hendricks heard Arch howl as Ygrusibas picked him up after nearly running him down. Hendricks kept firing his pistol, but he heard it go click after a couple more shots. Arch was suspended by his ankle, flailing a little. Desperate, Hendricks just up and threw the pistol to hit Ygrusibas in the head with it. He didn’t have any spare mags on him, anyway.

Hendricks charged at the creature’s leg and stabbed, hard, into the knee with the sword. He opened a gash and saw a burst of orange light, more fire than he could ever recall seeing, like it was actually bleeding out, and it got damned hot all the sudden. He yanked the sword back. Flames licked out of the wound he’d made, burning him. Something grabbed him firmly around the ankle, and he was swept off his feet, his hat falling off his head and his coat hanging down around his shoulders.

He hung onto his sword, though.


***




Ygrusibas hadn’t seen these things before, these humans, these petty beasts. He knew of them, knew of the trouble they’d brought, had heard the whispers in the pits, but it was all idle chatter until now. They were weak, nearly empty of essence, empty of any meaning. He looked at the two in his grasp, staring from one back to the other. He wondered how any such thing, so small, so tiny, could cause such problems—

There was a searing pain in his hand, and he shook the one wearing black until the sparkling sword fell from his grasp. Such a small thing to cause such pain. There was a crack of noise again and another sting. This, though, was an even smaller worry than these two, these curiosities. Only a moment’s more examination and he would feed on them, take the little sustenance their essences offered, and be on his way. This whole world, if it was filled with these things, would offer only the slightest distraction for Ygrusibas. Ygrusibas was a consumer, would eat it all, would grow more powerful with the feeding, the dissolving of the essences within him. He was powerful enough now to anchor himself here, as a hedge against ever being drawn back to the pits.

He narrowed his eyes and looked once more at the figures in his hands. Trifles, that was all they were. Nothing compared to the greater demon he’d just consumed. But they were more than the herd of cows he’d had before, and that was something.


***




Another rifle crack sounded like desperation to Arch, like whoever was at the trigger of the thing knew it wasn’t doing much good. Ygrusibas took less notice of it than he had any of the prior shots, and Arch was getting a real good close up of the cow-demon’s eye when the latest shot rang out. The thing didn’t even blink in its study of him.

“Any ideas?” he shouted to Hendricks. The cowboy wasn’t moving, not right now, anyway. Between Hollywood and Ygrusibas, Arch reckoned he’d had a rough night, his arms limp and his sword dropped after he’d been shaken for stabbing the cow-demon. The sword had opened a thin line of fire along the hairy knuckle. Arch was still half-expecting blood to come rushing out, but it didn’t. Just that same hellfire that had seeped from the stump of Hollywood’s arm. “Come on, cowboy!” Arch said. “Look at this thing. You should be riding herd on it!” He estimated he was about ten seconds from being gobbled up. Whenever this thing got done peering at him, he was pretty well finished, and that wasn’t going to do for him. He had things to say to Alison. He hadn’t left it off very well, he knew that, but he’d thought somewhat stupidly that he was walking into something less hazardous than the fight he’d waltzed into.

A movement behind Ygrusibas’s leg caught Arch’s attention. He thought at first it was one of the Blenkmans coming back. It took him a minute to realize it was a red-haired woman, strolling somewhat casually up behind the cow-demon. He watched, waiting, as the grip on his leg grew tighter and he felt the end coming up fast.


***




Hendricks awoke to a sort of vague shout from Arch, something about cowboys and riding herd. He was aching all over, ribs, sternum, even his leg where the demon held him. His head was spinning, probably from being suspended upside down, but there wasn’t in a position to do about that. No gun, no sword. He might as well have taken out his dick and tried slapping Ygrusibas with that for all the effect it would have.

He blinked and realized there was someone moving behind the cow-demon, someone with red hair who wore black. He wanted to believe it was real, but the potential for a hallucination crossed his mind. He started to say something but the figure grew clearer. It was Starling, no doubt, and she was standing just between the demon’s legs. “Uh …” he called out to her, quietly, but enough that he saw a flash of red hair as she turned toward him, “… a little help here?”

Starling stared at him, and he felt for a moment that a current of electricity snapped between them. Then he thought it might just have been the cumulative effect of the beatings he’d suffered. Either way, she was looking at him, looking, then moving—

Ygrusibas screamed, a cry loud enough to rend the air itself, like Hollywood’s shock wave all over again but sonic this time. Hendricks’s skull hurt, but not just from the sound, he realized after a moment. It was because he’d been dropped on his head.


***




Arch was waiting for it, hoping for it. For a flash he’d thought maybe Starling had been working with Ygrusibas all along, some kind of feint and betrayal, but she’d stood beneath the demon’s legs, reached out, and ripped the calves of the thing clean off. It had dropped him in a hot second, Hendricks too. Arch had managed to catch himself before he hit the ground, landing on his knees in the soft grass. Hendricks didn’t look to be quite so lucky.

Arch was scrambling a second later. Instinct told him that this wasn’t going to last, that whatever Starling had done was just temporary. Ygrusibas was flat on its back, and Arch still had the switchblade in his hand. He clambered onto the cow-demon’s massive torso like a cat climbing a human, and he started digging in with the knife, dragging it between ribs as he kept moving.


***




It took Hendricks a moment to realize that the screams weren’t his. He was hazy, really hazy, maybe worse than the time in Iraq when a mortar had gone off way too close to him. This wasn’t Iraq, though, it was a cow pasture, and he was fighting a demon. Or had been. Now he was fighting a cow that had eaten a demon. Actually he was sitting back watching it happen, but that took another moment for him to figure out.

Arch was clawing the thing across the extra-sized ribcage. He was making some decent headway, too, if the lines of fire that were crisscrossing its torso were any indication. Hendricks searched for his sword and found it nearby. He picked it up and went to join Arch—maybe see if he could cause some screaming of his own.


***




Whatever Starling had done had put Ygrusibas down hard. Arch might have been more impressed if he’d had time to think about it. As it was, he was trying to keep the cow-demon from ending him, and the only advantage he had was that it was still seemingly disabled by Starling’s efforts. Where had she gone? He made a mental note to look for her later, maybe say thanks somehow. If they made it out of this.

Hendricks was right there with him in a second. He started hacking at the thing with the sword, and it was starting to look like a little pyre, like someone had set a fire under Ygrusibas. It was bleeding out through the rips and tears in the cowhide. He almost got a laugh out of that. It looked no more like leather in its current state than chicken crap looked like chicken salad.


***




Hendricks stabbed deep into Ygrusibas’s chest, and his sword clacked on thick bones on either side of the wound. No blood came out, just more of the heat, more of the fire, something that made him want to recoil. He didn’t though, not much. The pains on his body were dull, but he squinted into the mess he’d created. The heart should be in there, he would have thought. He couldn’t see it, though, just a bright light somewhere in the center of the body of the beast, a surging fire that was so hot he would swear he was about to burst into flames himself.


***




Arch saw it through the openings he’d made in Ygrusibas—Hendricks’s blade, deep inside. The smell of brimstone was everywhere, but for some reason he didn’t even have to look away from the burning flames, couldn’t feel any heat from them. If anything, they were cold to him. He reached past them, stabbing deeper with the switchblade, aiming for the blazing center of the demon, the heart. He tapped the light within, just tapped it, his arm buried way past the elbow. There was a flash, and suddenly he was tumbling down.


***




The burst of heat that followed Arch’s stab to the light was incredible. Hendricks hadn’t ever done anything like this, but he had a suspicion he knew what was coming next. Even before Arch had reached his hand in—Hendricks wondering all the while how he wasn’t burning up doing it—Hendricks was already pulling his sword out, dragging himself along, coat trailing behind him as he limped over to where Arch was half hanging out of the entrails of Ygrusibas. As soon as he saw the flash, like a bomb going off, he grabbed Arch by the legs and yanked him as hard as he could.


***




It was impossible. Ygrusibas could feel the heat within, the essences breaking free. There really weren’t many of them, just the little ones from Creampuff and her brethren, the one from the greater demon he’d eaten, and then his own essence. It was considerable. It was formidable. It had taken HIM to imprison Ygrusibas, to cast him down. Now he was being brought down by these mites, these fleas. And her, the one who had brought him low. Who was she? He had caught a hint, only a hint, yet that was enough to torment him as the essences broke free and exploded around him.

The last thought Ygrusibas was left with was that she had been the one to beat him, really, not the fleas. Well, that and one last thought from somewhere deep within.

Moo.


***




Arch landed on top of Hendricks and heard the air rush out of the cowboy. They were both sprawled out, gasping, on the ground in the pasture, staring up at the moon above. It was the only light left now that the fire had dissipated. Arch was okay with that. Really okay with it.

It only took him a moment to sit up, to look over the whole situation. Hendricks was moaning, disgruntled and probably in more than a little pain. Starling stood a little farther away, staring down at both of them, still wearing that cold expression. He tried to decide what she was going to say before she said it.


***




“You are not seriously injured.”

Hendricks would have been more enthused to hear Starling say that if he hadn’t been still feeling the residual aches from the ass-kicking of a lifetime.

“You don’t know that for sure,” he replied, and tenderly pushed at his own abdomen. It felt a little achy but nothing screamed at him. Surprisingly. That Hollywood bastard had given him one hell of a kick to the gut. “Okay,” he said after a pause. “Help me up?”

He felt strong hands assist him in getting to his feet. It took him a second to realize they were Starling’s, not Arch’s. He looked left to the deputy. “Pretty sure this lady just saved our lives.”

Arch looked fairly neutral about it then turned to Starling. “Pretty sure he’s right. Thank you kindly.”

Starling looked from one of them to the other, almost curious, as though she were observing some strange phenomenon. She started to speak then stopped.

“Cat got your tongue?” Hendricks asked, almost smiling. Not quite, though. He was still hurting.

“No,” Starling said.

Hendricks looked over at Arch and smiled. “I guess she doesn’t know what to say to that.”

Arch apparently didn’t know what to say to that, either. And when Hendricks looked back at Starling to see what she had to say, she was gone.


***




“That was a hell of a thing,” Hendricks said as they limped toward the road. Arch had handed him his gun and his sword, and they were on their way out now, Hendricks moving under his own power, but slowly. Arch was a foot or so to his side, shotgun over his shoulder.

“Yeah, I don’t reckon I’ve seen anything quite like it before,” Arch said.

“Neither have I,” Hendricks agreed. “Five years I’ve been doing this, never squared off against a greater, let alone seen one get eaten by the cow-demon he summoned himself.” He smiled because damn if it wasn’t funny. “Seems like there’s some irony in that. What’s that old phrase? ‘Hoist on your own petard’?”

“Hollywood got hoisted, all right,” Arch said.

The night had gotten quiet, and they walked along in silence for a spell, until Arch spoke again.

“So, you gonna head out of town now?” Arch asked. He phrased it like a serious question, and Hendricks pretended to think it over.

“Right now I’m gonna drag ass back to my motel room and pass out,” Hendricks said. “But no, I’m not planning to leave just yet. Unless this was the cause of the hotspot.” He chucked a thumb over his shoulder to indicate all that, the shit they’d just tromped through. “Then I suppose I’d clear out, head on to the next.”

Arch pondered it, not saying nothing for a sec. “Is that likely?”

This was a serious question. “Hell if I know,” Hendricks said. “I don’t know what starts ’em, I don’t know what causes ’em to die off. Hell, I don’t even know what the allure is, what makes these things such a draw for the hellfire and brimstone crowd. I just know that where one pipes up, they show up in droves.” He felt serious now, and the pain was a secondary consideration for just a minute. “Wherever they go, I’ll be there, too.” He wondered if Arch would ask and was not too disappointed when he did.

“What’d they do to you?” Arch looked sidelong at Hendricks, and Hendricks just kept walking, trying to decide how to answer.

“They took everything from me,” he finally said. And really, that pretty much covered it. They walked on in silence.
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Arch dropped Hendricks off at the motel sometime later, after a quiet ride back. There wasn’t much left to say, for the moment, at least. Hendricks hadn’t answered, not in any meaningful way. What was everything to one man was another man’s tackle box or hunting rifle or Harley. It made Arch curious, but not achingly so. If the cowboy didn’t want to answer, he didn’t have to, and Arch just watched him walk back up to the motel room door after they’d shaken hands without a word exchanged. They didn’t have to say anything. Not right now, anyway.


***




Hendricks listened to the quiet creak of the door as he opened then shut it carefully, trying not to disturb the figure that was still lying on the bed. It didn’t work, though, and she moved as soon as the beam of light from the open door disappeared. He could see her move in the dark, sitting up by the faint light making its way in from the motel sign outside. It shone in around the edges of the curtains, casting the whole place with a shadowed look. Another room in another town. The girl in his bed was new, though.

“Hey,” she said in a sleepy voice.

“Hey,” he said, and glided over to the chair. He took off his hat and coat, taking care to hide the sword in the depths of the drover before he removed it. The gun went safely into the inside pocket as well, before he balled the whole mess up and let it lie on the floor. His next stop was the edge of the bed. “How are you feeling?”

“Little headache,” she said, and he could see her soft features as his eyes adjusted. She looked down. “I’m still wearing my clothes and you’re just getting back here at two A.M. so I’m guessing we didn’t …” She just let it trail off, and he waited to see if she’d finish the thought.

“No, we didn’t,” he answered after a pause. “You passed out and hit your head, and then Arch called, so I went with him to deal with some … stuff.” He realized how lame that sounded to even his ears. He didn’t really want to think too deeply about what it must sound like to her.

“Oh.” She didn’t sound too mad, fortunately. “So we didn’t fuck?” He shook his head slowly. “Did I at least blow you?” He kept shaking it. She laughed, but it sounded a little hoarse, like her throat was scratchy. “God, am I a buzzkill or what? Just passed out on you after all that making out?”

“Clearly you weren’t feeling too well,” Hendricks said, with a little remorse over lying to her like this. It was still better than telling her a demon had smacked her head against the wall and he’d had to light out to stop it from ending the world. Though, if he’d thought she would have believed it, he would have gone with that. It made him sound way cooler. “We might have overdone it a little with all those beers.”

“Like I’m some kind of lightweight?” She was amused, but there was a challenge there. She didn’t sound sleepy anymore. Her hand snaked out and was on his side, up his shirt, and she didn’t notice him cringe in the dark as she hit a bruised spot. “Listen, cowboy, I can outdrink you anytime, and still have enough energy to ride you all night long even after you’ve passed out.”

“Is that so?” It wasn’t in his nature to be challenging with a woman, but in this case, it felt like the right thing to say.

“You’re damned right it is.”

She was on him after that, her mouth on his, that pressure building again under all his myriad aches and pains. She was a little rougher than he expected, struggling to get his shirt off. Hers came off fast, just a few buttons and it was over her head. He remembered where the clasp for her bra was, and it came off quickly, too.

“I got into a car accident last week,” he said, holding her hands to keep her from twisting him out of his shirt. “Still really bruised up, so take it easy.” She didn’t acknowledge him verbally, but she nodded, and she was gentler taking his shirt off. If her eyes widened at the sight of the bandages still covering his chest, he couldn’t see it in the dark.

He eased her pants off, her panties too, and found her almost as ready as he’d left her a few hours earlier. That was a good thing, he figured, a woman who warmed up easily. Beat the hell out of the alternative, especially for a late-night roll in the hay. His mouth ran across her nipples while his hand worked her clit. She was grasping for him as well, trying to get a hand on his cock. He kept her from it, though, long enough for him to come back up to her, to kiss her lips, and by then she was moaning for him to get on with it.

He slipped into her with feverish desire, still sweating from the heat of the fight. He started slowly, building with intensity as the minutes rolled on. She moaned her agreement. Her hands went by turns delicately caressing his chest, then running down his shoulders, and finally grasping at his ass and pulling him in deeper. She held him there until he thrust one last time and she gasped, letting out an exhalation before she went slack.

It took him just a little longer to reach his own climax, but when he did he slumped on her, leaving himself inside her. He buried his face in her neck, in the scent of her sweat mixed with the perfume she’d worn. She felt sticky from top to bottom, every part of him in contact with her, nothing between them at all, and Hendricks began to feel more exposed than he’d felt in a long, long time.


***




Arch stayed out in the driveway of his in-laws house for about five minutes before the front porch light came on. He hadn’t wanted to wake anyone and had reconciled himself to sleeping in the car. The minute he saw the light come on, though, he was out of the cruiser and on his way up. He had a fresh magazine in the Glock and a round was chambered. He kept a hand on that, and the other deep in the pocket where the switchblade rested. He wondered when Hendricks would need it back, and how he’d ever feel safe without carrying it all the time.

Alison was at the door, silhouetted with her blond hair all loose around her head. Arch wanted to run to her, but he calmed himself. He was a man, a man of the old school, and he didn’t go in for big displays of emotion one way or another. The fact that he knew that about himself was a measure of him in a way, but not one he liked to think about overly much. Introspection wasn’t his thing, and walking up to his in-laws porch wasn’t the place for it anyway, not with things as they were.

“Hey,” Alison said and folded him into her arms before he had a chance to say anything.

“Hey, babe,” he replied and hugged her back. He held her tight for a moment without speaking. “About last night—”

“We don’t need to talk about it anymore,” she said and stepped back, but took his hand in hers.

That one threw him back for a spell. She always wanted to talk. About everything. “Are you sure?”

Her eyes were flat, unflinching. She may have just been tired, but it felt like they were muted somehow. “You took care of it, didn’t you?”

It took him a moment to realize that the proverbial “it” could have been any number of things, all rolled up into one. He thought about explaining it, maybe giving her some detail or saying something reassuring. Finally, he just nodded.

“Then come to bed,” Alison said, and he followed her inside. They shut the door, and she led him off, down the hall to her old room, and they went inside and turned off the light.


***




Hendricks woke early, Erin draped across his body. He woke up kind of natural, with a hard-on still pressed into her hip where she was laying on him. He grinned even though it felt a little awkward, not really sure how to extract himself from this situation and even less sure he wanted to. Although his chest kind of hurt with her on it, it wasn’t bad enough to make him want to wake up the sleeping little angel who was stirring his chest hair with her every breath.

“What are you so tickled about?” she asked him in a voice that carried not even a hint of sleepiness. When he looked down, her eyes were still pressed tightly closed, but she had a faint smile on her face. “Are you laughing about poking me awake?” The eyes came open now, and they were alight with mirth, perfectly matching the smile.

“Nah,” Hendricks said, then jabbed her again, eliciting a giggle from her. “Just nice to have someone here besides myself to deal with it …”

After they’d dealt with it, they showered together, with that surprising shyness that comes with a morning after. Hendricks plunged right through it, kissing her frequently, as much to remind himself of what he’d done with her, to feel the new sensations it brought with it, as to assuage the burgeoning sense of guilt he felt. Like a betrayal of things long past. She didn’t ask him about it, and he hoped it didn’t show. Still, he kissed her and held her in the shower more than he needed to. Overcompensating, maybe. He threw himself into it with as much enthusiasm as he could, pushing away that nagging sense of doubt, of being out of place and uncomfortable.

She dressed when they’d finished, putting on her uniform again. “Where are my panties?” she asked, searching the bed sheets. He watched her from afar, brushing his teeth at the sink. “Have you seen them?”

“Not sure,” he replied, taking the toothbrush out of his mouth. He was trying to spit quietly, unobtrusively, not wanting to draw any attention to himself. Like he hadn’t just stared at her naked body for the last several hours, in darkness and light. And he was embarrassed about brushing his teeth and spitting in front of her. She’d had his dick in her mouth less than an hour ago and his face had been buried between her legs, but he felt a blush at making a noise to get the paste out of his mouth. For chrissakes. “Want a pair of my boxers?”

She turned and studied him in the mirror. “Guess they’ll have to do, because I have no idea where my panties went. My belt can probably keep them up, right?” She came up behind him as he wordlessly handed her a pair of plaid boxer shorts. “Say, you’re not one of those guys that keeps panties as a trophy of his conquests, are you?” He wordlessly shook his head, trying not to spit until she walked away. “Good. I dated one of those creepers once.”

He delicately got rid of the toothpaste and took a drink from the faucet from one of the motel’s cups. “I’ll see if I can find them later, once housekeeping takes a stab at this place. They probably just got lost in the …” He took her in his arms as she began to button her uniform top. She looked cute, bra partially exposed, wearing his boxers, tanned legs with no pants. It was an abstract sort of interest, though. He knew he didn’t have it in him to go again, not this morning. Besides, he was legitimately in pain now. “Well, you know. Anyway, I’ll look once the place gets cleaned up a bit.”

“I guess I’ll just borrow these for a while,” Erin said with a half-smile as she pulled away from him and retrieved her pants, then started to slide them up while he watched the boxers disappear under her khaki uniform bottoms.

“Seems only fair,” Hendricks said, deciding now was as good a time as any to drop a shoe on her. “I did borrow your car last night, after all.”

“What?”


***




Arch walked into the sheriff’s station just before seven and caught a sympathetic smile from Erin, who was already sitting at the front desk. He looked briefly but couldn’t see any sign of where she’d hit her head. Her hair looked clean, but different, like she’d braided it back for some reason. He didn’t put too much more thought into it because Nicholas Reeve popped his head out of his office just then and waved Arch back. Arch did as he was bid.

He stepped into Reeve’s office, the dark wood paneling a leftover from the last major renovation of the sheriff’s station. Reeve had an old-fashioned gun cabinet in the corner of the room, filled to the brim with rifles. Those were pretty common in Calhoun County, though. His father in-law had one almost exactly like it for all his guns. It wasn’t exactly the last word in safety, but it was a nice feature for a lawman’s office to have. It certainly looked more presentable than modern gun safes, with their scoured metal surfaces.

“So,” Reeve said once they were both settled. “You want me to have Erin get you some coffee?”

“I’m fine,” Arch said, settling into the padding of the seat. He was only as loose as he was because he was tired. Otherwise he’d have been about as bristly as a cat running over a floor of electrified chicken wire.

“Is that your usual stoicism?” Reeve asked, putting his hands back behind his head. “Or are you calmed down because the situation has been dealt with?”

Arch had spent the second half of the night trying to figure out what to say here. It really hinged on one thing—how much leeway Reeve was going to be willing to give him. “What have you heard?” he asked.

“Well,” Reeve started, drawling a little, “I’ve got the members of the Blenkman family—you know them, MacGruder’s neighbors—saying that Bric Munson and another couple of his ilk came over to their house and broke in, took them hostage. Said it was some sort of Satanic ritual, that the guys were all drugged out on something.” Reeve watched him carefully, and Arch knew he was being watched. It wasn’t even a game between them now; Reeve was just going to say what he needed to say. “It’s a funny thing. They claim they saw some scary stuff, but that some guy in a cowboy hat and our old football hero Arch Stan saved their lives.” He wasn’t giving much away about his own thoughts, just sticking with the story. “Course they got scared and ran home after seeing what they described as,” he picked up a witness report on a standard form that was lying on his desk and read from it, “the biggest man any of them had ever seen, armed with a flamethrower.” He set it back down and a kind of skepticism came over him. “You believe that shit?”

“I believe what I saw,” Arch said. “And there was a whole lot of flame flying around, I reckon.”

Reeve puckered his lips, twisting them in contemplation. “Uh huh. I take it MacGruder’s dead?”

Arch didn’t hesitate on that one. “I think it’s a safe bet Munson and his boys killed him and his wife, yes. Though there wasn’t much sign of them from what I saw.”

Reeve gave that a moment of thought. “Too many ways to make a body disappear in Calhoun County. Throw ’em in the Caledonia River, bury ’em in the woods, throw ’em in one of the mine shafts up on Mount Horeb, or down in a cave.” He shook his head. “Lots of ways to get rid of bodies ‘round here.” He looked back at Arch. “Do you suppose we’ll ever find these boys that broke into your house, attacked your pretty young wife?”

Arch could tell he was being tested, and he wasn’t sure what the right answer was in Reeve’s mind, not for a certainty. But there was the honest answer, and he went with it. “No, sir. I don’t suspect we’ll ever find them, not at all.”

Reeve just gave a slow nod as he leaned back in his chair. “Good. I reckon things are better that way.”


***




Arch caught up with Hendricks about midday at the diner out by the interstate. Even deputies had to eat, and if his path took him past the place where he suspected Hendricks would have to show his face sooner or later, and it happened to be close to the interstate, where he could fill the county’s coffers by writing tickets on speeding out-of-towners, well, it was all the better so far as the sheriff would be concerned. Though Arch suspected he wouldn’t ask about that. He suspected he wouldn’t ask about much of anything, now, after their conversation this morning. He had a sense of Reeve that he hadn’t had before, and he could only describe it as something he would have found deeply disquieting only a few days earlier. Now he was trying to muster any outrage at all and failing.

“How do,” Hendricks said as Arch slid in across from him. The diner crowd was buzzing a little. Thursday at noon, a few of the locals were hanging around. Plenty of interstate traffic to go along with that, too.

“Making it just fine,” Arch said as he held up a finger to the waitress from across the room.

Hendricks watched. “So, is this a thing with you? You just hold up a finger in whatever establishment you go to, and they just bring you whatever’s popular, even if they don’t know you?”

“They know me here,” Arch said. “I come in for lunch at least three times a week. Always order the same thing, too.”

“Oh, yeah?” Hendricks nodded his head. “You didn’t talk to Erin, did you?”

“No,” Arch said. Light was shining in through the big plate glass window to his left, and a pickup truck cruising by caught the glare. “Why?”

Hendricks gave a half-smile. “She was okay with getting falling down drunk and getting hit in the head, but I think I made her mad when I told her I borrowed her car.”

Arch raised an eyebrow at him. “That’s grand theft auto.”

“Your life was in the balance.” Hendricks took a bite of a fry. There was no ketchup anywhere on his plate.

“Well, in that case,” Arch said, “all is forgiven.”

Hendricks was watching him, looking for irony. “Really?”

“On my end it is, but I’m not the one who’d be pressing charges,” Arch said. He looked around, to see if anyone was taking any interest in their talk. There was no booth behind him, and the one at Hendricks’s back had a retiree from the paper mill that Arch knew. Man was deaf as a post. “The sheriff swept everything under the rug because he thinks I had some vendetta with Munson and Krauther. Those sacrifices told him we saved them, and he was already inclined to look the other way if I ran them to ground.” He paused. “Literally to ground, in this case. Or six feet under it.”

Hendricks stopped chewing. “He thinks you killed them?”

Arch looked around once more. “Yeah. Doesn’t seem too bothered by it, either.”

Hendricks started chewing again, but more delicately this time. “Questions abound about that. Is it because he’s loyal, or because he knows what type of scum those guys were, or—”

“Or, or, or,” Arch said, cutting him off. “Could be any, or all, or some other reason buried deep in the man’s soul. No way to tell, really, at least not without having a conversation with the man that I don’t want to have.”

“Huh,” Hendricks said. “Guess that works out for you, though.”

“I’m not complaining,” Arch said. Though he was finding it hard not to. “So you’re hanging around for a while longer?”

“Not sure quite yet,” Hendricks said, taking a look out the window as a Mack truck went by, heading to the truck stop just across the interstate. “I’m waiting for things to settle a little more, to get a read. Not sure if it’s time for me to ride the wind on outta here yet.”

Arch nodded, reading all that as pure poetry rather than literal truth. “What do you suppose happened to your girl Starling?”

Hendricks tightened up at that. Arch would have found it amusing, but he was a little too worn out for humor. “She’s not my girl,” he said. “And if you talk to Erin about her, please mention that she’s your friend.”

Arch gave a slight incline of his head. “She really saved the day last night. Saved the night, I guess. Anyway, I’d have no problem calling her a friend after that, at least until she shows me differently.”

“That’s good,” Hendricks said. “You go with that, if Erin asks. If she wasn’t happy about me borrowing her car, I can’t imagine she’ll be too happy with me having another woman driving it.”

Arch stared back at Hendricks. “Is Erin just another girl to you?”

Hendricks gave it a moment’s thought. “No. Why?”

“Just curious.” A burger was set in front of Arch by the waitress just then, a big old plate of fries with them, and he grabbed the ketchup and started to tap the bottom of the bottle to get it out on his plate. “Wouldn’t want to see her get hurt, that’s all.”

“I’m not aiming to hurt her,” Hendricks said, watching Arch make a pile of red on his plate. The first fry always tasted the best, with the tang of the ketchup, the salt. Bliss. “Doesn’t always stop it from happening, but it’s not my intent.”

“Good,” Arch said, picking up his burger. “I’m gonna keep your knife for a while longer. Call it evidence seizure, if you have to.”

“That’s fine,” Hendricks said, dabbing at his mouth with a napkin. “I think I feel better with you holding it than letting it sit in my hat. At least while this place is a hotspot.” He looked around and gave a vague smile. “Normally, when a place goes hotspot, it’s crawling with demons and demons hunters within days.” His eyes walked around the room. “Half the people in this place would be familiar faces to me, people I’d run across down the trail.” His eyes came back to Arch’s, and the cowboy hat dipped to hide them. “I don’t know any of these folks.”

Arch looked around once. “Most are locals. Others look like interstate travelers, some truckers, maybe.” He stared at the brim of Hendricks’s cowboy hat. “Ain’t no one dressed like you, that’s for sure.”

The faint smile came back to Hendricks’s face, but it was mighty grim. “This isn’t good. Demons are still coming into town. I caught signs of more of them migrating when I walked across the overpass this morning. Residual traces of sulfur smell, brimstone. They’re coming, and the hunters aren’t. This place, near as I can tell, is last in line.”

“But you’re here.” Arch set his burger down. He didn’t like where this was going.

“Me and me alone,” Hendricks said. “But that’s the rub. Like I said, this place oughta be crawling with hunters, but they’re not showing and the demons are coming all the same.”

Arch thought back, back to when they’d first met. “Didn’t you tell me that some hotspots are just … destroyed? Burnt out cinders on a map when they’re done?”

“I did indeed.” Hendricks wasn’t looking too coy right now. He didn’t look sick, either, exactly, but to Arch he didn’t seem far off. “So now you see the problem. Demons rolling into town, and we’re a bit scarce on demon hunters. Because they keep trouble in check, and one guy,” he pointed to himself, “all due respect to me and my mad skills, I can’t keep watch on this whole town. Not by myself. And I damned sure can’t handle an army of them alone.”

Arch felt down in his pocket for the switchblade. It was still there and reassuring that it was. “Not alone.” He looked out the window, at the dusty highway, the green hills and mountains of Tennessee beyond. Wondered how many of them were out there, hiding out, all across Calhoun County. “I’m gonna need a sword.”

Hendricks smiled. “I might be able to help with that.”


***




He shouldn’t have been happy to have a partner of sorts, but he was. For a man who’d worked his ass off to spend the last five years isolated and alone, it was a strange sort of relief to Hendricks when Arch had bought in so quickly. A sword wouldn’t be too much of a problem. She’d probably be glad to have another demon hunter on the team, even if it was just for as long as the hotspot lasted.

His room’s phone was ringing when Hendricks got back to the motel. He answered it and heard the familiar buzz at the other end of the line, the low sound of something crackling. Regardless of when she called, or where she caught him, it was always there, ever present. He thought of it as the sound of power. He’ figured that probably wasn’t far off. “Hey. It’s me.”

“Ygrusibas was called forth, wasn’t he?” Her voice was light, melodic. It didn’t match her look, not at all, but he was almost relieved he didn’t have to see her, not now. The shades were still pulled in the motel room and as he sat there on the edge of the bed, in the dark, he found he couldn’t picture her. Which was probably just as well.

“He was,” Hendricks said. They didn’t need to exchange names. Never had. She knew who he was, and he knew her. Had since the day they’d met five years ago. “We put a halt to it.”

There was a quiet, a pause. “You and Archibald Stan.” There was something ominous about the way she said it.

“Yes. But he goes by Arch.” He felt a bead of sweat roll down his face, and he knew it wasn’t just the heat.

There was another pause, this one longer. “You need to stay there.”

“The hotspot’s still going, then?” Hendricks asked. Not that he expected a full and complete response, but sometimes he’d pan out a nugget or two in the search, things he wasn’t expecting. Half the fun of a conversation with her was trying to get one of those, anyway. He had a suspicion that this time that the luck probably wasn’t going to go his way. She’d already used Arch’s name, after all. That was pretty abnormal since she never talked about anyone else but him and whatever demon he might be hunting.

“It will continue from here on out,” she said. “All the way until the end.”

Hendricks listened, waiting for more. When nothing else came, he asked. “The end of the world?” He felt a heavy sort of dread in his voice, which was surprising for a man who’d been living on borrowed time for so long.

“Yes.” The answer was simple, understated. Just like everything she said.

Hendricks tried to figure out the best way to approach it, to say what he meant, and he finally just came out with it. “When’s it going to start?”

The soft, melodic tone drifted from note to note in her answer. “It has already begun. It began with the rise of Ygrusibas and will march ever on from here until it reaches the hellish conclusion.”

He blanched, even though she was handing out nuggets left and right at the moment. It was almost like he didn’t want to hear any more. Didn’t stop him from listening on anyway, though.

“Is there any way to stop it?” Hendricks asked. He thought about Erin. About Arch. “Any way at all?”

“There are possibilities,” the voice returned. “But they remain only that, so long as Archibald Stan remains alive.”

Hendricks sat up on the bed, ramrod, like something had been jabbed into his back. “What? So long as Arch remains alive? What the fuck does that mean?” There was silence, no answer at all. “I’m sorry,” Hendricks said after a moment, composing himself. “What does Arch have to do with the end of the world?”

It took a while of listening to the line crackle before she finally spoke again. “Everything. He has everything to do with it.” She sounded almost tender now, like she was delivering mortally bad news. Which, Hendricks supposed, she was.

“Archibald Stan is the man who will bring about the end of the world.”




Depths

 


Southern Watch, Book 2




1.


Gideon could feel death when he listened closely to the stirring deep within. It was in the distance, maybe even miles away, but he could taste it when it came, and it was almost as good as if he were in the room while it was happening.


***




Jacob Abbott had saved for his divorce for years, and the bitch had gone and thwarted him two weeks before he had filed. He still felt sick about it, going on a year later. He’d paid a big shot lawyer down in Chattanooga with installment payments, one at a time, every payday for three years. It was some fucked up shit, too, Hayley going and dying in a car wreck before he’d had the satisfaction of seeing her fat face crumple when she read the papers. He’d planned to have them served while he was there, two weeks after his youngest daughter turned eighteen. He didn’t want to miss it, after all. He’d paid for it, for fuck’s sake.

But she’d gone and gotten herself ground up under the treads of an eighteen wheeler changing lanes on the interstate, and the goddamned lawyer had said that the retainer was non-refundable. He’d had some choice words for that cocksucker, but it still hadn’t gotten him a dime back, which was a shame because he had a funeral to pay for. That was almost as much of a kick to the balls as not getting the money back from the lawyer.

It had turned out all right now, though. Jacob cracked open another beer, sitting in his underwear in the basement of the house they used to share. Back when Hayley was alive, he’d kept the basement as his domain, made it his own. After she died, he hadn’t bothered to take the upstairs over again. The kids stayed up there when they were in town, which wasn’t very often. Jacob just hung out in his basement after work, drank beer, ate his sour cream chips and watched SportsCenter. That suited him just fine.

When the first pains of the heart attack struck him, Jacob didn’t have much time to ponder whether it was the beer, the cigarettes, the sour cream chips, or the last fifteen years in which the most strenuous exercise had been the one time a year or less that Hayley had let him fuck her that caused it. He just knew it hurt like a motherfucker.

It felt like someone had jabbed a flaming sword through his left arm and down into the center of his chest, and goddamn did it hurt. He wheezed and clutched at himself, gasping like he’d been run over by an eighteen wheeler. So that’s what it felt like, he thought.

Jacob jerked like someone had run a hot poker up his ass. That caused him to swipe his hand across the end table at his left. He heard himself hit some things but barely felt them through the pain. He might have worried about what he’d knocked over, but he was too busy screaming between gasps for breath.

He slid out of his chair, spasming, and hit the floor, the agony searing through his chest. He could smell his sour cream chips, like a little taste of home as he lay with his cheek pressed against the tattered grey and brown rug. Chips were spilled all around him, the bowl upended in front of his eyes. Any other time it would have been a welcome scent, like a substitute for someone meeting him at the door when he got home from work at the plant. He loved those damned chips, didn’t even mind when he beat off with the stuff still on his hand and it made his dick smell like them until he showered the next morning.

Now they were just in the way. He rolled, hearing them crunch as he broke them into tiny pieces. The pain had faded just enough for him to start thinking through what he needed to do, and finding the phone so he could call 911 was right at the top of his list.

Jacob had just enough presence of mind to realize that if the chips were on the floor, the phone probably was, too. His thoughts were spinning, the pain subsiding, creeping back to the center of his ribcage. Now it was like someone had left some embers alight in his chest.

He strained to recall if the phone had been sitting where it usually was, on the end table. The ebbing pain left him enough room to think that yes, it probably was. He stretched up, running his greasy, sour-cream-flavored fingers across the end table’s pitted surface. It had a few burns from where he’d set cigs from time to time when the ashtray had been moved on him. He reached across, stretching hard, and the pain seemed to come roaring back, dropping him onto his side. He heard a whimper in his ears, and he realized it was him. It wasn’t like anyone else was here with him, after all.

He made one last effort to raise himself up after he swept his eyes over the field of fallen and broken chips and didn’t see a sign of the phone. 911. Only hope. The words buzzed in his head as he reared up, forcing himself off the floor one last time to look over the table edge.

He fell back, exhausted, a moment later after glimpsing the flat, barren surface of the end table, completely empty of anything. He figured it must have fallen on the back side.

Goddammit.

Jacob fell onto his back, the sound of crunching chips filling his ears, his breaths coming shallower now. For some reason he was reminded of the last time he’d gotten laid, a month ago now, at the whorehouse on Water Street. How that hot redheaded whore had felt as he’d sweated and rolled off her afterward like this, onto his back. He wasn’t breathing as deep, but he’d made some similar noises, he was pretty sure.

The pain grew to an agonizing crescendo, one last swell, and he could have sworn he was screaming for Jesus, the devil, and anyone else in between to make it stop. He wasn’t sure who answered, but they damned sure did.

And just like that, Jacob Abbott knew his ticket was getting punched. It wasn’t an eighteen wheeler, either.

So that’s what it felt like …


***




Somewhere across town, Gideon could feel it, feel the life leaving Jacob Abbott. It was strong, that last whisper of agony, the cry of misery that no one could hear but him. It was like the sweetest candy, like the most exciting fuck he could ever imagine. It was a dirty little secret among their kind that demons fucked, just like the filthy humans. Sometimes even with the filthy humans. He didn’t, but that was because he was a greater. He took care of his own needs.

The last echoes of Jacob Abbott’s death sounded deep inside him, the whispers, the screams, and even lying in bed it was as palpable to him as if Abbott had died right in front of him. It was so beautiful, the closest thing he knew to sexy. He felt his hard-on and took it in hand when the feeling of death first came on.

It was tantalizing, that sense of death. Like he was standing beneath Abbott, his maw open and ready to devour him. The soul came down, and Gideon tasted it all—the fear, the misery—every drop of it came out as Abbott expired and he absorbed him, ate him up. The steady rhythm of his hand beat faster under the covers, moving up and down his own shaft as the sensation swelled.

Gideon could hear Abbott screaming, begging him to stop. He didn’t. This was the best part, the man’s essence being dissolved into Gideon’s waiting self. It burned in such a good way, and Gideon stroked harder. The screams came louder in his head, and pleasure built to a climax and—

He’d finished by the time Abbott expired. The last bit of essence tore free and Gideon caught it, ingested it. It was a good climax, and little drops of Gideon’s jizz seared holes in the sheets.

Gideon took long, deep breaths, lying on his back like Abbott had, just savoring the sensation. It was good, this feeling. He basked in his own particular kind of afterglow, took another breath, and hoped for another death. Soon.

His hand reached back down to his crotch involuntarily. Really soon.


2.


“A man moves into the hills of Tennessee,” Hendricks said, looking around the table at the bar. He was up in the hills, coincidentally, at least ten miles out of Midian right now, and the guys sitting with him were hanging on his every word. The beer in his hand was cold but shitty. It had the smell of one of the generic nationwide brands, piss pre-bottled for ease of drinking. If it was up to him he’d just take it and pour it straight in the urinal to save himself the trouble, but it wouldn’t give him the buzz he was after if he didn’t drink it first. “He’s there for, like, a day, before someone comes driving up in an old, busted-up pickup truck. Out of it steps this long-haired, overall-wearing, country-bumpkin motherfucker, the most backwoods son of a bitch you’ve ever seen.”

Hendricks looked around at his audience while he was talking. There were three of them sitting with him, all guys, all dressed pretty damned natty—one in a suit and tie, another in a sweater vest. “The hillbilly comes up to the man and says, ‘I wanted to come over and welcome you to our little corner of the woods. I wanted to invite you to a party, too, seeing as you’re new around here. Give you a chance to meet some of the locals.’ And the hillbilly leans close to the guy and says, ‘But I gotta warn you, there’s gonna be some drinking at the party. You don’t have a problem with drinking, do you?’”

The guy directly across from Hendricks, the one wearing the sweater vest, kind of snorted. Hendricks smiled, took a long, sour pull from his beer and regretted it immediately. At least he could feel a faint buzz forming. He’d gone through half the beer just to get this far, though, and that was a disappointment. “So the new guy says, ‘No, I don’t have a problem with drinking,’ and the hillbilly says, ‘Good! There might be some cussing. You ain’t got a problem with cussing, do you?’ The new guy says, ‘I might have used a swear word or two in my life; nah, I don’t have a problem with cussing.’”

“Is this shit almost over?” The guy on the left asked, his beer sweating in his hand. He was wearing skinny jeans and a polo, collar up, to go with his thick-rimmed hipster glasses. Way too cool for this place, Hendricks figured. At least in that guy’s mind.

“Shut up, I haven’t heard this one before,” the guy on the right said, tossing a nasty glare at his friend across the table. He was a wearing a full suit and tie, but he at least had the top collar of his white shirt unbuttoned. Hendricks had to wonder if he was a stockbroker or something, the way he was dressed. He damned sure looked out of place.

“‘Well, there’s bound to be some fighting,’ the hillbilly tells the new guy,” Hendricks went on, ignoring his heckler, “‘so I hope you don’t have a problem with fighting.’ ‘I’ve been in a scrape or two, the new guy says, ‘so no, I don’t have a problem with fighting.’”

Hendricks smelled the smoke in the air, from the regulars over at the bar pumping it out of their cigarettes like miniature chimneys. “‘Well, this is my party, and there’s always some fucking at my parties. I hope you don’t have a problem with fucking.’” The new guy shrugs and says he doesn’t have a problem with that. ‘Well, good’, the hillbilly tells him, ‘I’ll look forward to seeing you tomorrow night,’ and then the guy starts back to his truck to leave.”

“Heh,” Sweater Vest said, staring at Hendricks from across the table. Like he’d just let out a preemptive laugh, thinking it was going to be good. And it was, really. Hendricks had told this one before, and it was always a crowd pleaser. He glanced over at the bar, and saw it was having the opposite effect there—that crowd did not look pleased. There were a half-dozen angry faces over there just staring at him.

“So,” Hendricks went on, “the new guy calls out just as the hillbilly is getting to his truck: ‘Wait a minute! What kind of party is this? I mean, what should I wear?’ And the hillbilly just sort of stands there, truck door open, scratches his hairy chin for a minute like he’s thinking it over, and then he says, ‘Oh, I don’t reckon it matters. You and I are gonna be the only ones there.’”

A low guffaw from Sweater Vest spread quickly to a roaring laugh from Suit and Tie. Hipster Glasses on the left sort of winced, throwing a nervous glance at the regulars over at the bar. They were all staring sullenly at the table in the corner, clearly with a bone to pick.

“Gah, that’s probably so true,” Suit and Tie said, picking up his beer for another drink. He wore an easy grin, but his glance over at Sweater Vest told Hendricks that he was looking for approval from his leader. Hendricks made note of the little co-dependent relationship between him and Sweater Vest and wondered how long that had been going on. “It’s probably a true story.”

Hendricks shrugged, keeping an eye on the characters at the bar. If one of them didn’t start moving soon, he had another joke to tell, one that might get a little more provocative.

“Yeah,” Sweater Vest said, nodding his head. “We’ve been down here for … what? A week? Totally feels like that. Bunch of hillbilly fucks around here.” He was talking loud, the booze letting his jaw run away with itself. Hendricks just sat back and let it happen. “It’s all backwoods and backwater shit. Nothing to do—no theater, no culture, no decent restaurants.” He looked around. “And the beer—”

Hendricks inclined his head slightly. “Well, that one I suppose I can agree with.”

“It’s like 1859 down here,” Sweater Vest went on. “You lost the war, guys,” he said, voice carrying. Hendricks watched as one of the boys at the bar who had previously remained facing the bartender turned around at that, bringing his chair around in a slow orbit. “Bunch of racists, just sitting around spinning their monster truck tires and slinging dirt—”

The bartender started over at a slow pace. He was medium-height fellow, a ball cap on his head and a windbreaker that read ‘SM Lines’ on the breast. It was zipped high enough that it revealed only a corner of plaid flannel beneath. He strode over to the table and Sweater Vest shut up, turning to look up at the guy, who didn’t look altogether pleased.

“Yes?” Sweater Vest asked, staring up at him. None of the guys sitting with Hendricks looked like they weighed much over one-fifty. The bartender was a hell of a lot more solidly built than that.

“Sorry to interrupt you fellows,” the guy in the hat said, “but I couldn’t help but overhear you saying some mighty disparaging things about the folks around here.”

“Nah,” Sweater Vest, turning away to face Hendricks and the others at the table, “we were just talking about our experiences around here.” He snickered and the other two followed right along.

“Well, boys, I don’t think you’ve had those experiences around here,” the man in the hat said, “I think you’ve seen Deliverance one too many times and it’s stuck in your brain for some reason.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I don’t like to speculate on people’s motives, and I definitely don’t judge, but maybe it’s because you’ve always had a yearning for a man to take you out into the woods and show you a firm hand.”

“What the fuck?” Sweater Vest said, standing up so quickly he turned over his chair.

“Like I said, I’m not judging, but maybe you ought to control your derisive attitude a little while you’re visiting our home,” the man in the hat said.

“Your home?” Sweater Vest said, the scorn dripping off of him. Hendricks lowered his head, hiding his expression under the brim of his hat. This was going to be easier than he’d thought. “Your home is a rainy, backwards shithole where the attitudes are crap, your people are broke, uneducated idiots, and the culture is all about skinning things.”

The man in the hat took it off, smoothed his thinning hair, and spoke again. “My name is Michael McInness and I’ve got a degree in French Medieval Literature from the University of Minnesota. I own this bar, and I only skin things during hunting season.” He placed the cap back on his head and straightened it. “As evidenced by the fact that I’m not skinning you right now.” He looked them all over. “These are people who have different interests than yours. Show some respect for them as fellow human beings. If you can’t keep a polite tongue in your head while you’re in my bar, I invite you to leave.” He tipped the bill of the hat to them. “Good day, boys.”

Sweater Vest just sat there sort of stunned, sputtering, not really sure what to say next. Hendricks watched, about ready to curse it. He needed a fight to break out, dammit, and polite, carefully thought out responses were not gonna do it.

“You think you’re better than us?” Suit and Tie stood up, all uppity and filled with the sort of piss and vinegar Hendricks was looking for. Well, it might work out after all.

“I ain’t better than anyone,” Michael McInness said as he walked back to the bar. “But no one’s better than me, either.”

“I think I’m better than you,” Suit and Tie said, and Hendricks watched him clench the beer bottle in his hand. He tipped it up and took it all down in one good drink. Hendricks was about ready to interject to say something to stir the situation up a little more when Suit and Tie smashed his empty bottle against the table and held it out in front of him. “I think I’m a hell of a lot better than you, you backwards fucking hick.”

“You’re gonna have to work to convince me of that from a rhetorical standpoint,” McInness said. “A man who’s got to break a bottle and threaten another man with it to prove his point seems like a man with a weak argument, like someone who just keeps repeating the same untrue shit over and over until he believes it’s true.”

“How about me and my buddies here just beat the shit out of you until you drown in a puddle of your own blood?” Sweater Vest said with a smirk. “I think that’d establish superiority.”

“Not of intellect, that’s certain,” McInness said with a sad shake of his head. “I don’t suppose you’ve noticed you’re outnumbered.”

This was the point where Hendricks started to get dry mouth. It was nerves, sure as shit. Trying to provoke these three into getting into a bar fight with the locals seemed like a good idea when he’d thought of it a few minutes ago. If it turned out they weren’t actually demons, it’d be a damned stupid idea.

Upon further consideration he realized that if they did turn out to be demons, it might be even worse.

“Who have you got backing you up?” Sweater Vest said, nodding at the boys over at the bar. There were four of them, every one with a beard at least halfway down his chest. “Duck Dynasty?”

As one, the four men at the bar stood up, pushing their stools back from underneath them. McInness cringed. “I hope you weren’t being insulting there, because—”

“I was,” Sweater Vest said, and Hendricks watched as Hipster Glasses stood, sending his wooden chair skidding back.

“That’s a damned shame,” McInness said, shaking his head. “Now, this is my establishment, and I’m asking you boys to leave.”

“Make us,” Suit and Tie said.

“That’s a very kindergarten response,” McInness said. He drew a stinging look from Suit and Tie in return. “You realize I’m going to have to call the law, since you’ve threatened me and failed to leave my property when I’ve asked you to. I even asked nicely.”

Sweater Vest took two steps toward McInness and poked him in the chest with a long finger. “You won’t last long enough for them to get here.”

McInness gave Sweater Vest a slow nod. “I see. And you, Cowboy?,” McInness looked past Sweater Vest at Hendricks. “Where do you stand in this whole thing?”

“Oh, I don’t know these guys,” Hendricks said, still sitting in his chair, beer in hand. “I was telling a joke, playing to my audience. Figured some shit-hot city wankers would get a good laugh out of the one I told. Turns out I was right.”

McInness gave him the once-over. Hendricks was a little surprised Sweater Vest hadn’t made his move yet. None of them had presented a hint of their true faces yet—if they had them—which was concerning. “So you came into my bar just to stir up shit.”

Hendricks looked at Hipster Glasses and saw a twitch at the eye, a little hint of darkness within. He set his beer down, not taking his eyes off the guy as his hand crept slowly into his coat. “Sorry, but yeah. I did.”

“Well, my patrons here enjoy a good fight,” McInness said, nodding to the crew behind him. One of them was even wearing a bandana. Seriously. “But I think it’s gonna end up causing some damage to my establishment, and I’m wondering who’s going to pay for that.”

Hendricks let his hand go inside his coat, felt the hilt of his sword and tightened his grip around it. “I think this one might have to go to insurance, sir.”

“I’m gonna take it out of somebody’s ass if my place gets torn up,” McInness said. Now he was looking Sweater Vest right in the eye. There was a pause. “Son, you got something wrong with you? Been smoking the wacky tobacky?”

“What?” Sweater Vest asked.

“Your eye.”

Hendricks caught the glimmer from Suit and Tie on the left. Shit.

Sweater Vest struck as Hendricks pulled his sword. McInness went flying through the air, shouting all the way. Suit and Tie went for the men at the bar on all fours, like a fucking wolf that had just been let loose from a kennel.

Hendricks buried his sword right in Hipster Glasses’s gut. The resulting blaze of hellfire filled the air with the sharp stench of brimstone.

Hendricks coughed and stumbled back. Surprise attacks were the best on these motherfuckers. They were the only ones guaranteed to work, really.

Sweater Vest and Suit and Tie were tearing into the boys at the bar now, and Hendricks felt a tug of remorse. This was his fault. His stupid plan to get them to reveal themselves in a crowd so he didn’t get blindsided had backfired on the locals. Guilt was gonna beat his ass down later, especially if any of these guys got hurt.

Hendricks threw himself forward with a recklessness that was probably at least partly the fault of the shitty beer’s effects. He wanted to bury the sword in Sweater Vest’s back, but Suit and Tie saw him coming and charged him. He took a shoulder to the midsection and all the air came rushing out of him. He felt it in the ribs and hoped nothing was broken.

They slammed into the floor. Suit and Tie moved a hell of a lot faster than Hendricks did. Hendricks realized his cowboy hat had fallen off in the scuffle as his head cracked against the floor of the bar. His eyeballs rattled in their sockets as the dirty, scuffed wood hit the back of his skull.

That wasn’t enough for Suit and Tie, though. Hendricks’s sword was out of position, his arms extended over the demon from where he’d gotten caught in the tackle. He couldn’t reverse his hold on the sword quickly enough and a serious pain in his chest almost caused him to drop the blade. He was still injured from where another demon had done a number on him just a week or so earlier.

For a flash, Hendricks considered trying to stop the demon as Suit and Tie got up into a schoolboy position to start punching the shit out of him. That idea fled quickly and instead he tried to block. He caught the first punch with his left wrist and nearly screamed from the pain as it hit. His arm went numb from the wrist down, and it ached all the way up, like he’d gotten a shovel smashed into it.

“Get the fuck outta here!” Hendricks heard somewhere, and the heavy footfalls of boots fell around him. He dimly realized that it was the boys from the bar exercising the better part of valor. He wished he could join them.

The next punch from Suit and Tie caught him in the nose, and he felt the blood start running. His head got hazy. There were two of that fucker on top of him, weren’t there?

Hendricks’s eyes alit on Sweater Vest. He was standing just past Suit and Tie’s shoulder, past the white shirt that was now a little spotted from blood. Hendricks knew some of it was his.

Hendricks’s mind slipped back to him long enough to remember he had something in his hand. Something that might help. He looked over at it, blinking as the next blow descended.

Oh, right. A sword.

He jabbed up and poked it into Suit and Tie’s ribcage. He put some power into it, like he needed to bury it up to the hilt to get the job done. It didn’t go all the way in to the hilt, but he got it in a good three inches, and that was enough. Suit and Tie’s bloody ensemble was engulfed in the shadowed fire that came from a demon’s demise, and Hendricks felt the belching of the cloud of heat as he passed.

Hendricks wanted to sag to the floor and just wait, but McInness was in Sweater Vest’s grasp. This was not going to end well, but still Hendricks could not compel his body to get off the damned floor.

There was a noise behind him, but he couldn’t turn to look. Thunderous steps moved past him, heavy footfalls, like the boys from Duck Dynasty were back with friends, but—

No. That wasn’t it.

A mountainous black man stood over him, wearing a sheriff’s deputy’s khaki uniform. He only glanced at Hendricks for a second before he grabbed Sweater Vest from behind and pulled him backward, throwing him out of Hendricks’s sight.

Oh, thank God.

Arch.


***




Archibald Stan didn’t like his first name, so he went by Arch. It didn’t have the ring of a name to his ears, not a traditional one, but it worked. Easy to say, easy to remember, and distinctive. He didn’t really care that it was distinctive, but it worked in his favor so he didn’t dislike it.

Arch had seen the regulars go bolting out the door of the bar from where he’d sat in the parking lot, soaking in the silence in his patrol car. Rain tapped at his windows as the front door to the Charnel House Bar opened and men started spilling out. That was about as much signal as he needed to know that things inside had gone downhill. He’d been waiting for Hendricks to come out and get him once he’d confirmed that the out-of-towners inside were, in fact, demons. But the cowboy never did come out. If Arch had been any other deputy on the force, he could have just gone in with Hendricks.

But everyone in Calhoun County knew that Arch Stan didn’t really drink, and if he did he wouldn’t come to a backwoods joint in the south end of the county to do it. So instead he waited to charge in until the Charnel House had suffered a rapid exodus of its usual patronage.

Arch took one look around as he burst in the door. The bar in the corner was a mess of shattered beer bottles. One of the patrons was on the floor, bleeding from the mouth, and Mike McInness, the proprietor, was in the hands of a demon wearing a sweater vest.

Arch hadn’t run into too many demons yet, but he’d seen one in a suit. A sweater vest? That was new.

Arch pulled the sanctified switchblade Hendricks had given him a week or so earlier and heard it click open before he stepped forward. He spared a passing thought for Hendricks and realized that the crumpled pile of black to his right was actually the man in question. He looked like he’d been roughed up good, but he didn’t seem to be in immediate danger.

McInness, on the other hand, looked like he was about to get his head yanked off. That made him Arch’s priority.

Arch moved to bury the switchblade in the back of the sweater-vest-wearing demon, but the guy moved at the last second. Arch caught the demon’s shoulder with his free hand and pulled him back. The demon let go of McInness, who fell to the floor with a thud that echoed through the bar.

“Well, if it ain’t another human,” the sweater-vest-clad demon said with a wide grin, his true face revealed.

“Yep,” Arch said, standing off with him. The demon was blocking passage through the door, not that Arch had any intention of walking through it right now.

“But you’re not scared, are you?” The demon was still grinning. Like he didn’t see the knife in Arch’s hand. Or didn’t know what it meant for him.

“Of a devil spawn like you?” Arch shrugged. “Can’t see why I should be. You’re just a little balloon of sulfur stink waiting to get popped.”

“You think you got it in you to do it?” Sweater Vest leered at him. “Because I think you’re gonna be dinner for me and my boys—” He looked left, then right, seeming to realize he was alone with Arch. “What the— Where my boys at?” He turned his fiery eyes to Arch.

“Seems like somebody let the fire out of them already,” Arch said, trying to hide the switchblade, turning his body so the demon in the sweater vest couldn’t see it. “But I’m sure you got nothing to worry about.” Arch felt himself smile a little. “You’re not scared, are you?”

Whether it was him turning the demon’s words against him or just the accusation of being yellow-bellied that caused the demon to charge him, Arch didn’t know. The demon came at him, though, and Arch jabbed him right in the heart with the switchblade. The air filled with the smell of brimstone and those hateful eyes just burned up right there. Arch had a hand on the sweater vest and felt the faint tingle as the black fire crawled over his skin while dissolving the demon.

Arch took a long look around after that, making sure that there wasn’t another demon waiting to jump him from behind the bar or in the bathroom. Once he knew there wasn’t, he checked on Hendricks, who was mumbling into the floor. “You all right?” Arch asked him, kneeling next to the man in the black drover coat.

“Feel like someone stomped my ass and then scraped me off their boot,” Hendricks said, looking up at Arch with half-lidded eyes. “Gimme a minute and I’ll get up. Check on McInness and the other guy, will you?”

“Yeah,” Arch said and moved over to McInness. His steps creaked the uneven floorboards of the Charnel House as he went. The bartender was a little out of it, but Arch gave him a gentle slap to the face and his eyes flickered. “You in there, McInness?”

“Is it opening time already?” McInness said, his red face a little bloody. “Sweet Jesus, is that you, Arch?” The older man’s eyes were open now, and when he parted his lips Arch noticed the upper one was split good. “What the hell are you doing in my bar?”

Arch stared into McInness’s eyes and waved a hand over his face. “You might have a concussion, Mike.”

“I think someone had a fight at my bar,” McInness said. “I should probably check on the place before I go to the doctor.”

Arch looked around him. “Uh … you’re in your bar right now, Mike.”

McInness blinked, his expression perplexed. “I should probably go on to the doctor, then.”

Arch couldn’t disagree with that sentiment, but before he could voice it, he heard someone else grunt from the floor next to the bar. It was a guy he barely knew, Ellroy was the man’s name, long-bearded fellow who worked a farm out near Culver, a little unincorporated town that Arch drove through every few days on patrol. He only knew the guy because he’d gotten flagged down once to help with some out-of-towner who was tearing up and down the man’s road twice a day like a maniac. It had turned out to be a local high-school boy who’d been visiting a girl up the road. A warning had taken the lead out of the boy’s foot, and Ellroy had been mighty grateful.

“What the hell …?” Ellroy said, his lips oozing blood.

“You got in a bar fight,” Arch said, watching the man struggle to a sitting position. Ellroy was wearing denim suspenders with a camouflage t-shirt underneath.

“Am I going to jail?” Ellroy asked. Arch could see the crow’s feet at the sides of the older man’s eyes as he blinked. He had the look of a man who laughed a lot.

“Not tonight,” Arch said, keeping his eye on Ellroy. “I don’t think you started it.”

Ellroy nodded, seemed like he understood. “Did I win?”

Arch gave him a look. The good ol’ boys did seem to enjoy a fight. “I don’t think so. The guys who did it ran off, though.”

“Aw, man,” Ellroy said, holding his head. “How’s McInness?”

“Needs to go to the hospital.” Arch stood. “You sober enough to drive him?”

“I only had one,” Ellroy said. He was a big son of a gun, not much shorter than Arch himself. The broken beer bottles left the place drenched in a smell that was more than a little disagreeable.

“Help me get him up,” Arch said to Ellroy and gestured to McInness. The barman wasn’t a small fella, either.

“Okay,” Ellroy said, and on the count of three they each put an arm over a shoulder and lifted McInness up. The barman didn’t say much about that, his eyes still fluttering. “Say, what about that cowboy?” Ellroy said, and pointed to where Hendricks lay on the floor.

“Oh, him?” Arch shuffled along as he and Ellroy dragged McInness out of the bar. He swung the door open and held it as they carried the big barman out into the night. Arch tossed a look back at Hendricks, who still lay on the dirty floor of the bar, hands holding his face. “I’ll deal with him in a few minutes.”


***




His name was Lerner, according to his driver’s license, and that was what his partner called him as well. He tended to stick to suits, the blander the better; his color palette was admittedly not as creative as his partner’s—Duncan, he was called. Duncan would have worn wild, lime-colored shit if he were allowed to. Lerner didn’t let him, though; it just wasn’t appropriate.

The humidity was thick in the air as Lerner stepped out of the town car. It was a rental, but they’d gone with it because it looked like a cop car, smelled like a cop car, and Lerner always tried to look like a cop, everywhere he went. Made his life easier. He sidled along through the sweltering night with Duncan at his side, ambling down a city street. Houses were lined up along either side, tall trees swaying in an ineffectual breeze. “Hot out tonight,” Lerner said. Duncan just grunted acknowledgment. He was like that. The quiet type. Lerner made up for it.

The smell of someone’s fried chicken was still hanging in the air, though Lerner couldn’t imagine anyone wanting to cook with the windows open. “Like a fucking sauna out here,” Lerner muttered to himself as he paused next to a white picket fence that ringed a white house. He sniffed the air; there was something under the fried chicken smell. “Here?” he asked.

Duncan nodded, his brown eyes narrowed under heavy brows, stray hairs jutting in all different directions. “You could fucking say something, Igor,” Lerner said, but Duncan just shrugged. Lerner ran a hand over the gate of the waist-high fence, feeling the smooth, painted wood in his hand. “Even I can feel something amiss here.” There was definitely some essence in the air, some hints of something that shouldn’t be this strong.

They took the front steps off the walk, dress shoes sounding like the ticking of a grandfather clock. Same rhythm, too, Lerner thought, perfectly timed. He reached under his jacket, a nice little pinstripe number he’d picked up at Men’s Wearhouse that came with matching trousers. When his hand emerged, he had a truncheon clutched tightly in it, a six-inch length of metal enclosed in a rubber grip. He could feel the checkering of the grip in his hand, and that little flutter within told him it was almost time. He stepped onto the porch and up to the front door where he stood in front of an oval window that was tinted with some crystalline highlights in a pattern. He could see a lacy curtain behind it.

Duncan was dressed in a cream colored suit for this. He looked like a damned pimp. “Stand off to the side,” Lerner told him. Duncan did. He might not listen when it came to fashion, but when it was go time, he was all business. He had his truncheon out, too, in a waiting hand. He stood beside the door frame, the cracking paint peeling off on his shoulder.

Lerner stared at the front door for another second then delivered a heavy knock with his knuckles. He rapped hard and waited. He resisted the temptation to tap his foot on the grey floorboards of the porch.

“Who is it?” A male voice came from somewhere behind the curtain.

Lerner held a steady eye on the front door. “We’re here from the First Church of—” He cut off, muttering something under his breath. “We’re here to talk to you about our Lord and Savior.”

A face appeared behind the glass, and it was just blank enough that Lerner knew on sight it was a demon. Just recovering from a ravening, his mouth probably watering at the “Lord and Savior” line. Demons ate up believers like they were candy, like they were a special gift from a divine they jerked away from in the light. Forbidden fruit.

It got ‘em every time.

The lock shifted in the door with a loud clunk, then the door started to yaw open. A wretched smell poured forth when it did, something that might have set Lerner gagging if he was the sort who was disturbed by scents. Like the smell of rotting bodies.

Lerner took a step back. Gave him room, just like an evangelist might do. Polite. Lerner smiled, trying to look sincere.

“So you’re here to convert me?” The man who was framed in the entry to the house stared out at Lerner. Duncan was out of his line of sight, just a step out of the way.

“Yes, indeed, I’m here to convert you,” Lerner said, keeping the truncheon just behind his back. He kept his hands there like he was just maintaining a respectful distance and good posture.

“You might find that hard,” the man said, and he just let it drip with irony. Lerner kept smiling. The guy in the door was wearing a suit of his own. Like he’d just been to church. Or had stolen it out of someone’s closet, more likely.

“Well, sir, I think any change is bound to be somewhat disagreeable to one’s natural constitution,” Lerner said. “In fact, I’ve often wondered why people are so resistant to change.” This was something he pontificated quite often. “I mean, there are obviously things that are good for someone—like eating vegetables, following a low-fat diet, obeying the law—that they just don’t do, for whatever reason—”

Lerner saw Duncan roll his eyes just before stepping around the door frame and activating the spring on the truncheon. The point of the baton came rushing out and hit the man in the suit in the chest.

Lerner just stood there watching.

If the man in the suit had been a man, Lerner knew he’d clutch his chest, aching from the baton’s spring punching the tip into his sternum. But the man didn’t do that, not exactly. He clutched for his chest all right, but he did it while his mouth opened soundlessly, lit by a black hellfire that rushed out of his chest, his eyes and mouth, consuming him completely before he said a word of response.

“You could have let me finish first,” Lerner said. He wanted to swat Duncan in the back of the head. His partner never listened to his deep thoughts, so it seemed only fair that their marks should have to before they lit them up.

“I’d have to hear it, then,” Duncan said, crossing the threshold of the house.

“It wouldn’t kill you to think a deep thought every now and again, Duncan.”

“Let’s not test it, though.”

“All right,” Lerner said once they were in the entry hall. It was white walls all the way back, opening into a family room or something toward the rear of the house. All the curtains were shut, darkening the place and filling it with gloom.

“Should we announce ourselves?” Duncan asked in a low mutter, hopefully too low for anyone to hear him.

“I think the element of surprise is going to be a nice thing to have working for us,” Lerner replied. “Unless you like the idea of getting blindsided by a Tul’rore with a taste for flesh.”

Duncan didn’t have to think about that one for long. “I like quiet.”

“Figured you would.”

They crept along the old wood floors, a shiny, yellowed oak that squeaked occasionally as they went. Lerner grimaced every time it did. Duncan looked as indifferent as if he were choosing which bed he’d get at the motel.

There was a noise ahead and they both paused, truncheons up and at the ready. Duncan’s was deployed still from impaling the first Tul’rore at the door. Lerner kept his finger hovering on the tiny button on the side of his. Having it spring-loaded was a nice advantage. It let him score at least one kill quick and easy. After that he’d have to work a little harder for it.

That was all right, though. Lerner didn’t mind getting into a scrape here and there, so long as he and Duncan came out on top.

And they always did.

The noise turned into a crunching, like wood splintering under heavy pressure. He recognized the sound that followed, teeth rending flesh from bone. It took him only another second to realize the first noise was bone breaking. Getting crunched.

It wasn’t a sound he loved.

Duncan came around the corner into the family room first. Lerner followed a step behind. It was a wide area, classic decor with cloth couches and a TV that took up half the wall. Lerner had given a lot of thought to the increase in television size, thinking they were getting bigger as people in society lost touch with themselves. It was almost like they had to expand the screen to fill the shrinking hole of self—

“There,” Duncan grunted. There was an open door ahead, and the sound of the eating was coming from within. Red wallpaper gave the room a dim aura, the only light spilling in from where they’d left the front door open, the porch light sending shafts of illumination across the floor.

There was a dim light in the room ahead, too. Lerner looked at Duncan’s shadow and gave him a quick nod. They both crept up to the door and Duncan stood behind the frame while Lerner looked in.

It was worse than he thought. Four Tul’rore were fully engaged, a body shredded on the kitchen table. Blood was dripping onto the oak floor. Three bulbs overhead cast the scene in a murky orange light. It made the blood look black.

There was an open chest cavity on the table, a naked figure that had been split right down the middle of the sternum like a surgery was being performed. No, not a surgery. Lerner had watched those on the TV when he and Duncan were staying in hotels. It was an interesting way to pass the time.

No, this was more like something from a slaughterhouse.

Lerner couldn’t even tell if the corpse was male or female, such was the extent of the damage. The chest cavity was pretty damned empty, and the flesh was stripped off the legs, already sacrificed to the massive appetite of the Tul’rore. One of them could eat a whole human every twenty-four hours, and here there had been five.

“Fucknuggets,” Lerner breathed.

The two Tul’rore on the opposite side of the table finally took notice of him. One of them got to its feet, overturning a chair in the process. Its real face was exposed and red eyes gleamed over the slick of blood that ran down its face and stained its cotton dress. It was ostensibly female, though Lerner knew that mattered as little with a Tul’rore as nipples on a man. It ate humans; it didn’t fuck them.

“You need to sit your ass back down,” Lerner said, holding up a hand. He knew even as he said it that it was utterly fucking pointless. Trying to get a Tul’rore to calm down was like politely asking a hungry lion to stop devouring you mid-meal.

The Tul’rore listened just about as well, too. The two closest to him turned to look at him now, too, and he imagined they didn’t see anything but a giant flashing sign indicating he was another fine dinner waiting to be opened up. Like a fucking Happy Meal box for these bottom feeders.

Lerner wasn’t stupid, and he didn’t want to get tripped up, so he backed up into the family room. He passed Duncan flattened against the wall without so much as a nod of acknowledgment. Duncan was a big boy. He knew what to do.

Lerner made it about six steps back from the open door before the first one came charging at him. He let it come. Stuck out his truncheon when it got close, pushed the button. The bloodthirsty open mouth flared with black fire and the Tul’rore dissolved, sucked back into hell.

Lerner watched Duncan get the next one, jabbing out his truncheon as it came into the room. This one screamed before it burned, flesh cracking open in a fast-moving pyre. Lerner never got used to seeing them burn like this. It happened so quick it left an afterimage in his eyes, like looking at a bright light before walking into a dark room.

One of the last two Tul’rore burst through the wall behind Duncan as the other came through the door at Lerner. He wanted to shout “shit!” or “fuck!” but neither really fit the situation. It was all just local flavor anyway, stuff he’d picked up from the television. Those pay channels taught him all the nuances.

The Tul’rore were just too dumb to know that this time they’d bitten off more than they could chew.

Duncan flung the Tul’rore that was on his back through the air. It hit the ceiling and cracked the plaster. Lerner could see the dust fall in the faint light streaming into the room, like it was a little shower of powder dropping on him.

Lerner didn’t even bother to hold up the truncheon as the Tul’rore charged him. He threw up a fist and caught it on the chin. It staggered, momentum completely arrested. Lerner followed with another punch and he heard the shell crack under his onslaught. “Do you have any fucking idea what you’ve done here?” he asked the Tul’rore.

The Tul’rore he spoke to was the one in the dress stained by blood. He brought the truncheon down across its face, whipping more than striking. It cut a dull gash in its forehead, exposing a little light of fire.

The light of the soul. The essence.

But it wasn’t enough to kill it.

Not yet.

Lerner whipped the truncheon aside and leapt forward, grasping the Tul’rore around the throat and throttling its neck back. He could feel the fury creasing his face as he landed on his knees. He dragged the Tul’rore down with him and slammed its head on the oak floorboards. For good measure he slammed it down again.

That was pointless, too. It wasn’t like there was a brain to damage on these things.

The Tul’rore looked at him with those hungry eyes, and he shoved it down to the floor and held it with one hand. He landed a knee in its gut and it reacted with a gasp. He knew it was like a squeeze, more shock than pain. They didn’t have organs or guts, really. Just essence and energy swirling around in there. They could digest a human and add its essence to its own, could burn up all the flesh and blood. Other stuff would come out the other end eventually, waste processed by the essence. Compared to human digestive processes, it was fucking magic.

And fucking was another thing Lerner contemplated, because he’d seen demons have babies with humans. It was really a subject worthy of study—

“Are you gonna kill it or not?” Duncan asked from just above him. He was standing there waiting. His arms were folded. His truncheon was already collapsed, ready to stow. He wouldn’t put it away until Lerner finished this one, though. Lerner knew that much. Duncan was a cautious bastard.

“Give me a minute,” Lerner said.

“You start contemplating the wonders of human life, and I’ll spike you and it both,” Duncan said.

“You’re such an anti-intellectuallist fucker,” Lerner said, baring his teeth at Duncan. His real teeth, not the fake veneers he ate human food with. Lerner snorted and looked back at the Tul’rore. “You opened a can of fucking worms for us here. You left your damned essence trail all over the house next door, and the house before that, which tells me you’ve been feeding here for days, maybe a week. This shit where you eat a whole family then move to the next house in a line may fly in Detroit or New Orleans, but this is a small town, you numbskull dumbfuck.”

The Tul’rore didn’t answer in words. It made a snarling sound, the ravening still heavy on it. Lerner punched it in the nose and heard its head hit the floor. The boards cracked and the eyes flared wide. “Get that damned hunger out of your eyes when you look at me,” Lerner said. “Aw, fuck it.”

Lerner grasped the wound on the Tul’rore’s face and pulled, ripping the faux flesh wide. He could see the black flames starting to escape, burning within.

“The sentence,” Duncan said from above him.

“Oh, right.” Lerner had almost forgotten. He looked back at the Tul’rore. “By chapter 8.14 of the Uniform Code of Daemonic Conduct, I hereby charge you with the crime of exposure for killing and eating multiple humans in a space of confined population. The sentence is carried out under the laws of the Pact, Occultic Concordance Officers Lerner and Duncan presiding over said sentence.”

The Tul’rore seemed to be coming back to itself now, the ravening leaving it.

Too late.

Lerner ripped the flesh back from the wound and the flames escaped, rushing over the Tul’rore in one good burst. Lerner stood and watched it burn. It went quickly and slowly all at once. A moment and an eternity later it was done.

“Truncheon?” Duncan asked, and Lerner turned to see him holding it out. He had picked it up, the quiet bastard. What a time saver.

“Thanks,” Lerner said, putting it back onto his belt. He looked down at the shadowed spot where the Tul’rore had been dragged back to hell and took a sniff. He kind of liked the sulfur smell they left behind. Most officers of the Occultic Concordance hated it. It was like a corpse stink to a human, he supposed.

Which was another interesting question, really. Why was the smell of rot unpleasant to a human while it was appealing to a maggot? Was it just an instinctual interpretation offered by their brains to keep them from eating something that would sicken them? Or was it something deeper, an intelligent reaction to their own mortality—

“You’ve got that look again,” Duncan said, expressionless as ever.

“I was just thinking—”

“That’s what I was afraid of,” Duncan said, turning to leave. His cream-colored suit flapped from his turn.

Lerner ran to catch up, heard the squeaking of the floor as he did. “You ever eat a human?”

Duncan frowned as they reached the door. “Tried some one time. Didn’t like it.”

Lerner nodded. “I never have. Never saw the appeal. Steak, on the other hand, I love. Can’t get enough of a good rib eye. What do you suppose is the difference—”

Duncan froze him with a good look that said, “Shut the fuck up.” Lerner knew that look from Duncan, and he nodded. It was something he did out of courtesy. It had kept them as partners for over a hundred years, allowed them to tolerate each other.

Lerner took one last look up the walk when they reached the fence. He’d left the door open. He thought about going back and shutting it, but it was pointless. It’d only buy some time, and they might as well just get this out in the open now. It was already going to blow big in a town like this.

Duncan slipped behind the wheel this time, putting on sunglasses with exaggerated lenses that were too big for his face. Lerner didn’t bother to say anything, but they were women’s sunglasses. This was normal for Duncan.

Lerner looked back at the open door, thought about what was inside, what was probably waiting in the next two houses as well. “This is a fucking disaster,” he said under his breath. He saw Duncan nod, those big-ass sunglasses bobbing along. “It’s gonna blow this town wide open.”

“Yep,” Duncan said.

“Why couldn’t they have stayed in a city?” Lerner said under his breath. He knew why not, of course. Because this was the place. The lights were on, the welcoming committee had rolled out the red carpet. There’d be more like this, more crazy shit unfurling in this small town than it could possibly handle.

“Nature of the business,” Duncan said as he put the car in gear and pulled away from the curb. The nearest streetlight winked on, then off, cutting through the black night with intermittent illumination.

“Yeah.” Lerner nodded then tapped his finger along the leather just below his window. He liked the feel of the town car interior. “You remember that town in Alaska we were at in … what, 1965?” He sniffed at the air-conditioned air blowing out at him. He saw Duncan nod out of the corner of his eye. “I get that same vibe here. Like it’s gonna get out of control.” Lerner put his hand over his head, pushing his comb over back in place. “How long did it take for them to tear that place apart?”

“Six weeks,” Duncan said.

“I bet you it takes less time than that here,” Lerner said as they turned back onto a major thoroughfare. There was a traffic light ahead, blinking a yellow warning, like it had been shut off for the night. “I give it a month.”

Duncan grunted. “Maybe less.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Lerner said. “If someone gets fucking ambitious. Imagine the hell we’ll catch if that happens again.” He let out a ripping sigh. “Maybe it’ll just dissipate. Back to business as usual.” Duncan’s grunt was less committal this time. “Yeah, fucking unlikely, I know. But I can hope.”

They were passing through the town square now, full of boarded up windows and old shop fronts that probably hadn’t changed since the fifties. It was kind of homey, Lerner had to admit. Too bad it’d be gone soon, in all probability. Even a couple officers couldn’t hold back the tide rushing into this place and he knew it. Duncan too. He’d been around long enough to be pragmatic.

“Yeah,” Lerner said, shaking his head as they rolled onto an old highway and Duncan gunned the car up to fifty-five. “I give this place—Midian, isn’t it?” Yeah, that was it. “I give Midian, Tennessee, about four weeks before it’s a fucking crater. Tops. There’ll be nothing left but a bunch of body parts and wreckage.”


3.


Arch waited to unload on Hendricks until they were back in the deputy’s squad car, for which Hendricks was grateful. His nose hurt like hell, his head was still spinning, and he felt like his rib cage had been used as a piñata for a demon birthday party.

Other than that, though, he felt fine.

“You were supposed to identify them and then come get me,” Arch was saying, his rich baritone still operating at a pitch that bothered Hendricks's aching head. “Not start World War D in a bar!”

“World War D?” Hendricks asked, leaning his head against the window. It felt oddly cool given how hot it was outside.

“Like the movie … never mind,” Arch said. The deputy was steering with his right hand at the top of the wheel, turning his body away from Hendricks. Hendricks wondered if there was some passive-aggressive shit going on with the man, but his head hurt too much to muster any give-a-fuck about it.

“I would have gotten you,” Hendricks said, “but by the time I had them out in the open, shit was already going down. I couldn’t just leave those guys in there to face down three demons while I ran for help.”

“So instead you got two of the civilians beat up and got yourself whacked around like a heavy bag because you didn’t get help,” Arch said. There was a serious crackle of anger in the man’s voice, and Hendricks did not care for the sound of it.

“I did what I could,” Hendricks said. “I got one of the demons out of the way right at the start, and that helped limit the damage. I had all three of them between me and the door, so …”

“So pick a better seat next time,” Arch said.

“Well, I was kind of sitting at their table,” Hendricks said, and he realized his lip was swelling, “so I pretty much had to take the last seat that was open.”

“You, uh … you sat down at the table with them?” The deputy’s voice sounded more than a little incredulous.

“It’s not exactly easy to make someone out as a demon an entire room away,” Hendricks replied.

There was a seething silence in the car after that. Hendricks could tell that Arch wanted to let loose on him, but whether it was manners or a lack of a good angle of attack that prevented the deputy from battering away, Hendricks didn’t know. Didn’t care, either. The air conditioning was chilling the glass a little, and Hendricks had a bump on his forehead above his eyebrow. Pressing the bump to the glass was positively bliss for him, or as close as he could get right now without turning off all his nerve endings.

“You want me to drop you back off at your motel?” Arch asked, his voice echoing in the cab of the Explorer.

“Sure, why not,” Hendricks said. He snuck a sidelong glance at the deputy. The man was physically imposing, but he still had his body quartered away from Hendricks. Hendricks had been trying to keep an eye on Arch, had been watching him as they’d worked together this last week. Some words were rattling around in Hendricks’s skull, prophetic ones that had come from the lady who had told him everything since he’d gotten involved in this demon hunting gig. She hadn’t been wrong yet that he knew of.

“Because you look like someone beat you bloody, then came back and did another round of it,” Arch said. Hendricks hadn’t looked in the mirror yet, but he suspected Arch was probably not understating it. “I’m gonna drop you off at Erin’s.”

“What the fuck?” Hendricks’s head came off the window. “Why?”

Arch turned his body now, taking the wheel with both hands. The deputy paused a minute before he started to speak. “You’re all manner of beat up. By all rights you ought to be in a hospital but failing that, you at least need someone to keep an eye on you. Make sure you don’t have a concussion. Unless you’d prefer I drive you to the emergency room right now? Let them give you a clean bill of health.”

“Showing up in a police cruiser wouldn’t cause any headaches, I’m sure,” Hendricks said, putting his forehead back against the glass. “I don’t really have a lot of extra money lying around for medical bills, especially not so a doctor can tell me I’ve got a shit ton of bruises and cuts that’ll heal in a few days.”

“You could use stitches for a few of them,” Arch said.

“I’m fine,” Hendricks said. “I’m not even bleeding anymore, that means I don’t need stitches.”

“Now there’s a sound medical diagnosis.” Arch turned his body away again.

Hendricks sat there with his head against the glass. The rain started coming down hard as they drove through the hills, and he caught a glimpse of lights out his window, a strange pattern of them, like a square in a sea of darkness. “What the hell is that?” he asked, trying to make out the shape in the rainy night.

“It’s the Tallakeet Dam,” Arch said, matter-of-factly. “TVA project. Generates power for the whole area and holds back the Caledonia River.”

Hendricks focused, trying to see it through the blur of the rain and one of his eyes swelling shut. “Looks big. Just a bunch of lights in the dark.”

“That’s just the top of it,” Arch said, and Hendricks could tell he was not bothering to look for himself. “It’s no Hoover Dam, but it’s pretty big.”

“Pretty dam big?” Hendricks asked with a wry smile.

Arch didn’t smile, and for some reason that annoyed Hendricks even more. “I’m dropping you off at Erin’s,” the big man said again.

“How am I supposed to explain the state of my face and body, genius?” Hendricks said, tilting his head to look at the deputy. Dumb idea.

“Tell her you were in a bar fight.”

Hendricks had to concede that would probably work, though it wouldn’t make him sound too good. There was another problem though. “I don’t …” he felt his voice get involuntarily lower, “I don’t actually know where she lives.”

Arch whipped around again for this. “Haven’t you been sleeping with her?”

“At my motel, yes,” Hendricks agreed. “A few times, anyway.”

“But you don’t know where she lives?” Arch was staring at him, eyebrow cocked. It would have been an are-you-fucking-kidding-me? look, except Arch didn’t swear.

“I don’t know how familiar you are with the act of coitus,” Hendricks said, “but it doesn’t require you to know the person’s address before you do it. Or even their name, really.”

Arch made a sound like, “Gaaaah,” a noise crossed with exasperation and possibly disgust.

“Don’t get judgy,” Hendricks said, putting his face back against the cool glass. “People don’t like judgy Christians.”

“Sorry if I’m reacting poorly to your revelation that you know very little about the woman you’re sleeping with,” Arch said. “I don’t tend to hang around with people who have a lot of one-night stands. Or any at all, really.”

“You don’t have any friends your own age, huh?” Hendricks was just being snotty now, and he knew it.

“Not any like you,” Arch said. “At least not until now.”

“That’s all right,” Hendricks said, and he shut himself up before he could say, I never knew any guys that were going to end the world until I started to hang out with you.


***




Erin Harris wasn’t at the bar tonight. It wasn’t because she didn’t want to be. It was because her rent check had just cleared and she was about fifty bucks short of broke with three days to go until her next paycheck. That wasn't a margin she was comfortable with, so she stayed in.

Some show was going on the TV, something she’d kind of stumbled onto by accident. It was a movie, maybe, something with a couple guys out after dark, walking a city street looking for trouble. It wasn’t really that interesting, and she half expected a monster to jump out at them. She was sipping half-heartedly on a light beer, the last drink she could find in her fridge, but she wasn’t really into it. The pungent smell of the weak ale was kind of turning her stomach, if she was honest about it. When she took a sip, she made a face. She took another sip anyway.

The TV was blaring, and she was on the verge of turning it off when there was a knock at the door. She got up and grabbed her pistol before she went to answer it, folding her hand around the Glock 19. The plastic checkering on the grip bit into her palm as she walked toward the door. Her career experience told her people who tended to knock on the door at eleven at night didn’t always have pure intentions, even in little ol’ Midian. Better safe than sorry.

Her apartment was small, a one bedroom with shabby carpeting that probably had been there since the nineties. She had minimal furniture in the main room, just a couch and a TV. The walls had a few pictures, and the whole place smelled of the Spaghetti-O’s which she'd eaten earlier. It was the last thing in the pantry. Honestly, though, even if it had been the first thing in the pantry, she’d still have eaten it. She liked Spaghetti-O’s.

She eased up to the door as another knock sounded. She looked out through the peephole, keeping the gun low at hand. She could smell the gun oil off the Glock, even at this range. She kept it pretty well maintained.

As she looked through the peephole, she breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the cowboy hat. Hendricks.

She pulled back from the peephole and frowned. What was Hendricks doing here?

She opened the door cautiously, peeking her head out. He looked up, raising the wide brim of the hat, and her caution was forgotten. “Jesus Christ!”

“No, I’m an atheist, remember?” Hendricks said, and he had a little hint of a smile on his beat-up face.

“What happened to you?” Erin felt herself sputtered, almost screaming.

“Oh, this?” He gestured to his lips, which were split. One of his eyes was blacked and swollen. “Apparently I got into a bar fight.”

“Well, what the hell did you go and do that for?” She wanted to reach out to him, but she could almost feel her breath catching in her chest. He looked worse than that drunk that had smashed his car into a down by the square tree a couple months ago. Guy lost three teeth on his steering wheel, and his eye had popped out of the socket. By the time they brought him in to booking, the hospital had fixed some of it, but he still looked like a shit sandwich on crap bread. Hendricks maybe looked worse, she decided. His jaw line was bruised up, and he looked like he’d done some half-assed collagen injections, too.

“Can I come in?” Hendricks asked, slurring a little. “Arch was worried I might have a concussion, so he dropped me off here—”

“Why didn’t he take you to a hospital?” In her horror it took her a moment to fully interpret what he’d said. “Wait, Arch saw you like this?”

“Well, yeah,” Hendricks said.

“And he left you in this condition without taking you to the hospital?” She felt a mad-on building.

“I told him no,” Hendricks said, shaking his head. “I’m fine, I just need a day or so to recover. I wanted to do it at the motel, but he said—”

She held out her free hand for him to stop, then put it on her head, which was now swirling with about a thousand thoughts. Her first instinct was to drive him to the hospital herself, but he’d already apparently put the kibosh on that. It took her a moment to realize he’d never actually been to her place, that this was something new, and a moment later that gave her a funny feeling of alarm. Which she would have thought would have taken a backseat to her concern for this human being all beaten to hell, standing on her doorstep.

Oddly, it didn’t.

“I … cannot believe this,” she said finally, and it was all she could do to get that out. “You got in a bar fight.”

“They started it,” Hendricks said, almost plaintive. “Otherwise, Arch would have arrested me, you know that.”

Well, that much was true. She put her hand over her face and peered at him through the split in the fingers. It didn’t make him look any better, but at least one of her eyes was covered, so it made him look a little less worse. If that was a thing. He was a pretty handsome guy most of the time, and in good shape. Walked with a little swagger in his step.

Now he was hunched over, looking like an old man the way he was standing, and his face was swollen like he’d just gotten out of the ring with Manny Pacquiáo. “Jesus,” she whispered.

“Can I come in?” Hendricks asked again. She felt sorry for him now; he looked like hell.

“Yeah, okay,” she said, and stepped aside. The crescendo in her stomach grew, though, more than just nerves, and she let him in.


***




Gideon had felt the Tul’rore start on their meal. He’d felt the ones before that, too, and they’d been sweet. He’d savored every moment. He could taste the flesh and the terror as the Tul’rore went to work, could hear the screams echo in his ears as the victims began to die. He’d felt the last few that the Tul’rore had devoured, all of them since he’d gotten into town just a couple days ago, and they had been sustaining. A slow trickle of treats to keep him going.

Gideon slipped out of bed, the hotel sheets spotted through with burns like a thin slice of Swiss cheese. He knew others of his kind; death was a call for them. A yearning to be around the end of life, to feed on the misery of the souls leaving it. His kind gravitated toward wars, battlefields, and hotspots like carrion birds to the dead. He was the only one here, though. So far, anyway.

It had been tough to leave Chicago, especially with things going so well in the city. He’d had a steady diet there, enough for his needs. Some of the meals had been truly beautiful, moments of passion he would treasure for all time.

Gideon opened the curtains and left the sheer panel hanging over the window in place. He stared out across the dark parking lot of the Sinbad motel at the street. Rain was coming down, lit by the lampposts lining the roads. He could see the dark ripples hitting the puddles throughout the lot.

He wondered, with the Tul’rore dead, how long he’d have to wait for his next meal. He could sense it when demons got burned, but it was a blissless feeling. It didn’t tantalize and thrill him the way it did when a human went. Demons simply passed through the veil and went back to the nethers; humans could be stopped, could linger and be savored. They had flavor, texture, misery.

He sighed and stared out at the motel parking lot, letting his hand drift lower. He could feel the pressure building inside, but there was nothing to do for it. Not yet. Not without death.

He sighed and went back to sit on the bed, cool sheets against his naked body, the smell of the singed cloth still hanging in the air. Somewhere in the distance, he heard a rumble of thunder and hoped it was a good omen.


***




The whole heavens had started to pour down on Arch just as he was pulling into the parking lot of his apartment building. The night was liquid and splattering across the windshield of the Explorer in thick drops, drenching everything around him as he stepped out of the car and slammed the door behind him. He took off at a run for the stairs. Then he cursed himself for a fool and altered his course, toward the ground-level unit on the opposite side of the building. His shoes splashed on the wet ground as runoff started to accumulate in shallow puddles.

He fumbled with his key as he reached the ground-level apartment. It was one of eight in the building, and not the one he’d been living in two weeks ago. Two weeks ago he’d been upstairs, in number six. But that had been before a bunch of meth-head demons had broken down his door and smashed the place to pieces. There were holes in the wall, a sink and countertop shattered. Basically an entire bathroom remodel already underway.

He’d been surprised at the grace with which the landlord, Gunther Sweeney, had taken the whole thing. Sweeney was an older man in his fifties, German, with a thick mustache turned grey. He’d looked around with Arch at his side, pronounced the whole thing durcheinander, and submitted the claim to insurance. When Arch had pressed, Sweeney let him move into the unoccupied unit without complaint. It worked.

Arch’s key hit the lock and he turned the handle with gentle pressure. The door swung open and Arch stepped into a mirror image of his own apartment, everything a perfect opposite save for the missing wall hangings and the countless boxes that were still unpacked since the move. He shut the door behind him as quietly as he could, wondering if Alison was about. The lights were on, but that meant nothing; lately she kept the lights on when she slept.

He stood paused in the entry alcove, listening, to see if he could hear her. Nothing. After a moment he laid his keys on the small table in front of him and turned to look into the living room/kitchen area. He caught a glimpse of long blond hair on the couch, and realized she was just sitting there. The sound of the rain tapping at the windows was just background noise, and a peal of thunder crackled in the distance. The place smelled faintly of her perfume, but it was lingering and not fresh, a ghostly reminder of her getting-ready-for-work routine.

“Hey,” he said as he entered the room. His khaki uniform was spotted with water and was starting to chill him in the cooler indoor air. The air conditioner, a small wall-mounted unit hung high on the wall, was humming faintly in the background,.

“Hey,” she returned, but the word was as lifeless and motionless as the woman herself. Alison’s blond hair hung limp and wet, and he noticed she wore a bathrobe as he came into the room. He gave her a kiss on the cheek and got not even a trace of a smile in return.

“How was work?” He laid a hand on the side of her neck, running his dark fingers down her tanned skin. He could see little goosebumps as he did it, pulling back the edge of the robe.

She adjusted herself on the sofa, pulling the neck of the white terrycloth robe tight. “Fine.” She didn’t sound angry or resentful, just flat.

He pulled his hand back to rest on the back of the sofa. She didn’t turn to face him, just kept staring ahead. This was how it had been since the attack, since the demons had smashed into their apartment. She still had the barest discoloration on her neck where one of them had held her by the throat. He wanted to touch it, to touch her, but she always seemed to shift away.

“Going to bed?” Arch asked. He could feel the pull of the bed, the barely conscious realization that he had an early shift tomorrow. It was probably not going to be a very busy day, if tradition held. He hadn’t really had a busy day yet, save for the ones where he was fighting demons after work.

And he and Hendricks had just killed the ones they’d gotten a lead on. It was all listening to rumors about strange out-of-towners so far, but it’d paid off a couple times. Arch enjoyed the scrapes, really, though he didn’t necessarily want to admit it to anyone, least of all himself. He could feel it, though, the glow that came from knowing he’d punched the ticket of something really bad earlier in the night.

He stared down at his wife’s exposed neck, wanting to let his fingers drift lower. The terrycloth robe was closed tight, though. He shrugged, though she didn’t see him, and turned away to undress in the bathroom so he could hang his uniform up to dry.

Alison remained behind and made not a sound as he left. He felt the chill as he undressed and wondered if it was just the air conditioning unit fighting against the humid Tennessee summer, or if it was the wife who hadn’t said more than a few words to him in a week that was causing him to shiver.


4.


If it was possible, Hendricks awoke feeling even shittier than he had when he went to sleep. His right eye was swollen shut, his ribs hurt like someone had kicked him while he was down, and his lips felt like they’d been transformed into Polish sausages filled with flaming, screaming nerve endings. He moaned and rolled over, forgetting that someone was in the bed with him.

His one good eye caught sight of Erin lying there next to him, her short-cropped blond hair more than a little tousled from the night of sleep. She was looking at him kind of pityingly, like she was uncomfortable with him being there or with the way he looked, or maybe even both.

“Good morning,” he mumbled through his swollen lips. It came out more than a little twisted, and he wondered for a beat if it was even comprehensible.

“You look like holy hell, Hendricks,” she said. She reached a tentative hand across the white sheets, and Hendricks caught a whiff of the flowery scent she wore on her wrist as she touched his forehead. Her thumb traced a delicate path around his eye, causing the pain to flare even so. “What were you thinking?”

“I’m asking myself that very same question this morning,” Hendricks said and rolled to the side of the bed. His hip cried out in pain as he did, and he wondered what he’d done to offend it so. The bedroom was flooded with light, the carpeted floors and grey walls dimly illuminated in the light of the early morning sun. He placed a hand gently upon his eye and felt the pain radiate outward in waves.

“So you just walked into the bar and the fight started?” Erin asked over his shoulder as she got up, bed creaking beneath her. Hendricks ran a hand over his chest, feeling the curly hairs that sprang out of his skin and the bruises beneath.

“Kinda,” Hendricks said. “Well, not really. I was there for a while, and this guy started some shit with McInness, the owner—”

“Oh, God!” Erin cut him off. “You were at the Charnel House? Why?”

“I dunno,” Hendricks said. “I just was. It’s where the road took me.”

She closed her eyes tightly at this. She was standing at an angle, leaning heavily on one leg, face in her palm like she was trying to think of a way to ask what was on her mind but couldn’t find a way to do it. She was wearing a thin wife beater shirt over her tiny frame, pink panties underneath it. If Hendricks hadn’t been feeling like shit scraped onto toast, he knew he’d be trying to get her hair even more tousled than it already was.

As it was, she probably wouldn’t have any of it. He was aching too much, anyway, and not in any of the right places.

“People do not just wander into random establishments in the backwoods and get into bar fights,” Erin said finally, opening her eyes. “It’s not normal.”

Hendricks just stood there. “I wear a black cowboy hat and a drover coat everywhere I go. Where would you get the idea I’m normal in any way?”

She opened her mouth to respond but probably couldn’t figure out what to say to that, so she shut it a moment later.

“Look,” he said, “I didn’t go looking for a fight.” A blatant lie, but hopefully he carried it off well. “Some out-of-towners jumped McInness and the regulars, and I stepped in to help them when it went wrong. McInness got the shit kicked out of him, too, had to go to the hospital and everything—”

“Jesus,” Erin said.

“Yeah, he didn’t look too good,” Hendricks said. “But Arch helped, and we ran the guys off. You can’t expect me to just sit back while people are getting the holy hell hammered out of them. It’s not who I am.”

Erin had positioned her hands over her mouth while waiting for him to finish. She watched him through skeptical eyes, or at least that was how he would describe them. “And who are you, exactly?”

Hendricks stood there for a second. Wasn’t it obvious? “I’m Lafayette Hendricks—”

“I know your fucking name, jackass.” Erin wasn’t too harsh with it, Hendricks reflected, but she also could have been gentler. “I’m asking who you are. Some cowboy drifter that blows into town, doesn’t seem to work at all—at least not that I can see—just kind of hangs out, apparently jumps into bar fights from time to time.” She ran a hand through her tangled hair. “I don’t really know anything about you.”

“Well … I mean, you know a little bit about me,” Hendricks said, and he felt heat on his cheeks. “We’ve been sleeping together for a couple weeks.”

“We’ve been fucking for a couple weeks,” Erin replied matter-of-factly. “We haven’t exactly had deep and epic conversations.” She changed posture, and he thought she looked a little more standoffish now. “Look, I slept with you because—I’ll be honest—you really own that whole cowboy thing. It’s a good look, and you wear it well, even with the coat, which is weird, by the way. Arch knew you, and he’s about the nicest and most stand-up guy around, so I figured you couldn’t be too bad. I mean,” she said with a mirthless laugh, “I didn’t even make you wear a condom.” She blushed a little at this. “But I don’t know you, not really. I know your name, I know you were in the Marines, but that’s about it.” She shrugged. “I know you get into fights, based on the bruises I’ve seen. So I guess I know you’re not that good at fighting.”

Hendricks frowned and felt his hackles rise. “You don’t tell a Marine he’s not any good at fighting unless you want an argument.”

“Maybe I want an argument,” Erin said, and he could tell by the testy way she said it that she probably did.

“Well, let me oblige—” Hendricks said, but the trilling of a cell phone cut him short.

She held up a hand palm out, like he was a kid on a trike and she was telling him to stop. She pulled the cell phone off her nightstand and answered it. “Hello?”

He stood there, kind of slack-jawed, wondering what the hell kind of argument this was. Wondering what kind of man he was, just able to be put on hold like this in the middle of what was kinda, sorta their first fight. He wondered if there would be another. He could feel his temper flaring, that sense of stubborn irritation and embarrassment, and he realized he was standing there in his boxer shorts while Erin was just listening to the phone.

“Fuck this,” he muttered and started to pull his jeans on.

She walked out of the bedroom and pulled the door nearly shut behind her. He could hear her mutter, “Are you fucking kidding me?” into the phone as she went.

Hendricks pulled his shirt on, the cold chill of anger washing down into his guts. He tugged his shirt on, grimacing the entire time from the pain. He pulled on his socks as he heard a faint voice saying something indecipherable in the next room. He put on his cowboy boots one by one then pulled his coat out of the pile he’d made of it and put it on, careful to keep the sword hidden in its depths.

He grabbed his hat off the bottom post of her bed and put it on, checking himself once in the mirror. Yep, still looked like shit. There wasn’t much he could do about it, though.

He walked through the apartment without bothering to glance at her. He saw her still on the phone, her mouth slightly open, out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t stop to say anything. She didn’t get off the phone anyway, so he just walked over to the door, unlocked it, and left without saying a word.

She didn’t say anything either.


***




Arch was on the scene less than ten minutes after Sheriff Reeve called him. He’d heard the basics from the sheriff, and it sounded like nothing he’d dealt with in his time with the department. Reeve was calling in everyone, Arch knew that for a fact, because that was what you did in a situation like this; you called for all hands on deck and got to work solving the crime.

Arch had gotten the thumbnail sketch from Reeve, but he still wasn’t quite sure what to expect when he got there. It left him with a kind of nervous tension in his stomach, belly rumbling at him for leaving home without anything to eat or drink. He hadn’t even bothered to shower, just tossed on his uniform and sprinted out the door without saying a word to Alison. He knew she was faking sleep, but he didn’t have time to deal with it at the moment.

The Explorer’s engine rumbled as he took it down a side street. He was only a few blocks from home, here in the heart of Midian. If there was such a thing. The town square was only a few blocks away also. He pulled onto Crosser Street and saw the squad cars. They were the older models, the Crown Victorias driven by Sheriff Reeve and the other deputies, three of them lining the road in front of a big white house. Arch flipped on his lights but not his siren. He hadn’t even needed them to get here. Midian didn’t exactly have a roaring rush hour.

The red and blue lights flickered in the dim early morning. Clouds covered the sky and cast a grey pall over the day. It was the kind of day that would be perfect for a funeral, Arch thought. The clouds were sapping all the joy and light, leaving nothing but a lifeless feeling over the usually vibrant town.

And as Arch stepped up to the white picket fence and opened the gate, he reflected that it would probably be an appropriate feeling.

He took the steps to the front porch in one bound, heard the squeak of the floorboard he landed on as he did so. The front door was open, and he could hear talk from inside. He recognized the voice of Ernesto Reines, the second-most junior patrolman in the department, one rung up the ladder from him. Reines was speaking in a low voice with Ed Fries, a portly officer in his early forties. Arch stepped in and saw them both, just off to the side of the dim entry hall.

Reines nodded to Arch as he entered, and Fries turned to him to do the same. Reines had a soul patch, a little growth of black hair just under his lower lip that was probably not department regulation, at least not the way Arch read the regs. Sheriff Reeve never said a word, though, probably figuring that in Midian, Tennessee, there were better uses of one’s time than enforcing regulations about the length and location of facial hair.

“Man, Arch,” Fries said in his low, drawling voice, “you better bring a damned plastic bag in there with you.” Fries was looking unusually pale today, Arch thought, his chubby jowls bereft of their usual ruddy color. “I ain’t never even seen anything like that.”

“Reeve said on the phone it was Corey Hughes?” Arch had heard Hughes’ name before but didn’t really know the man. Worked at the paper mill, according to Reeve, just a single man living in a city house by himself.

“Yeah,” Reines spoke up, his voice a little gruffer than usual. “But you wouldn’t know it by looking at him.”

“Right,” Arch said. “The scene’s a real mess?”

Reines and Fries exchanged a look. “You could say that.” Fries shook his head, jowls flapping as he did so.

Arch walked on past them, taking his time, steeling himself. He’d seen photos of crime scenes at the academy, some videos where they’d gone in and catalogued evidence in some truly heinous murder cases. He came into a family room, the lights left off so as to avoid touching the switches and possibly disturbing whatever fingerprints might be resting on them. No, they’d leave the lights off and tread as carefully as possible until the crime scene unit from Chattanooga came and took apart the whole place, cataloguing all the evidence.

“Arch?” Sheriff Nicholas Reeve stepped into an open door to Arch’s left. There was a light behind him, shining off his balding head. Reeve had short grey hair growing up from his sideburns that stretched around the back of his head in a strip, but the top of his skull was completely bare. The man had an open, earnest face that was creased with frown lines today. He was a little overweight but not too much. Certainly not as much as Fries. “Arch, you might want to bring a bucket with you in here. Ed already contaminated the scene by throwing up in the sink.”

“Nice going, Ed,” Reines said from down the hall behind him.

“Shit, man, you only just made it outside yourself,” Fries shot back at him.

Arch felt the stale air in the house, warm and rank and humid. It smelled like when he’d visited the morgue during his time at the academy but fresher and more pungent. He could hear the faint hum of civilization somewhere in the distance, under the hushed voices of Fries and Reines. “I’ll be all right,” he told Reeve, and the sheriff stepped aside to let him pass into the kitchen.

The first thing he noticed was red where it shouldn’t have been. The room was done in yellow tones, old wallpaper in amber and white that was faded with time, but there was red everywhere. It was on the ceiling, the oak floor, and it drenched the table. It pooled underneath on the floorboards, looking like black oil in the shadows.

The body was on top of the table, and Arch couldn’t rightly recall seeing anything quite like it before, not even a post-autopsy corpse. He swallowed hard and then turned around, leaving the room before he could feel any more ill. He stood just outside, letting the smell of the scene permeate his nose. He didn’t feel any sicker, but he didn’t feel any better, either. He just stood there for a few minutes, trying to get his breath and realizing that what he’d just seen probably couldn’t ever be unseen.


***




Erin drove along above the speed limit. She didn’t have a police vehicle, just her old Honda, but all the cops in town were already at her destination, so who was going to stop her?

She hammered the accelerator as she went down a city street at forty, about ten miles over. Reeve had called, telling her to get her ass down to the crime scene immediately. She was a little excited and a little horrified, since she hadn’t really been to any real crime scenes before. Most of her horror came from the fact that he’d told her to stop and get coffee for everyone. That stung. She tried to decide if he’d asked her because she was the most junior member of the department or because she was the only woman. With Reeve, it could have been either.

She took the corners with care, four Styrofoam cups on the seat next to her in one of those fancy holders they gave out nowadays. She was surprised that Pat at the Surrey Diner on the square had them, but she did. It was a little surprise, like Midian was slowly entering the modern world.

The prospect of what she was about to see, about to be involved in, was so overwhelming that it nearly eclipsed the thoughts still hanging around her head about Hendricks. She was still kicking herself over everything related to him. Sure, he was cute, and she’d thought because of his association with Arch it was like he came stamped with a personal recommendation. But that was kind of dumb, on reflection. She’d known all the other guys she’d slept with for pretty much her whole life. They were all local, and she knew through rumor and admission the people they’d slept with. The seedier ones she was careful with.

With Hendricks, though, it was like any good sense she might have had fled at the sight of his cowboy hat and lovely abs. And they were lovely. She liked to run a hand over them just to feel the firm ripples. She shook that thought out of her head.

He was a mystery, and who didn’t love a mystery? Still, just because someone was mysterious, it didn’t mean you had to sleep with them without a condom. Quite the opposite, in fact, because one of the secrets he could have been hiding under that coat and hat might just have been syphilis. At least she was on the pill; wondering what a baby cowboy would look like was one mystery she didn’t want solved at present.

He’d showed up last night, beaten all to hell, then left this morning in the middle of a burgeoning argument. Didn’t even say goodbye, and Erin had to admit that stuck in her craw more than a little. The next time she saw him, she wanted to give him a little hell of her own. The other part of her, the non-confrontational part, which was small but present, just hoped he’d pick up and leave town. Problem solved.

But most of her kind of hoped he wouldn’t.

She pulled up behind Arch’s Explorer on Crosser Street and killed the engine. She had to admit, she was more than a little envious of Arch. He’d gotten the last squad spot, the new car the department had bought last year, and he spent his days on patrol. Meanwhile she got stuck behind the desk working dispatch and filing and computer shit, had to drive her own personal vehicle, even on department business, and got stuck doing coffee and lunch runs (though she had to admit Reeve did split the lunch runs with her fairly often).

She didn’t begrudge Arch any of what he’d gotten, but she did wish, as the sole owner of a vagina in the Sheriff’s Department, that some affirmative action would kick in on her behalf. Maybe next year.

But probably not.

She made it through the gate and up the walk before she saw Reines and Fries just inside the door. It was dark and she nodded to both of them as she came in. Her khaki uniform was a little wrinkled because she’d run out the door without a chance to iron it, but she doubted that would matter here. She had the steaming cups of coffee in her hand, carrying the little Styrofoam tray. She wordlessly held it out and Reines and Fries each grabbed one, thanking her profusely.

She went on, listening to the squeak of the floor as she made her way down the hall. The crime scene unit from Chattanooga was probably still an hour out, which meant they’d all sort of stand around and try not to fuck things up until the pros got here. For her money, the best way to do that would be to get Fries and Reines outside, but she wasn’t exactly in charge. Or anywhere approaching a mile of in charge.

She came around the corner into a family room complete with sofa and TV. The TV was half the size of the room, which screamed bachelor to her. Part of her wondered if that was because she knew Corey Hughes was a lifelong bachelor or if it genuinely was just because of the TV and the sofa.

The room was dark, the curtains pulled to. The day was gloomy anyway; it was doubtful that opening them would do much to brighten the place.

It took her a second to realize that Arch was standing against the wall to her left, just next to an open door leading into a lit room. Light was spilling out and she could hear someone moving in there. She surmised it was probably Reeve, since she knew he was on scene and she’d yet to run across him.

“You already go in?” she asked Arch, and he looked up at her. He looked like he’d been lost in his own little world before she’d said something, and she stepped over to him and wordlessly offered him a coffee.

“No, thanks,” he said, shaking his head. “And yeah, I went in. It’s …” Arch’s voice got kind of choked. “It’s bad.”

She wondered at how bad it could be. Took a couple steps toward the door, but Reeve was there, holding out a hand and taking a coffee from the tray. “You don’t want to go in there,” he said. “It’s just nasty. Ain’t a fit way for anyone to die, and there’s no reason for you to see it—”

“Sir,” she said, and all the irritation she’d felt and bottled up at being asked to get coffee sort popped out, “please move aside.”

Reeve cocked an eyebrow at her, and she could tell he was trying to decide whether or not to argue. He must have decided against it, because he shuffled left, leaving the door open for her to walk through.

She took a tentative step toward it, then another, wishing her pace was a match for the voice she’d just used to order the sheriff around. She stepped into the lit kitchen and the smell hit her.

It was like a memory she had of childhood, when her three brothers, all older than her, had conspired to drag her six year-old self out to the barn when her daddy was killing a hog. They told her it was something else, she couldn’t remember what, that she had to see it and she went, dutifully, as though the three of them hadn’t steered her wrong a thousand times before. She was naive like that as a kid. Thinking back to Hendricks, she wondered if maybe she still was.

She’d watched through a crack in the barn door as her daddy slit the hog’s throat. She’d known the name of the creature at the time, though it escaped her now. Her brothers had stood behind her and snickered as she peered in. Their hushed whispers came back to her now, their excitement in the anticipation of seeing her reaction.

They were dreadfully disappointed when they actually saw it.

She remembered watching her dad raise the hog in the air once he’d gutted it, once he’d pulled out the innards and put them in a wheelbarrow. She could recall the smell of it, of the shit and piss and gawdawful rancid nastiness of the hog’s carcass opened to the air. She just watched, though, not a word, not a sound, her brothers getting restless behind her. She watched her daddy crank the body into the air and she looked at that empty stomach cavity, saw the ribs from the inside.

And she never made a sound. Just watched while he cut it to pieces, reducing that hog to individual cuts of meat over the course of the next hours.

Erin looked into the kitchen of Corey Hughes’s house. There was a carcass on the table, something that had been opened up. The ribs were cracked at the sternum and pulled back, and she could see that the heart and damned near all else had been removed. She took a step forward and peered in. The chest cavity was empty all the way to the spine. She took a sniff, and it was damned rancid, but it didn’t bother her stomach. She heard Reeve catch his breath from the stench, a few paces behind her.

Just like slaughtering a hog all over again.

“I ain’t never seen anything like this shit,” Reeve said from behind her.

Erin didn’t answer him. She looked into the open cavity, that empty space where life had mysteriously once existed. The thighs of the corpse were laid open, large chunks of meat removed by something. It was uneven, whatever had done this, not smooth like a knife. It was like teeth had come in and ground their way through one of the legs, even breaking the femur, which she knew wasn’t a picnic. Which the rest of the corpse looked like, come to think of it.

A picnic for something.

Or someone.

“This place is a goddamned slaughterhouse,” Reeve said behind her.

“Yeah,” she breathed and tried to tear her eyes away. She couldn’t, though.


***




Hendricks’s long-ass walk was just about nearing its end. He was crossing the interstate bridge, the sky above was making noise like it might start dropping water on him again, and he was hustling to make sure he missed that. His stomach was rumbling but he had some snacks back at the motel. He wasn’t in the mood for a greasy breakfast anyway, not even after walking for the last hour and a half, and that was just about all the diner across the interstate offered. Grease fried in grease, with some eggs possibly somewhere under the oil.

He wasn’t really pissed at Erin anymore, not now. He’d walked it out of himself. Now he was just sullen and irritated. It’s not like he knew her all that well, either. He’d never even asked if she was on the pill, just assumed it. Probably been too carried away with having sex for the first time in five damned years to even care. Like he forgot it could have consequences.

He’d got a little drunk on her, if he was being honest with himself. She was damned pretty, had a youthful cuteness about her that hadn’t been part of his life over the last few years. She was cheery, that was it. Hendricks hadn’t been cheery in a long damned time. Rueful, more often than not. Sarcastic, all the time.

Also, she had a body that didn’t look like it had gotten any mileage on it since high school, and he liked that. She was a thin slip of a girl, and there wasn’t any problem at all with that in his mind. She was proportioned just right for it, too, not comically exaggerated like she’d had surgery on her busts, as some did. No, her chest was pretty close to flat and for some reason it worked just fine for him.

He crossed into the parking lot of the Sinbad motel, bearing toward his room at little more than a saunter. It was about all he could manage, and it had taken him a while to get from Midian to out here. His hip was aching, and he figured he’d go in and sit in that ugly ass chair in the corner of his room, put his feet up for a spell. He might even need some more sleep, and he knew for a fact he needed a hot shower after the walk. Things were sticking together on him from the faint sweat generated by his activity.

He looked up in time to see a guy coming out of the room next to his. Kind of a middle-aged fellow, medium height, medium build, long hair around the sides but way bald on top. The guy was wearing—no shit—a t-shirt that said nothing but Nike, and a pair of khaki cargo pants. He had on a pair of white tennis shoes, and his legs were pale enough that Hendricks knew he was a northerner in a heartbeat. The legs looked just like Hendricks’s when he didn’t have his jeans on.

“Morning,” Hendricks said, tipping his hat to the guy as he passed. He’d learned that this was the way things were done in the South, greeting everybody you passed. That shit didn’t fly in the North.

The guy said nothing, just sort of nodded as he went by.

Hendricks didn’t think much of it. Lots of people were unfriendly like that, and he ached too much to dwell on it or give a shit. He pulled his key and opened his door, disappearing inside to where slightly cooler air waited. And possibly a shower.


***




Gideon just nodded at the cowboy as he passed him. He looked back when he was sure the guy wasn’t watching him, and saw him go into the room next door. Shit.

He knew the cowboy, had felt it when the cowboy had cut loose a couple of demons in a bar last night. That black hat and black coat. There was a sword in there somewhere; he remembered the vision of those Y’freiti demons getting stabbed right through. He’d filed it away at the time, indifferent, because demon deaths didn’t do anything for him. He stared at the cowboy’s back as the man retreated into his room and closed the door.

Still, a demon hunter in the next room? That was some nerve-racking shit for him to deal with. Gideon had no plans to do anything that would cross the cowboy, but it was still unnerving. Demon hunters and demons weren’t exactly good neighbors, though apparently the cowboy hadn’t seen his real face. Which was fortunate, because Gideon wasn’t much of a killer. He was more of a voyeur.

Still, if the cowboy figured things out …

Nah. Gideon turned and kept on walking. He needed something to eat, needed to get out for a while and stretch his legs. Besides, if his nose didn’t deceive him, he smelled death coming nearby. Really close, in fact. It was too tantalizing to pass up. And why not be deathly close when it came? He’d never really tried that before.

Gideon put thoughts of the cowboy out of his mind for now and turned to walk over to his rental car. He’d just head toward the death he felt coming for now and leave everything else to be dealt with later.


5.


Lerner stared out the window of the hotel and watched rain start. Again. Last night had been a downpour, the little Holiday Inn-style thirty-unit building buffeted by high winds and a hard rain all night long. He’d gone to sleep listening to it tap on the roof, the sound of Duncan’s slow breathing in the bed next to his as familiar as eating. Not as enjoyable, though.

He put his hand on the glass and felt the slight chill from it across the tips of his fingers. He’d often given a lot of thought to the fact that the shell over his essence breathed the way a human did, could feel sensation and even had a sense of smell the way a human’s did, but contained none of the organs of a human. No liver, kidneys, heart or lungs. On the occasions where they stumbled across dead humans and he had a few minutes, he liked poke around inside, see what was going on in there. Lerner thought being a doctor would have been a magnificent career, if only for the opportunity to poke around inside real, living human beings.

Of course, he didn’t really care whether they lived or died, so that probably disqualified him.

Still, the knowledge was interesting. He remembered the smell of the kitchen in the house they’d raided last night. The corpse was so different from a living person. It wasn’t better or worse, just different. The sight of a gutted human didn’t offend him, really, it just bothered him from a job perspective. It meant paperwork. It meant headaches. When there were as many bodies as the Tul’rore had left behind, it meant an interdiction, possibly some expulsions from the plane. Which was what they’d done last night.

“You finish your Form S0-8T?” Duncan’s tone was clipped, all business. He was sitting at the table behind Lerner, already trying to get his shit done for the day. Lerner was putting it off, and Duncan probably knew it. His gentle reminder was the same thing he always did, trying to push Lerner to get done, too, and Lerner didn’t care for it. Still, he didn’t feel the need to turn around and gnash Duncan’s head off over it. Literally or figuratively. No, Lerner just kept staring out the window. Duncan would get the message in time.

The paperwork was probably the worst part of the job. Expelling pact violators wasn’t a bad job. It didn’t make him go sour in the stomach to crack open a shell and send someone’s essence screaming back to the underworld. He didn’t have a stomach, anyway.

Everyone knew the rules, and if they wanted to keep earth as a nice playground where everyone could feed reasonably, enjoy their desires in an orderly manner, and keep the humans from freaking out and staging a full-on anti-demon war the way they had in the past, the rules needed to be followed.

Lerner liked rules. Almost as much as he like pontificating.

Duncan cleared his throat, and Lerner felt his expression turn to an eyeroll. “No, I haven’t finished my fucking Form S0-8T, and you damned well know it. Don’t be a Mother Hubbard. I’ll get to it eventually.” The damned bureaucracy of the Office of Occultic Concordance was worse than the fires and freeze of damnation, honestly. “After all,” he went on, “it’s not like we’ve got anything else to do today.”

Duncan made a sound like he was clearing the throat he didn’t even have. “You know something could come in at any time.”

“Yeah, well, let’s hope it does.” Lerner reached down and felt the truncheon on his belt. He kind of liked cracking open a demon, letting the essence pour out. It made him feel alive. He wondered if that made him like a serial killer among the humans, then realized he didn’t much care.

After all, among his own people, it wasn’t like murder was even a crime.


***




“What the hell is up with Hendricks?”

Arch got the question he’d been dreading the minute they were outside, out of earshot of Reeve, Fries and Reines. She asked as Arch was heading back to grab his raincoat, the big yellow reflective-striped one that he kept in the back of the Explorer as part of his standard gear. He fished it out and pulled it on as the first little droplets continued to fall here and there. He pretended to not hear her as he fished around in the back for the accompanying hat.

“Arch, don’t even pretend you can’t hear me,” Erin’s voice came at him again. “That crap might work on your wife but it doesn’t work on me.”

“Sorry, what did you want to know?” Arch said, forcing a smile as he came up with his hat. He put it on, adjusting the brim.

“What’s up with him?” Erin didn’t have rain gear on, and Arch cast a look skyward. He suspected it was about to open up, but she didn’t seem concerned. Her khaki uniform was just starting to show the first signs of spotting from the raindrops.

“Well, he wears a cowboy hat …” Arch started, a little tentative.

“I fucking know that,” she said, not seeing the humor in it, plainly. Arch’s stomach was a little unsettled yet from what he’d seen. He was glad he’d skipped breakfast. “What’s his deal? Where’s he from? Why’s he here?”

“You could try asking him this, you know,” Arch said, looking up and down the street. There were a few people out watching the cavalcade of police cars, but they were all safely under their porch awnings now.

“I’m asking you,” Erin said with a seriousness he didn’t usually see in her. “And I would hope, as my friend, you’ll tell me.”

Arch was caught a little off guard by that one. They were coworkers, sure, but he wasn’t certain he’d have gone all out and called her a friend. Still, it made him feel a little bad about the whole thing. “He’s from Wisconsin.”

“If you’re gonna be a kneejerk ass—”

“Whoa,” Arch said, and could feel his eyebrow crank down. “Whatever problems you’ve got are between you and him, okay? Don’t go dragging me into it.” He slammed the hatchback of the Explorer down. “And clearly you’ve got a problem with him.”

“I need to know some things about him,” she said, unfolding her arms and seeming to spit fire at the same time. “He’s like a damned cipher that got dropped out of the heavens onto my doorstep by you.”

“I only dropped him on your doorstep last night because he needed someone to keep an eye on him,” Arch said. He was still stinging from her swearing at him like that. “I figured that might be something you could do since the two of you were getting close—”

“We’re not,” Erin said, and a hand worked its way up to cover her eyes as she said it. “I mean … we’re … you know … but we don’t really talk or know anything about each other like …”

“Yeah, okay,” Arch said, having heard more than enough.

“Look, I jumped all over him because he was a friend of yours,” she said, peeking from behind her fingers, and for some reason that made Arch’s stomach rumble again. “I figured it was as close as I’d get to my mom endorsing one of the bad boys I’ve liked. But without the creepy side effect of having her try and date him.”

Arch started to say something to that, but gave up after a moment of trying to figure out what and coming up dry. “Um—”

“Do you even really know him?” she asked, and this time he felt the impact of her words like thunder on a clear day. “I need to know, Arch.”

Arch tried to figure out what to say to that. “Not as well as you apparently think I do,” he finally said.

Erin covered her face again, and he could barely hear her say, “Goddamn.”

“Hey, y’all!” Sheriff Reeve’s voice boomed out over the street, and Arch turned his head to see what was going on. Reeve was standing on the porch of the Hughes house next to Reines and Fries, gesturing to Erin and Arch with a hand to get on over there. Arch headed that way, listening to the tapping of the rain on the brim of his hat. It was getting worse, starting to open up on them.

Arch hit the front porch a few seconds later and looked back for Erin, who was not behind him. He caught sight of her rummaging in the back seat of her car and wondered if she might be heading out because of their conversation about Hendricks. She emerged from the back of the car a moment later with her rain gear. She slammed her door and it echoed down the street. The four of them watched while she ran through the increasing downpour to join them on the porch.

“All right, now that you’re all here,” Reeve said once Erin was there with them. Arch watched the water drip from her short blond hair. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, which was probably fortunate for her given the wet conditions. Her khaki uniform top was now sported a dark brown, camo-like pattern from all the places it had gotten wet. “I need y’all to start canvassing the area, asking the neighbors what they’ve seen. If anything.” Reeve pointed to the right. “Fries, you go that way, Reines, start across the street on the left, and Arch, go left. Take Erin with you and show her what to do.”

Arch caught a flash of irritation from Erin, but she didn’t speak up. “Yes, sir,” Arch said.

“All right, then,” Reeve said, his brow was puckered as if he was concentrating. “I’ll keep watch here until the crime scene unit arrives. See what you can find out in the meantime.” He waved them off, and Arch held up for a minute while Erin put on her raincoat and hat. Reines and Fries went scrambling to their cars to get their gear, the waist-high white gate slamming shut behind them with a rattling noise.

“Shall we?” Arch asked as Erin pulled her brim down low over her eyes. She didn’t look up at him, just led the way down the porch steps as the rain pitter-pattered on the awning and the sidewalk. Heavy grey clouds hung low overhead. They walked under the shade of old trees that kept a little of the rain from falling on them as they went.

Arch was getting used to the freeze out, had become real accustomed to it lately at home, and it bothered him less with Erin than it did with Alison. They only had to walk one house down the street, anyway, and she was fit enough to keep ahead of him at a reasonable pace if he didn’t try to run her down. Which he didn’t, though his long legs would easily have allowed him to.

She did the knocking when they got up to the house next door. It was an old-style Southern house with a porch wrapping all the way around. She let her small knuckles rattle on the screen door, not bothering to open it. He just watched and said nothing; he could play this game as well as her or better.

When there was no response after a minute or so of standing in the rain-drenched quiet, she pulled open the screen door and laid a firm knock on the front door itself. It gave and creaked open an inch, a black line all that showed of the interior.

“Who lives here?” Arch asked, already rummaging through his mind for the details.

“Orin and Kim Hauser,” Erin replied in a half second. “Older couple, in their sixties. He worked as a long-haul trucker until a few years ago when he retired.” She looked back at him. “They’ve got a couple grown kids still in town, Jake and—”

“Lisa,” Arch said with a nod. He stepped up next to her and pushed the door open slightly. “Mr. and Mrs. Hauser?” A stench hit him in the face as though he’d been punched in the nose, and he recoiled from it, drawing his Glock 22 as he did so. He could feel the weight of the plastic grip in his hand and heard the click as the metal barrel slid loose of the plastic holster. He kept his finger along the slide, off the trigger, and pointed the gun down at a forty-five degree angle. He pulled loose the little flashlight from his belt and threaded his left hand under his right. He pointed the flashlight in the same direction as the gun, and kept his eyes along the same sight line.

He saw Erin mimic his posture behind him, following along as he entered the house. His light illuminated the living room area ahead of him, shadows of the furniture cast on wallpaper checkered with blue dots or patterns too small for his eye to discern in the dark. A quick scan of the entry showed nothing out of the ordinary in the living room.

A wide aperture ran the length of half the room and entered a dining area of some sort. Arch could see the edge of a table beyond but little of the surface.

“Right behind you,” Erin said quietly.

“We should have radioed Reeve,” Arch said.

“He hears gunshots, he’ll come a runnin’,” Erin said.

Arch left his next thought unspoken—what if there was no time for shots?

Arch kept moving forward, each step throwing up a floorboard creak ominous enough to squeeze its way into any horror movie he’d ever seen at the drive-in theater near Whitsville. Any minute, he expected something awful to come crashing in through the window at him, claws and all.

He made the edge of the dining room entry and covered behind the wall. He caught his breath and felt Erin stack up behind him. He wanted to close his eyes for the next part, because the smell was truly awful and he suspected he knew what was coming next.

Arch turned the corner and pointed the gun into the dining room. There was a faint buzzing noise, a few flies that had made their way in somehow. They were sweeping in low circles around the dining room table, and the smell was dead obvious here.

Mostly dead.

There was a rib cage stripped of nearly everything, a skull cracked open and empty from what he could see, though the shadows hid the contents pretty well. Other bones were strewn about the floor and table. Lesser ones he suspected. He took another step and his shoe hit another skull; he only knew it because it skittered off and hit a table leg, then rolled back toward him. It came to rest in the glow from an uncovered window.

“Jesus H. Christ,” Erin whispered from his side.

Arch didn’t do blasphemy, but he thought about swearing here. Thought about it and swallowed it whole. Instead he reached up to his shoulder and cued his mike, radio formality all thrown out. “Reeve … this is Arch. You’re gonna wanna come next door.” Arch took a look to his right, as though he could see through the wall and into the next house. “We’re gonna have to search the whole neighborhood.”


6.


Gideon didn’t love the smell of the burgers frying on the grill, but it was what the diner served, so he was stuck with it. He actually preferred salad, which was a hell of an irony even for him to digest. The salad prospects on the diner’s menu had seemed poor, so he just sat there, pondering the menu, waiting to see what happened.

He wondered, just briefly, if his reticence about burgers had anything to do with having “seen” and eaten so many heart attacks. He shrugged mentally and went back to studying his menu. If he was lucky, what he was here to eat would happen before he had to order, thus saving him both money and the prospect of eating something he didn’t want to.

He glanced behind the counter as a waitress in her mid-fifties placed a little square of paper bearing an order onto a spike in the window that separated the area behind the lunch counter from the kitchen. He watched her, her grey hair tied back in a ponytail, her jeans a little too tight for what she was carrying underneath. She wore a peach blouse, and Gideon kept a close eye on her as she came back around the edge of the lunch counter, heading toward a booth in the corner.

He could feel it starting and knew she’d never make it. He watched her walk anyhow, caught the first hint of a stumble, and his hand went to his pocket immediately.


***




Linda Richards was in for a double today. She’d had a faint headache since she woke up that morning, but damned if that wasn’t a consequence of waking up and forgetting to get coffee within the first hour of starting. The headache was in hour six of rearing its ugly head, though, and four cups of coffee hadn’t done a thing to help.

The diner was buzzing like it always did during weekday lunch rush. She was doing all she could to keep up, but she wasn’t as young as the other waitresses. She’d heard ’em talk about her behind her back, but she was old enough to brush most of it off. She could still nail more orders than any of them could anyway, prissy little bitches. They wouldn’t do half as well as her when their tits were sagging and their asses barely fit in their jeans.

She bumped an empty table mid-thigh as she passed, like it had just jumped out at her. She looked at it a little perplexed, and it blurred in her right eye. Not the left, just the right. Left was still clear. She tried to reach up to check her glasses, see if she’d gotten something on the lens, but her arms felt weak, like she couldn’t lift them.

Her head was light, and she wondered if she could hear the blood rushing in her ears. She started to take another step, try to turn around to get back to the counter, but her legs faltered. The ground came rushing to her face, and she barely felt it when her cheek hit. The table she’d run into overturned, but she watched the whole thing like it was happening real far off.

She saw faint figures over her head, but they were out of focus, blurry. She couldn’t move anymore. Not arms, not legs. Everything seemed to be drawing away.

The ceiling above was all white, lit by the grey day, and it blurred, bit by bit, until that color was all that was left of her world.

Everything else just faded away.


***




Gideon was out of his seat within seconds of her hitting the floor. It was so overwhelming, having her right there. It flooded his consciousness with the low buzz of what she was hearing, echoing as he heard it too. Her pain was sweet delight to him, all the better for his proximity. He got hard without prompting and jerked on the doorknob of the men’s room with enough force to fling it open.

He could hear the cacophony of screams and cries behind him, the desperation of people unsure what to do next. Gideon knew there was no doctor that could save Linda Richards now, even if there had been one right there in the diner. She was past the point of saving, heading into death not twenty feet from where he was in the bathroom.

He shouldered into a stall, almost too overcome to bother shoving the lock into position. He whipped his fly down and started beating off, short strokes as the woman’s last, dying senses came through to him in the bathroom.

He could feel her breaths coming slowly, her body fighting for the last ones, rasping for them …

His breaths came in short gasps, hand working up and down in regular rhythm …

He smelled the aroma of burning meat on the griddle as she smelled it …

He tried not to breathe, the pungency of the old building’s unclean toilet wafting up at him as he stroked his cock harder …

The faint hum of people talking around her was like distant voices, whispering just out of sight …

His breaths were heavy, in triumph, his essence threatening to explode out of his body the way he heard the heart pounding on some of those close to death …

The bitter taste in her mouth was like acid working its way up from her last meal …

He could taste the desire for it to finish, to come, to cum, to explode. It built inside, throbbing in his body. He looked down and could see through her eyes for one last second, the light fading into black. He stopped the movement of his hand and the shell of a penis ejaculated. It shot black fluid that spattered the white tiles, simmering as it hit. Drops fell on the toilet seat and sizzled, fell into the water and smoke wafted out.

He tried to control his breath, the steady, hard intakes of air that were just pumped into his essence and came back out again. It was pointless; he didn’t need oxygen, but his shell made him breathe like a human, make the noise, take in the breaths, and his excitement caused it to speed up.

Gideon tilted his head back. He was still hard, still dripping. The sound of a drop spattering on the floor hissed and he shook his cock, trying to get the remainder in the toilet. He’d give it a few minutes, make sure it was all out before he put it back in his shorts.

In the distance, somewhere beyond the stall, he could hear the sirens coming. The sound made him hard again, and he took himself in hand and started to stroke up and down once more to the memory of what had just happened.


***




Erin was soaked in spite of her raincoat, drenched to the skin and surprisingly chilly for a summer’s day. The summer had turned cold. Or maybe it was just what they’d found that morning.

Reeve called them all together inside the entry hallway of the Hughes house once they’d finished searching the street. They’d found one more house in the line that was filled with remains. This one was a house of bones, too, not a slaughterhouse like Corey Hughes’s place. It still reeked, and she could smell it on herself through the plastic coat.

Or maybe it was just the smell of the Hughes house.

“This is fucking unbelievable,” Reeve said as a member of the crime scene unit from Chattanooga went past them in a suit that was designed to keep the contamination of the crime scene to a minimum. Reeve seemed not to notice the stink eye that the guy gave them. “We’ve had more murders in this town in the last week and half than we’ve had in the entire time I’ve been alive.” His voice quivered, his eyes were turned down in hard lines. “I’d give you all the ‘not on my watch’ speech, but the goddamned horse has already left the barn on this motherfucker, so instead I’m going to give you the ‘find this cocksucker and let’s pin their asscheeks to the wall’ speech.”

Erin looked over at Arch; he seemed desperately uncomfortable, like someone had put itching powder in his uniform. He shifted left and right, unable to keep himself still while Reeve was talking. She, on the other hand, felt no desire to do anything other than stand there frozen.

More dead than she could count. No clues. No sign of who could have even done such a monstrous thing.

“I want suspects,” Reeve said.

“No one saw anything,” Fries said with a shrug of his massive frame, jowls shaking as he turned his head.

“Don’t give me that shit. Someone saw something,” Reeve said, and put a finger up, pointing it Fries. “Something. A car. A person walking down the sidewalk. You can’t tell me there’s not some busybody in this neighborhood that didn’t hear something.” He turned and pointed toward the back of the house, where Corey Hughes was laid out. “You can’t tell me he died without screaming while whoever did that to him … did it.”

Erin had seen a bloody rag in Corey Hughes’s empty, gaping cavity, and suspected he’d been gagged to keep him from making any noise while he was eaten alive or vivisected or whatever had happened happened. She’d seen similar rags in the other houses

It wasn’t something she felt compelled to mention right now, though.

“I want suspects,” Reeve said, a fury lighting his eyes. “We got a lot of new people in town lately.” He turned to Arch. “What about that cowboy?”

Arch looked a little stunned. “He was with me last night until about nine.”

Reeve leaned forward, eyes alight, jaw stuck out. “And after that?”

Shit. Erin coughed, and four sets of eyes came to her. “He was with me,” she muttered.

“He’s just an example,” Reeve said. “Anyone else notice we got a shit ton of tourists in the last couple weeks?”

“Diner’s been fuller than usual,” Reines said, running a finger over his soul patch. “Thought maybe it was tourists.”

“Tourists don’t come to Calhoun County during summer,” Erin said. It was true. They came during hunting season, hoping to get one of the wide-bodied bucks with a big rack that lurked up in the national forest around Mt. Horeb. “Not a damned thing to do here except hike, and most tourists go to the Appalachian trail for that.”

“Well, there’s sure as shit a lot of strangers here,” Reeve said and pointed out the door, where the rain was still coming down. Erin could hear it on the roof. “And they ain’t here for the weather right now.”

“Maybe they’re from England,” Fries said with a low chuckle. His smile disappeared when everyone looked at him. “Sorry.”

“Start shaking the trees,” Reeve said. “Question everybody. Stop any cars that look suspicious.”

“What if it’s a local doing this?” Arch asked, and every head swiveled toward him. Erin had to blink a couple times.

“That’s crazy,” Reeve said. “We know everyone around here, and you’d think if someone was going to go around and completely eviscerate random people, we’d have had a hint of it before now—”

“Maybe not,” Arch said, and Erin could tell he was holding his ground. His back was straight, his whole body was stiff. “Think of how many farmers we have around here. Serial killers often start with animals. Someone could have been practicing for years.”

“What the hell are you saying, Arch?” Reeve was looking at him with narrowed eyes.

“I’m saying it could be anyone, so singling out strangers is kind of a futile strategy.” Arch folded his arms, and Erin could tell by his posture he was done.

Reeve seemed to chew on this for a moment, looking at Arch in disbelief, like he wanted to say something but was holding back for some reason. Erin suspected it was because of race. If Arch had been a white deputy of the same age, Reeve would have taken his head off right then and there, called him stupid—to put it mildly. The problem was, the more Erin thought about it, Arch was right. She said as much.

“Corey Hughes looked like he’d been slaughtered, right?” she asked, and Reeve’s red face turned to look at her, his eyes smoldering with rage. “Arch is right. We could have had a farmer ripping up his animals for years to practice up for this. It could be someone from here in Midian, or just the county. Or it could be someone from a neighboring county. Could be a total stranger from Colorado for all we know.”

“Why Colorado?” Fries asked, his jowled face scrunched up.

“Just picking somewhere at random,” she said. “Point is, we don’t even know what we’re looking for. This fucker, whoever he is, slaughtered three houses full of people. If he’s some kind of cannibalistic sonofabitch and came for the meat—and the bones being picked clean mean he probably did—he’s got a whole freezerful of it now, and we may not see him again for a while.”

“Y’all been watching too many serial killer movies,” Reeve pronounced, running a hand over his bald head. His face was lessening in its redness, expression softening. “I just can’t believe anyone in Calhoun County would do something like this … this … atrocity.” He said the word atrocity like it was worse than any curse he could have breathed. And since Erin had heard him casually throw out the c-word, he knew some pretty bad curses.

They waited in the circle until Reeve spoke again. “All right, fine. Maybe it is someone local. We need to keep an eye out for anything suspicious. We should troll through town on patrol at night, make our presence known. I want a light shined on every house. People are gonna go ape shit when they find out about this.” He breathed out, almost sounded like he wanted to spit. “They may even send the news trucks from Chattanooga to cover this mess. This shit just doesn’t happen around here.”

“You know people are gonna be asking questions,” Erin said.

“Yeah,” Reeve said and ran his hand over his slick head again. “You’re gonna be our department’s official communications coordinator.”

Bullshit, is what she thought, but caught herself before she said it. “That’s not in my job description, and I’d be terrible at it.” She saw him start to argue at the first part of it then deflated at the second half. Reeve knew she was a shitty liar. Couldn’t keep a straight face during a poker hand for anything, they’d discovered that at the last department Christmas party. And that was without even any booze running through her.

“Yeah, you’re right, dodging press questions ain’t your forte,” Reeve seemed to give it some thought. “Well, I’ll have the wife handle it, maybe funnel the really important ones to me.” He looked up at her. “I’ll need you on patrol, then, helping pick up some of the slack.”

She felt the rise of excitement. “I’ll need a car.”

Reeve scowled. “You can use mine. For now,” he hastened to add.

“You need me to leave my keys behind so you’ve got something to drive?” Erin felt the rush of near-giddiness. Finally. One of the team, doing something other than answering phones, filing bullshit paperwork, managing time cards and fetching coffee.

“Uh …” Reeve looked a little red in the face now, but for a different reason. “Nah, that’s okay. I’ll borrow my wife’s car if I need to get around.”

And he was calling her car a piece of shit. She sighed. At least she was moving up.


***




Arch hit the street as soon as Reeve was done with his inspirational talk. The direction he got out of it was basically to catch the guy responsible and keep an eye—and a lid—on things. There wasn’t much more they could do, really, other than pull over anyone acting suspicious and look out for broken windows and such. It wasn’t like they could go house to house, even in Midian. There were something like ten thousand people in the burg and surrounding area, after all, and that was a lot of doors to knock on. Even if they called in the cavalry and left the outlying areas of the county unpatrolled.

Which was a bad idea. Too much meth moving out there to leave it unobserved for long.

What he’d seen was still rattling in Arch’s head, and the new car smell didn’t come close to erasing the stink of what he’d gotten on him in those houses. He put the Explorer in gear and felt the pressure of the accelerator pedal as he pushed down. He took a breath and could almost taste the fetid, rotting smell in the back of his mouth. What he’d seen this morning was truly the sickest thing he’d ever seen.

He wanted to curse, but he didn’t allow himself to say any of the ones that would have counted. To him they’d have been as rotten and unwelcome on his tongue as the smell of that house was.

Demons.

It all came back to demons.

He steered the Explorer along the rain-drenched streets of Midian. When he hit Old Jackson Highway, he took a right toward the Interstate. He needed to talk to somebody. It was pressing on him, Alison not really saying anything lately. Not that she would have been the one to talk to about this, anyhow. Demons were something so fantastical it was probably beyond his wife’s comprehension.

There was no way in Arch’s mind that what he’d just seen had been caused by a human being. Sure, people had done things like that in the real world, that and worse, he would acknowledge. But to come to Midian now? When it had just become a mystical hotspot and demonic tourist attraction? Surely not a coincidence.

He blazed past the Sheriff’s Department office without even slowing down. He didn’t habitually speed, but he suspected he would today. He’d need to hurry if he was going to squeeze this conversation in before he got back on patrol. Reeve probably wouldn’t care where he was, so long as he was moving. Now wasn’t the time to get caught taking a long lunch, that much was certain.

But there was a serial killing demon wandering the streets of Midian, eating its way through the populace, and that meant Arch needed to take action of a different sort than his standard patrols would allow. He needed help. An expert.

As he pulled into the parking lot of the Sinbad motel, part of him wondered why an expert on demon hunting would be staying here, but dismissed the thought without putting much into it. The sandy brown exterior of the motel wasn’t much to look at and the inside was even worse, but it was almost all they had in this town. Almost.


***




Hendricks was lying on the bed, just savoring the pain that was racking him, when the knock came. He grunted and sighed, feeling his injuries come to him in an inventory as he rolled his way off the side of the bed into a crouching pose. He thought about answering with sword in hand, but it was daylight and unlikely that a demon was going to be attacking him now. He was more or less anonymous here, after all, having killed every demon he’d run across since coming to town.

Still, he pulled the chair his coat was resting on to within arm’s length of the door before he even looked out the peephole.

It was Arch. He opened the door a moment later, not bothering to throw on a shirt. The sheriff’s deputy made a low whistle that caused Hendricks to tilt an eyebrow at him. “You’re all bruised up,” the deputy explained.

“Though maybe you were admiring my physique,” Hendricks said with a half-hearted smile as he headed back to the bed. “What’s up?”

Arch’s joviality disappeared like it was written in marker erased off a whiteboard. “We got dead bodies.”

Hendricks cringed and not just from the pain. “Damn. Hazard of a hot spot, but I don’t imagine it’s ever easy to see people start turning up dead.”

“We’re not just talking normal dead,” Arch said, and he crossed over to stand by the table. “We’re talking eaten alive, nothing left but bones.”

Hendricks nodded. No wonder the cop was a little touchy. That’d do it, all right. “There’s a few strains of demons that like to eat human meat. How many dead?”

“Eight we know of,” Arch said. “They got a whole family in one house.”

Hendricks closed his functioning eye, racked his brain for what he knew. “They went from house to house?”

“Yep.”

“Hmmm, eating their prey, hitting all in a line,” Hendricks lay back on the bed and put his feet up. “Probably a pack of Tul’rore or a couple Spiegoth working in tandem.” He opened his eye and tilted his head to look at Arch. “They weren’t in the house when you got there?” Arch shook his head. “Probably the Spiegoth, then. They move around a lot, kinda strike a few targets of convenience, then they get lethargic for a while after that. Likely as not they’re gorged, and they’ll be under the radar for a few days.”

“So … what we do?” Arch asked. He was hanging on every word, Hendricks could see that.

Hendricks sniffed. His body smelled like the glue from adhesive bandages. He’d taped gauze over his eye, and the Plasticine smell of the adhesive hung heavy in his nose. “Well, we need to go hunting for their den. They’re likely to choose something warm and damp.” He looked toward the curtains, which were drawn, but he could still hear the rain outside and Arch was decked out in rain gear. “So, pretty much the whole area right now.”

“Storm drains are starting to overflow,” Arch said. “The Upper Caledonia River Valley is getting pretty wet. The reservoir up above Tallakeet Dam is probably pretty full at this point. That means the caves are probably beyond wet right now, probably getting to flooded. The water level is rising around here.”

Hendricks stared at him blankly. “So?” he asked.

“It means that typical underground hiding locations, if you’re talking about warm and damp, are out.” The big policeman seemed overly stiff while pointing that out, like he was annoyed at being called on his explanation.

“Warm and damp doesn’t mean underground,” Hendricks said with a smile. “Caves are too cool. They’d hang out in a swamp, more like. Or a greenhouse, if they could find one to their liking.” He glanced toward the closed curtains again, as though he expected them to be open or he could magically see through them. “The rain dropping the temperature?”

“Some,” Arch conceded. “Probably low eighties.”

“Yeah,” Hendricks said, “they’ll want somewhere hotter than the woods right now, then.” He paused. “If it is Spiegoth.”

“What do we do?” Arch asked.

“Come back when you’re off work,” Hendricks said, stretching on the bed. “Hopefully I’ll be a little more mobile by then, because right now I’m having a time convincing myself to even go to the bathroom. Almost led to a tragic bed-wetting incident earlier.”

“I probably won’t be done until late tonight,” Arch said, and Hendricks watched the deputy’s face sag. “Reeve will keep us on until late. Probably even institute some overtime because of this, which …” he flattened his lips and blew air between them, “… I always wondered what it would take.”

“Okay, well,” Hendricks said, trying to think it through, “I’m not gonna make it far without a car, not in this condition. Maybe we can go on your patrol together?”

Arch’s face got rocky. “Probably not. If Reeve catches you riding along with me on a patrol right now, he’ll throw a fit.” Hendricks waited for the explanation and it came along shortly. “He thinks it’s an out-of-towner that did this.”

“Probably was,” Hendricks said, trying not to take umbrage at the thought of a small-town sheriff taking aim on him or someone like him with an accusation like that. “But not a human out-of-towner.”

“I tried to get him to look at everybody,” Arch said. “Not get so myopic. Figured maybe if he’d broaden his search a little bit it might give him more opportunity to run up some blind alleys while we try and track down the real culprits, reduce ’em to a sulfur stink.”

“Which leaves your cannibal serial killer murders unsolved. Might not be a bad thing,” Hendricks said, focusing on the mauve/taupe wallpaper as he pondered it, “having people extra vigilant for a while. After all, depending on how long this hotspot lasts, they could be in for a lot nastier things than demons that want to eat them alive.”

Arch’s face twitched. “Worse? Worse than this? How?”

Hendricks told him. The big black lawman looked kinda pale when he was done.


***




Gideon walked through the rain, his skin still feeling like it was on fire, flush with heat of what he’d just seen. What he’d just done. It had been so close, so delicious. The cold rain battering him, soaking his t-shirt and cargo pants and chilling his skin, was easily ignored.

The taste of her death was just lingering on his tongue, like he’d gone out there and just licked her right in the middle of it. He could feel himself get hard as he walked, and he didn’t care. That made it even hotter somehow. Being that close to the death drove the sensuality factor through the roof. He imagined himself walking out in the middle of the diner while it was happening. Fulfilling himself right there, his jizz spattering the checkered tablecloths and burning through them, smoke wafting in the air.

It was a pleasant fantasy, but that was all it was. The damp, humid air filled his nose as he walked over the highway bridge. Cars rushed past in the rain below, the noise of tires on a slick road reaching him far above. He looked over the side and wondered what it would be like to—

He’d forgotten his car at the diner. He looked back and could see it over there, the rental waiting in the parking lot. It was such a simple thing to drive a car, but he’d been so distracted he’d forgotten about it.

Gideon stopped and looked down to the interstate again. The traffic flow was steady. Semis raced past, minivans and cars in their wake. It was afternoon, and he’d seen the traffic level rise in the mornings with rush hour and in the evening as well. They were right there, traveling along at seventy miles per hour, a hundred lives a minute. So close he could reach out and touch them.

Almost.

A smile creased his face and he stared off the bridge then looked around. Cars were coming by only occasionally on the overpass. He had an idea. A solid idea, a good one. It maybe pushed the boundaries of what his kind normally did, but there weren’t any real rules, right?

It wasn’t like he was the first to cross this particular boundary, after all. He’d just never needed to in places like Chicago, or before that, Detroit. There were plenty of dead coming all the time in those places. Like New York in the seventies and eighties, before it got cleaned up. That had been like heaven. A handful of murders every day, plus all the deaths of natural causes. Now it was dried up and he was lucky to get one good kill per day. Chicago had been a boon for his kind the last few years. And it wasn’t played out, but he’d fell the draw of the hotspot. Got sick of the snow, the summer, the streets.

The call of the hotspot promised something more. The Tul’rore that had blown into town after him seemed like they were going to deliver, too. It was entirely possible that other demons would come in, step things up, and turn it into a paradise like Chicago for a while, now that the Tul’rore were gone.

But until then, he was high and dry.

Watching Linda Richards die from a room away was a joy, and it had awakened in him a desire to experience it again. It was getting compulsive, and he wanted to reach down and take himself in hand, relive it—his most intense climax yet.

The rain kept coming down, though, and even though there was no traffic on the overpass, he knew better than to do it here. He didn’t want trouble. Not the obvious kind, anyway.

It’d interfere with the plan he’d just crafted.

Gideon walked on, heading back to the Sinbad, back to his room. He’d go back to the diner and get the rental later. He’d need it around five o’clock.

A loud crack of thunder startled him, and he looked up. The rain was coming down in sheets, and the sky looked almost black to the east. Good. That’d be in his favor if it kept up like this.

He was so gleeful about his plan, about what was on his mind, that he almost didn’t notice the Crown Vic with the sheriff’s markings sitting just outside the Sinbad’s parking lot. He tried not to be too obvious as he walked by, but he caught a glimpse of a blond woman watching the front of the motel. There was a sheriff’s department Explorer parked in a space just outside his room, and Gideon started to get very, very nervous.


***




Erin was watching Hendricks’s door. She hadn’t followed Arch here because she’d made it away from the crime scene about ten minutes after he did, but she’d ended up in the same place as him, sure enough. She was just sitting outside the Sinbad’s parking lot, waiting to see if he came out.

She asked herself again what the hell was going on, but no answer really came beyond the obvious. They were probably just talking about something or other. But what? It wasn’t like Arch had run out here to tell Hendricks about her big promotion. Hell, she didn’t even know exactly why she’d run out here to do it.

Okay, that was a lie. She’d driven out here because her BFF had left town before the curtain had even fallen on their graduation, and she’d done the slow draw away in the year since. Frequent texts became less frequent until they never really came at all anymore, and Erin had been left palling around with the other townies or her coworkers. None of them were really close. More like drinking buddies. Occasional fuck buddies, maybe. Very occasionally, lately.

Hendricks was the first thing to show up in a long time that had interrupted her monotony. This temporary field promotion or whatever was the second. Two breaths of fresh air in a stale town she had gotten a little bored of. So she was pissed at him for being all mysterious.

He was still the only person she could think of that she was actually excited to share this with.

What the hell was Arch doing in there? Why did he leave the scene of the most heinous murder in Calhoun County history and head immediately for a seedy motel to talk to a guy he had just professed not to know all that well?

Erin ran a hand over her face as the rain-streaked window of the Crown Vic blurred in front of her. What the hell was she doing here, anyway? Hendricks was just a guy she’d met less than two weeks ago. A guy she’d made some exceedingly stupid decisions with.

Still, she didn’t put the car in drive and leave. She just sat there in the rain, watching the door to the motel, waiting to see if it would open.


***




Gideon circled around to the other side of the street where a gas station was damned near abandoned. He pushed in through the door and took a quick look around. Bored clerk behind the counter, not a patron in sight, no one filling up out at the pumps. The place smelled a little of mildew and the carpet squished faintly as he walked in. He went over to the candy, picked up something at random and went to pay for it. All the while he was watching the motel to see what the cop was up to.

She was just sitting there. He couldn’t be sure from this distance, but it looked like she was watching the place. Maybe she was just watching the other cop car. Or maybe she was watching for him.

His mind reeled. What could they possibly be after him for? He hadn’t committed any crimes, at least none anyone knew about. It seemed unlikely they’d already be on him for masturbating in the diner bathroom, even if someone had seen him. Besides, the cops hadn’t even showed up to the diner, just the paramedics.

No, this was something else, and he was straining to think of what it could be. Maybe something to do with what the Tul’rore had done? They had left a hell of a mess, and surely someone had found it by now. Gideon frowned as he pulled out a dollar bill to pay for his purchase. Maybe they were going to try and pin it on him. He was new in town, a stranger, and didn’t these small-towners like to do shit like that? Paranoid, xenophobic sons of bitches.

He stripped the wrapper off the candy bar when he was done paying, told the clerk to skip the receipt, and paused before walking out the exit door. “Hell of a storm,” the clerk said to him from behind the red counter.

“Sure is,” he agreed without thinking about it.


***




Arch left Hendricks a few minutes later, stepping back out into the rain from the shelter of the Sinbad motel’s second floor overhang. It didn’t help much because the rain was now coming sideways. It was a drenching downpour, absolutely soaking everything. The parking lot had been dusty before, the result of an abandoned construction dig just one lot over from the motel. They’d planned to build a restaurant there once, but that was before the recession caused the investment dollars to dry up. Arch didn’t care much about that, except it might have been nice to have another place to eat in town.

He got in the Explorer and out of habit checked the rearview. There was a sheriff’s car just behind him, out of the parking lot a little bit. He thought it might have been the sheriff’s own and turned around to check.

It was. But Reeve had been back at the scene when last he saw him.

The answer took him only a moment to come to—Erin. He wondered why she’d come out here, but only for a second, because it was fairly obvious. Why she was waiting out here was a little more puzzling, until he thought about how things might have looked from her end. He’d taken off on patrol but ended up stopping off here first? He felt an uncontrolled grimace. This was probably going to require an explanation but not until later. He hated lying anyway.


***




Gideon watched the big Explorer pull out of the parking lot and head down the road back toward town. He waited, and sure enough, the Crown Vic pulled into the space occupied by the Explorer only a few moments later. The girl got out and knocked on the door that the other sheriff’s deputy, the big burly black guy, had just come out of a minute before. It only took Gideon a second to remember that the cowboy had been in that room.

What the hell was the deal with the cowboy? He was a demon hunter but working with the law? Was he like a Texas Ranger? But for Tennessee, maybe? Was there even such a thing as a Tennessee Ranger?

He waited, staring out into the rain for a couple more minutes while he finished his candy bar. It didn’t look like they were interested in him, in any case, so there was no reason to hole up over here any longer. He had some thinking to do, anyway. The rain was getting worse, and that was all to the better.


***




“So …” Hendricks said as he sat back down on the bed. When he’d heard the second knock, he figured it was Arch coming back to tell him something else. It wasn’t, and he couldn’t decide if that made things better or worse. When he saw it was Erin, it sent a shot of butterflies right to his stomach, knowing he was going to have to answer questions he didn’t want to. Her raincoat was filling the room with a mildew smell, like it had been with the department since the sixties and hadn’t ever been cleaned. It wasn’t making Hendricks real happy to be next to her.

“So …” Erin said, and she sat down next to him. “What’s the deal?”

Hendricks tried to figure out what he could evade on this one. “With what?”

Her eyes grew wider for a second before narrowing back down again, and her nostrils flared. He got the feeling this conversation might end up having to get cut short. It wasn’t going to be pretty if it went that way. “What were you and Arch talking about?”

Hendricks laughed a little under his breath, and he saw her react again. Well, it wasn’t like he could tell her the truth. His logical mind was shouting the answer to him, and he was connecting the dots pretty easily. She was pissed at him anyway, so she was going to have to go. “You’re not my girlfriend, so don’t go playing like you’re a jealous one.”

He could see that one land, like he’d slapped her, and he felt a hard stab of remorse that he fought to keep off his face. This was why demon hunters didn’t get involved. He’d been stupid to get barnacled onto her as tight as he had so quickly. He wanted to kick himself, but her response did that for him. “Fuck you,” she said.

It was simple, it was direct, and it was followed by her standing, turning her back on him, and walking out with a slammed door that echoed in the room. He stared at the closed door, a wet palm print from where she’d grasped it presenting a dark spot, like she’d bled on it.

He put a hand up over his mouth, clenching his teeth tightly shut, and rubbed his face. Like he could somehow compel the words he’d said back in there and replace them with something smarter, something that wouldn’t have torpedoed the fuck out of the first real connection he’d felt with a woman in five years.


***




Gideon passed the blond sheriff’s deputy as she stormed out of the room next door. She didn’t even notice him, standing by his door, about to unlock it. She’d clearly had a tiff with the cowboy, and that made him feel even better. This really didn’t have anything to do with him.

He smiled as he unlocked the door and strode into his room, dripping on the carpet. He didn’t even bother to lock the door, just started stripping off his clothes. He kept his hands off himself, though, tempting as it was to relive the joy of watching that waitress die of the stroke again. He was going to save himself for tonight.

Because tonight was going to be even better.


7.


Erin raced down the road in the sheriff’s car, sirens flashing. She didn’t need them on, it was a violation of regulations, but by God, did it feel good. She could feel the anger burning through her, pushing her foot down on the pedal as she headed out of town. The Crown Vic smelled of fast food, like the thousand burgers probably consumed in it were still sitting on the back seat.

Erin was a little surprised she’d gotten that heated that fast with Hendricks. The bastard had pushed a button, though, and she’d let him have it and stormed off. She could feel the tension across her skull and back, a forming storm of a headache, maybe one of those migraines she got every now and again. It was hard for her to believe some drifter passing through and making a stop of her was worth that much aggravation.

She kept the pedal down, though, the rain coming down in sheets across the windshield, and headed back toward town. There were a thousand mysteries about Hendricks running through her mind, questions that she still wanted answers to even though she’d told him “fuck you” pretty clearly. It was itching at her, causing her stomach to rumble. Or maybe that was just the lack of breakfast combined with the coffee doing the talking.

She kept on into the rain, the trees barely visible on either side of the road, not really caring where she was going.


***




Arch had wanted to go home. Getting around two o’clock he started feeling the urge, like it was a normal day and a normal shift. He’d started around seven, but he wasn’t clocking out at three this time around. He’d exchanged brief words with the sheriff a couple hours earlier, and it had been made clear to him that he was on a double today, straight through until eleven.

He’d left Alison a message telling her, but she hadn’t called back. This was not a huge surprise, given how much talking she’d done of late when they were at home. She was clearly of a mind to give him the silent treatment, and he was not all that sure of how to deal with it just yet. It was tough for him to wrap his mind around the idea that she’d gone so cold so quickly. She’d always been the warm half of the two of them, always the lovey-dovey one, while he was the cool, collected, aloof one. It worked for them. She brought him out; he stayed pretty well clear of entangling with anyone but her.

He was sitting in his Explorer on the side of the road close up by town. He had gotten eight speeders in the rain so far today between patrols. The weather just pounded the Explorer, gusts of wind rocking it from side to side every now and again. Arch sat there, smelling the new leather with every other breath, fingers drumming on the center console, listening to the roar of Mother Nature’s fury and thinking how it compared to Alison’s.

They’d fought before, of course. They’d been together since high school, after all; it wasn’t like they’d been perfectly happy every day of it. Usually it stemmed from Arch making some emotional misstep. Alison was sensitive, had lots of feelings and emotions. She was a songbird, shifting emotional states and making it clear by whatever tune she was warbling at the time. When she was mad, it came quick and obvious. When she was happy, the music was lilting, her affection was sweet and perfectly timed—and a little over the top.

But this dead silence for over a week? This was new.

Arch glanced at his dashboard clock for the first time in three minutes. He thought it had been an hour, but when he checked it was only three minutes. He sighed then wondered how quickly he could get to Hendricks and start hunting the things that had done this. They’d made a heckuva mess, after all, killed a lot of people. There was no way the sheriff’s department was going to be able to stop these things, whatever they were.

Next to that, mending fences with his wife just didn’t seem quite as important.

Or so Arch told himself as he kept thinking about what to do next, wondering if he should just go get Hendricks now. All the while, every here and again he felt the urge to drive to Rogerson’s to see Alison, but he snuffed that thought like a curse word about to pop out of his mouth.


***




Gideon was done waiting. He’d watched the old clock by the bed, the jointed red numbers gradually creeping up. It was four forty-five and he couldn’t wait any longer. It had been hours of anticipation stifled, of desire pent up. He hadn’t gone this long without gratifying himself in a year, probably. And that was after an orgy of shootings had been followed by a serial killer torturing someone to death. He’d been exhausted.

The Sinbad’s rooms were extra shitty, and it didn’t take him long to change into some new cargo shorts and a fresh shirt. Lingering around on the bed in nothing but boxers hadn’t made his resistance of temptation any easier. He liked to play with his belly a little, though, since it hung over his waistband some anyway. He pulled the cargo shorts over his hairy, spindly legs and zipped up, getting a little thrill at the thought of the zipper coming down again soon.

He walked out the Sinbad’s door once he was dressed, pausing only to grab the short blade knife he kept in his luggage. He’d never needed it before, but he carried it just in case. He pocketed in his shorts and stepped outside, his shoes still squishing with wetness. That didn’t really matter, though, because within a minute of walking out they were soaked through completely, and he couldn’t hear the squishing over the sound of the rain pouring down anyway.

He headed across the parking lot, back toward the diner where he’d left his car. He was walking faster than usual and could feel himself twitch with anticipation.

Soon. It would be so good. Very, very soon.


***




Lerner was sick of sitting around the hotel room. It was nice enough, but he’d been staring at the white walls forever, taking only occasional breaks to look out at the rain. The whole place had the smell of a hotel, that scent of laundry done in bulk and the aroma of dry air recently run through a vacuum’s filter. Lerner was standing, pacing, trying to think. “Any word of activity?”

“Nothing,” Duncan replied, staring straight ahead at the wall. It’s what he did. Like he was trying to somehow memorize the colors to add to his palette for later use in something appalling for his wardrobe. “All’s quiet. Everyone’s probably bedded down with this storm going. You know demons are like cats; they don’t like getting wet any more than humans do.”

“My kingdom for a Vernosh attack,” Lerner mumbled under his breath. He glanced back at Duncan. “Anything, really. A Urunock infestation.”

Duncan shuddered slightly. “You don’t mean that.”

“Probably not that one, no,” Lerner agreed. Urunock were just nasty and could burn through even the shell of a demon in seconds. “Something, though.”

Duncan just sat there. It’s how he did what he did, Lerner knew. Communing. Taking messages. Sensing. It didn’t make it easier on Lerner, though, whose mind cried out for someone to talk to, someone to spitball with.

“You know,” Lerner said, “I’ve always wondered about hotel maid service—”

“No,” Duncan said.

Lerner sighed. These days were the worst.


***




Gideon paused at the car. The sky was nearly black, like night had fallen early. It did that shit up north, in the winter, but this was Tennessee in summer. Dark clouds were blotting out almost any trace of light and the rain was falling in sheets, making it hard to see more than a few feet in front of him. He was buffeted by the wind, which had gotten much worse since he’d walked back to the motel earlier. There were even a few moments when he worried crossing the interstate bridge that it was just too nasty for him to pull off what he’d planned.

But then things would clear for a few minutes and he’d start to think he could pull it off again. It damned sure didn’t hurt to try.

He approached his car from the rear. He thought about giving himself extra deniability, maybe stabbing the knife into one of the tires, but that meant he’d actually have to change it. What were the odds a rental car tire was going to get traced back to him anyway? They were all the same, weren’t they?

He found he didn’t really care. The cops had enough going on right now, probably still dealing with what the Tul’rore had left for them. They’d had to have found it by now, right? If things got too intense, all he’d need to do was to vanish for a while. He knew there were explanations, ways to get out of it, but he found the thought of what he was going to do way more exciting than what would happen if shit went wrong.

Planning was for other people. He needed to act, now.

Gideon got in the car, felt his wet clothes soaking the cloth seats. He started her up and wheeled around to make the left turn out of the parking lot. This part was something he’d thought about over and over.

He looked down the highway, saw traffic getting heavier. There was a break in the downpour, just enough to allow him to see a hundred feet to his left and right. Cars were moving slowly, the rain too much for their windshield wipers to handle.

He pulled out when he had a chance, and after about thirty seconds he hit his emergency blinkers. The steady clicking sound was drowned out by the rain hammering the roof of the car.

Gideon pulled onto the shoulder of the interstate bridge, taking care to position the sedan so it obstructed part of the right lane. He parked on the far side of the bridge, trying to place the car exactly where he needed it to be.

A semi roared by, heading toward the entry ramp for the southbound lane. Gideon’s car shook, but whether it was from that or the rain, he didn’t know. He held his breath and counted to five, watching his rearview mirror to make sure he didn’t get blindsided by another truck as he got out.

He opened the door and the cold deluge hit him immediately. The temperature had dropped from the steady rain, and now that it was after five p.m., the sun was lower in the sky behind the clouds.

He was already soaked and not getting much wetter, though, so out he sprang and started walking around the car. When he reached the trunk he fought to put the key in and unlock it. The yellow hazard lights beat out a steady rhythm of flashes, occasionally coinciding with the lightning overhead.

Gideon smiled when he opened the trunk. He looked back as a minivan passed by on the highway bridge. He couldn’t feel the people inside, but he knew they were in there. Just like below him. He couldn’t see the cars traversing the interstate beneath him, but he knew they were there.

Gideon pulled back the matting in the trunk of the sedan, exposing the spare tire. It was bolted down, and he removed the tire iron that functioned as the crank for the jack as well as the bolt loosener and starting to unscrew the tire. The rain continued to douse his back, droplets rolling down his nose. He ignored them as he worked, wet shirt hanging off of him. He could feel it riding up behind him, exposing the small of his hairy back to the motorists passing by.

He didn’t care.

When the bolt popped free, he lifted the tire and dragged it out of the trunk. He kept the tire iron in one hand and carried the tire in the other. He might need both. After a moment’s thought, he put them both down, went back around and grabbed the jack and the restraining bar out of the trunk as well, setting them against the concrete barrier at the edge of the bridge.

When he came back around after shutting the trunk, he could barely feel the rain anymore. His skin was on fire with the anticipation. He busied himself while he waited for another semi to pass, the engine noises barely reaching him through the rain.

After that, he could see no one coming from behind him on the bridge.

Gideon took a breath of wet air and picked up the spare tire. He could feel the weight of it as he hugged it close, heavy in his hands. The treads pushed into his hairy arms, and he could feel the gaps with his fingers. He took one last look to make sure no one was coming over the bridge, and then looked down over the edge to the interstate below.

Cars and trucks whizzed by every few seconds. The rain was still pouring, but the visibility was good enough for him to see a couple hundred feet below. A Buick was emerging out of the curtain of rain just at the edge of his visibility, and he timed it purely by gut. He tossed the tire over the edge of the bridge.


***




Jerry Bryan was on his way home from work. He was just doing his shift down at the distribution center a few miles down the highway, passing through, one exit to go, and counting the miles till home. The rain was an absolute hell today, the blacktop on the interstate slicker than shit. Jerry knew a little about this stuff, and he would have sworn the oil and sediment that made it all so dangerous was supposed to wash off in the first half hour or so of a good rain,

But they were on day two, and it was still slick as hell.

Jerry had been on a couple long shifts the last few days. Lots of heavy lifting. Lots of carrying. Lots of packages going out the door. He had only had the job a month, the warehouse opening a boon to Calhoun County. Jobs were getting rarer out there, especially ones that paid eleven bucks an hour in this area.

The rain was just slamming down, running across the windshield like someone had poured a bucket over the glass. The wipers were at max but barely keeping up, giving him a clear view for a second before they got overwhelmed again.

He was trying to keep his eyes on the road, but his head was drifting to think about the baseball game he’d stayed up to watch last night. The Braves had taken the Phillies in the ninth, and there was—

Jerry saw a shadow overhead and then something hit the windshield. It shattered, spraying him with glass before whatever it was dropped in and bounced off the steering wheel to hit him in the face.

It was like he got smashed in the teeth and nose by a concrete block. The pain was immediate, and Jerry slammed his foot onto the brakes on instinct. His head was spinning and he could feel cold rain mix with warm blood on his face. The car jerked and locked into a spin.

Jerry felt the world shift around him as the Buick’s back end swept around. The rain kept coming and he saw a faint shadow ahead of him through the blood that was dripping into his eyes.


***




Gideon listened as the tire fell. The sound of it hitting the Buick’s windshield was like a gunshot. Like he was back Chicago again.

Gideon had already reached down and grabbed the jack. It was heavy, the steel edges biting into his eager hands. He was already shaking from the thrill of it. Now it wasn’t just anticipation, it was the beginning of the stirrings. He could feel Jerry Bryan suffering down there, and he saw the semi truck emerge from the rain below and knew that the driver wouldn’t have enough time to stop, even if he tried.

Still, he flung the jack anyway and waited with shaking hands and his breath held to see what happened.


***




Jerry ran a hand over his face to clear the blood, and that turned out to be a real mistake. He saw the black shape emerge from the haze of the downpour. It was just out his window, at a perfect forty-five degree angle to his left. He heard the brakes squeal and the engine make a noise like it was downshifting, but that stopped a moment later when something hit the truck’s windshield.

He saw the spiderweb cracks like it was happening in slow motion, then the whole thing caved in like someone had chucked a brick through it. The next thing Jerry saw was the windshield of the truck disappearing as the front grill of it became his whole world, and he barely felt the impact when it slammed into his Buick.


***




Gideon could hear the collision, the semi eating the Buick with Jerry Bryan in it. He’d felt the trucker actually die from the jack hitting him, the steel edge catching him in the temple and breaking his skull open. It didn’t happen immediately; these things never did, but he was rendered insensate and unable to stop the truck. Gideon knew that even if a paramedic had been on scene with a doctor, the trucker—named Jack Benitez, lately out of Miami, Florida—would still be dead in minutes.

It was locked in, now. Nothing to do but wait and savor that one. Those were the best, in Gideon’s opinion.

Of course, the one that Jerry Bryan had experienced, the mostly sudden type, those were good, too. Jerry Bryan was just barely dead now, splattered on the road underneath Benitez’s semi. Parts of his brain were still working, even though they were spread out over several lanes of traffic. Bryan wasn’t anywhere near conscious now, though, so most of the satisfaction was gone.

Gideon had the tire iron in his hand and heaved it over at a delivery van detouring below to avoid the accident. The left-hand lane was still mostly clear. Mostly. Gideon’s throw ended that, though, as the delivery driver caught it right in the chest. Gideon had the demon strength, fortunately, though he rarely had cause to use it.

He chucked the last piece, the brace that kept the tire mounted in the trunk, and aimed it a little farther out.


***




Sarah Glass was in a hurry. She was supposed to start babysitting fifteen minutes ago, but her mom had been late in getting home from a shopping trip to Knoxville. They shared the car on days when Sarah had to work, like today. It was a tough gig, and Sarah knew she was in the shit as she drove along way faster than she should with the rain coming down like it was. Her fingers danced over the keys of her iPhone, tapping out a text message, a hurried apology to her boss, Anna, who was actually a very lovely lady to work for. Anna had given Sarah a fucking amazing bonus last Christmas, which she’d used to get her first tattoo, a little flower on her ankle.

Sarah was texting one handed, one eye on the road and one on the screen of the phone. The car was warm, the heater working overtime to banish the chill the rains had brought it. This shitty weather was going to totally fuck with her plans, because the kids she watched would be confined indoors tonight. On nice nights, she could take them out to the park near their house. On a night like this, it’d be episode after episode of Bubble Guppies.

Anna wouldn’t get home until after midnight, because she was on a permanent hybrid shift at her job. That was the name of the game. Sarah would put the kids to bed at eight-thirty, work on homework until eleven and fall asleep on the couch or watch TV until her boss came home, and then she’d drive home to sleep a little longer. Anna had long offered for her to stay, but it was fifty-fifty whether Sarah would even get to sleep in the house. It was hard to sleep anywhere but her own bed, the smells of Anna’s home just not-quite-familiar as her own. The couch was kinda shitty, too. It had a spring that always poked her in the back.

She sent the text and tossed her iPhone into the cup holder. Shit shit shit. Anna would be late to work, that was the bottom line. Fuck. She felt bad, but she didn’t have her own car, and her goddamned mom just had to make a shopping trip to the mall in Knoxville today. Why? No reason, really. It’s not like she didn’t already have plenty of clothes. It’s not like she didn’t know the weather was going to be shitty. It wasn’t like she didn’t have plenty of warning that traffic was going to suck on the way back—

Her furious irritation with her mother was interrupted by something smashing into her windshield. It broke the glass and hit her in the arm, stunning her. The words, did that just fucking happen? ran through her head. She tried not to swear around the kids, but fuck, sometimes that was hard.

She was still processing what the fuck was happening when she realized that there was something ahead. It took her a second to realize that both lanes were totally blocked under the overpass at the Midian exit. A semi-trailer looked like it had smashed a car on one side, and a blue van with something written on the side had neatly smashed into the bridge support between the opposing lanes of traffic on the left. The van was wedged sideways and no more than three feet of space remained between it and the accident in the right lane.

Sarah hit the brakes but knew she was far, far too late. She slammed into the van with her mother’s Subaru. There was no windshield to shatter now. As the hood of the car crumpled before her she barely felt the impact of her face against the side of the van, smashing her skull into oblivion.


***




Gideon staggered back toward the rental now. He checked to make sure no one was coming over the bridge before breaking into a run toward the driver’s side door. He reached it and threw it open, yanking his pants down around his ankles the moment he was in. He could feel them, so close—Jerry Bryan, Jack Benitez, Sarah Glass. The delivery driver was still alive, barely, but there were other cars piling up now. The ones who were too dumb to slow down, driving seventy even with the visibility as low as it was, like they were fucking invincible. They caused the mess to grow by leaps and bounds.

Gideon’s hand was on his cock and rubbing now, the desire and heat rushing through him. He’d been hard since Jerry Bryan had died first. Now it was just a ongoing rush of arousal, his ejaculations coming one after another with an intensity from the closeness of the deaths. He felt another car slam into the pileup and a family of three died nearly instantly. He exploded and felt the hot ejaculate splatter his legs and drip onto the floor mat. He could hear the hiss, the smoky smell of the plastic and carpet filling the car.

Another semi slid in below, a long-haul driver named Sam Worthen dying as his sternum cracked on the steering wheel. He hadn’t been wearing a seatbelt. Worthen writhed in his cab in immeasurable pain. Gideon felt himself come again, his fingers sticky with the burning ejaculate, stinging his flesh as he continued to stroke himself to the feeling of the man thrashing around in the semi below.

Gideon was on fire now, his hand moving up and down his shaft in a symphony of pain and pleasure. There were voices crying out below him, souls leaving their bodies while screaming in agony and terror, and he was drinking it all in. The thrill was almost more than he could manage, and just when he’d catch his breath in his throat, another car would slam into the pile-up, another life would flee its earthly shackles, and he’d explode in an orgasmic burst that would send another ejaculation spitting from his tip.

He could smell the cloth seat burning, but his eyes were closed tight as Gideon savored the sensations around him. He was feeling those souls come through him. Their cries were like the sounds of his lover, their moans of pain as near to his lover’s orgasm as he’d ever experience. They filled him up, these twenty dead and counting, and it was more powerful than anything he’d ever felt before.

The feeling started to taper off, this most intense of pleasures, this hottest fire of arousal he’d ever felt. His hand was covered over with his own expulsion, and the car stunk of sulfur and smoke. It was thick in the back of his throat. He could barely move his hand over his cock, it was so sticky and taxed. His wrist shook with the strain of what he’d been doing, and looked down at the clock.

Five fifty-four.

He felt a surge of panic and hurried to wipe his hand on the passenger seat. It burned and sizzled as he did so, and then he fumbled for his keys. He looked down and his seat was burned through, a clear swath of nearly two inches seared right through the cloth, then yellow insulation burnt black in the hole. He could see a little had even burned through the floorboard of the car, though the hole was small enough that it didn’t concern him. It was maybe as wide as his pinky. Little spots of black on the steering wheel marked the places where particularly violent ejaculations had melted the pleather.

Gideon fumbled for his keys and felt the metal bend under his touch from the remnants of his ejaculate still on his fingers. He turned the key in the ignition hurriedly then removed his hand to see his fingerprints melted into the plastic head of the key. Fuck fuck fuck.

He looked back and could see some minor traffic on the bridge. There were lights flashing below, police and paramedics and firemen on the scene that he hadn’t even noticed in his orgasmic engrossment. He hurriedly put the car into gear, feeling the metal of the gearshift melt beneath his touch. He looked down quickly and noted his pants and underwear were mostly intact; the instrument panel had a few spots where the plastic displays had melted because of his emissions coming to rest on them.

He put foot to pedal slowly, not wanting to arouse any suspicion. He was just a lookiloo, he told himself. Just someone watching the chaos. Or at least that’s what they’d think at first. He’d need to be gone by the time that they realized otherwise.

Gideon steered the car over the bridge and crossed into the left turn lane. He got onto the freeway, heading south toward Chattanooga. He’d ditch the car somewhere down there, switch to a different rental company and get another one before returning to Midian.

Why come back? he asked himself. He’d done something new here, experienced his most intense session yet, better even than that one a year ago. But if he tried to replicate it again, it probably wouldn’t go so well.

But the excitement! The raw excitement of moving from letting things happen naturally, lying back passively and expecting death to come to you, around you, from watching at a distance to being up close, right there, and even MAKING IT HAPPEN—

No, that was a rush he couldn’t forget. It was a new high of arousal for him. He felt his hand shake as he guided the rental down the on-ramp to the interstate below. There was no traffic, none at all.

Gideon smiled wider as he cranked the car up to seventy. The rain hammered the windshield, but he didn’t care. He had to come back. He was going to re-experience this moment in his motel room later tonight, over and over.

And then, after he was good and worn out, he was going to take some time to build his excitement again—and figure out a way to do it even bigger and better next time.


8.


This was a sick fucking day, Erin reflected as she stood in the rain, looking at the mangled pile of cars under the interstate bridge. She was still wearing her rain gear because the shit soup was still pouring down. She was the only one of the sheriff’s department presently on scene, but there were a few Tennessee state troopers there and more on the way. She’d seen the latest one pull up a few minutes ago, siren blaring over the downpour and blue lights flashing, throwing up gravel while churning up the shoulder.

Erin was basically watching at this point, left to supervise the more prosaic of two evils that had happened in Midian today. It was a bitch of a coincidence that the largest multi-vehicular accident in Tennessee history should happen on the same damned day as the discovery of a mass murder, but she had only the barest of suspicions about that. It was something that was nagging at her as she stood there in the rain, waiting for the tow trucks to clear things out enough that they could divert traffic up onto the off-ramp temporarily. They’d closed the interstate an exit back and everything was flowing through Midian proper now. That’d make the downtown shop owners real happy and piss off the homeowners.

She felt a cold that went way beyond the chill the rain had brought as she stood there on the shoulder, the gravel crunching beneath her shoes as she shifted from left to right foot and back again. She studied the remains of the accident and tried to figure out how it had happened. It was enough of a jigsaw puzzle she honestly wondered if she’d ever be able to figure it out before conceding that no, she probably wouldn’t. Maybe the brains at the Tennessee Highway Patrol or even the National Transportation Safety Board would figure it out.

But for now, she just stood there, watching them try and manage the scene. And it was a hell of a scene to manage.

Colonel Donald Ferris of the Tennessee Highway Patrol worked his way over to her as he had every few minutes in a more or less standard orbit. His wide-brimmed hat was state trooper standard, and he’d come from district headquarters to oversee the shit fall out from this wreck. He was an older man, grey shot through his hair, he carried a few extra pounds and seemed to be of the same stripe as Sheriff Reeve. He walked plenty upright and was doing his damnedest to be courteous, Erin could tell that much.

Whether that was because he was just wired that way or he was treating her different because she was a young woman, Erin didn’t know. Didn’t care, either, so long as he didn’t cross any lines.

“Ma’am,” Ferris said, doffing his hat slightly and getting himself wet in the process. Erin found a little amusement in that. Very little, but on a day like today she’d take it.

“Colonel,” she said with a nod. She didn’t bother to doff her hat. Not that it would matter at this point; her hair was soaked anyway.

“We found some … unusual things here,” Ferris said without much preamble.

“How unusual?” Erin tried to keep her cool, but inwardly she could hear her heart thumping louder than the raindrops on her head.

Ferris gave a kind of shrug. “We found some things in places they shouldn’t be. A spare car tire that we can’t match to any of the vehicles in the collision. It’s pretty mangled since we pulled it from under the semi at the head of the crash, though. A car’s jack in the cab of one of the big semi trucks; kind of out of place there. A bent-up tire iron that looks like it might match the jack.” Ferris’s hat was sluicing water off as he talked to her, and she could tell he was raising his voice to be heard over the rain.

“So what do you think?” Erin asked, pretty sure she knew what he was going to say. It seemed obvious enough to her.

“I hate to jump to conclusions, but it looks like this might have been intentional,” Ferris said, looking no more bothered by the news than if he’d just told her he had to pick up a gallon of milk on the way home. He pointed up to the highway bridge above them. “Someone may have thrown some things down to try and trigger an accident.”

Erin wanted to be sickened by the thought of that, but she’d already seen much worse just today. “What do we do next?”

Ferris shook his head. His khaki shirt and green pants lost some of their luster under the clear plastic rain gear. He was one cool customer, Erin thought. “Nothing you have to worry about,” Ferris said. “I’ve got my forensics people bagging evidence, and we’ll get ’em back to our impound for investigation.” He scratched his cheek with long fingernails yellowed by tobacco. “Department of Transportation and NTSB might get involved with something of this scale.”

That sinking feeling in her stomach was getting worse by the minute. “You’ll keep us in the loop, right?” Erin asked.

“Yes, ma’am,” Ferris said, and doffed his hat again. She watched water drip down his collar and he made a face. Any other day, under any other circumstances, she might have found it amusing. Today was not that day.


***




Arch felt like he was snowed under. The call about the multi-vehicular catastrophe had come in a couple hours ago, and part of him wanted to rush right out there, but dispatch—played currently by the sheriff himself, still at the Hughes house crime scene—had told him to sit in town and keep writing tickets between patrols.

He was doing this now, stuck in place along Old Jackson Highway with about a million cars crawling along in front of him. The traffic shunted from the shut-down interstate was plugging Midian’s main thoroughfare, a string of headlights that went for miles and miles, with very little movement.

Arch had the itch under his skin, sick of the smell of the Explorer’s heater, tired of hearing the slow hum of the engine idling and the rain tapping on the roof. He’d heard of Chinese Water Torture and was sure as he could be that it had to be employed in some manner in Hades. He wanted to drive, but he was trapped in a parking lot on the side of the road, waiting for the mess to clear.

He wasn’t likely to be writing many tickets here, either, unless it was for parking violations.

He considered riding the shoulder and probably would when the time came for his next patrol in a half hour or so. Until then he was stuck in place.

It only took a short time for him to connect the dots and start thinking of that as a metaphor for his situation with Alison, with the demon hunting he was undertaking and all else. By then the itch to move had settled into a slow, painful burn, and he just ground it out for as long as he could—another five minutes—before he flipped on the siren and lights and headed down Old Jackson Highway toward the Sinbad motel.


***




Hendricks was a little surprised at the knock on his door. He figured Arch would be a lot later getting there, taking at least a few more hours on patrol. That would have suited Hendricks just fine, because he was sleeping through the dulled sensation of pain racking his side and the ache around his eye. The good news was that he was able to open his eye slightly, and his vision was clear. Holding it open for long resulted in some discomfort, though, so he shut it until such time as he’d need it.

Hendricks made his way across the chill motel room, hip still bothering him. He rubbed his face as he got up, a bleariness settling into his head. The heater wasn’t working; he’d already checked before he’d gone to sleep. Some kind of seasonal bullshit, he figured, to keep customers from cranking up something they shouldn’t and letting it run all day and night. Probably affected the motel’s narrow profit margin.

Hendricks opened the door and said, “Weren’t you expecting you quite this early.” He reddened after he said it, because he’d spoken without seeing who it was. It didn’t occur to him—like he was some kind of moron or something—that it could be anyone but Arch. It could have been Erin, back to apologize for what she’d said, or to rip into him again.

It wasn’t, though. It was a woman, but most definitely not Erin.

“You were expecting me?” She had her head cocked to the side, the very picture of curiosity. Her eyes were studying him fiercely. Her hair was long and red, not a hint of moisture on it even though she wore no raincoat. In fact she didn’t seem to have much of anything on besides a tank top covering her small breasts and a pair of blue jeans that looked tight on her thin figure.

“Ah, no,” Hendricks said, fighting for the words. “I was … uh … actually expecting someone else.” The eyes were piercing, watching him. They felt like they were boring into him, trying to drag out an explanation. “I thought you were Arch.”

“No,” she said, almost singsong, still staring at him, a little less blankly now. “I am not Archibald Stan.”

“Well, yeah,” Hendricks said at last, “I know that now, Starling.”


9.


“What’s going on here?” Arch asked as he strode up to the door of Hendricks's motel room. That red-haired woman, Starling, who’d saved his and Hendricks’s bacon a week or so earlier, was standing out front, looking at him with those eyes. Arch found them kind of intimidating; it was like they anchored on to you and didn’t let go. He looked and realized he couldn’t tell what color they were even in the light.

Hendricks stood in the door, leaning against the jamb. The cowboy looked like he was still half-asleep to Arch. “I was about to ask her when you came walking up, actually.” Hendricks was in a black t-shirt and jeans, and his face still looked like all heck, but his swollen eye was partially open, so that was an improvement at least.

“You got any idea what’s going on out there?” Arch jerked a thumb toward the direction of the interstate, just a few hundred feet away. The rain had started to slacken, waning into a drizzle now. The parking lot of the Sinbad was under a good quarter inch of water even still, and Arch had passed more than a few drainage ditches on the way here that were full and still rising.

Hendricks looked past him and shrugged, looking surprisingly nonchalant for a man whose face bore all the signs of being caved in only last night. “Rush hour?”

“Murder,” Starling breathed, and it really wasn’t much more than a breath the way Arch heard it. It was low and throaty, hissed out as she narrowed those striking eyes. He watched her, and if he’d had to make a guess, he’d say she wasn’t too happy about the whole situation.

“Murder?” Hendricks had a scowl in place now. “Not those Spiegoth again?”

Arch waited a second to see if Starling would explain. When she didn’t he took a step closer. “What do you mean, murder? Last I heard it was a multi-vehicular accident—”

“Open your eyes,” Starling said, and her face was back to the normal, placid expression now. “Too much death. Too much blood.”

Arch let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding and shot a glance at Hendricks. “It does appear awfully coincidental. Can you prove that something’s going on with this wreck?”

Starling cocked her head at him, and Arch suddenly felt mighty small. “Do you need proof? Can you not find it in you to take such an extraordinary occurrence on faith?”

Arch looked back at Hendricks to find the cowboy looking back at him. “Don’t look at me for faith,” Hendricks replied quickly, his arms folded over his black t-shirt, “but that does seem like a big coincidence, this coming after those murders.”

“What kind of demon would kill people this way?” Arch asked. It was a good question to his mind. “The … Spiegoth?”

“No,” Starling said, and she paused to look away as though she were sniffing the air. “There are no Spiegoth in this town. Yet.”

“Yet?” Hendricks said, coming off the door frame. “Does that mean they will come eventually?”

Starling turned to look at the cowboy, and her answer was glacially cool. “All things will come here eventually.”

“If it wasn’t a Spiegoth that did this,” Arch said, trying to wrap his brain around the whole situation as he leaned in to rest a palm on the facade of the Sinbad motel, “what did?” He wondered if he’d recognize the demon name were she to spit one out.

“Hard to say,” Starling said after she appeared to ponder his statement for a moment. “Come with me.” She turned without another word and began to walk through the parking lot. Arch noticed for the first time that she wore cowboy boots too, and then turned to look at Hendricks, who was still poised in the doorjamb, looking like he was still deciding whether to move.

“I guess we should go with her,” Hendricks said as he met Arch’s gaze. “You know, at least see what she’s got to say.” He waited a minute before saying anything else and Arch did too, trying to figure out what protest seemed reasonable under the circumstances. “We do owe her our lives.”

“Yep,” Arch said, but he could hear the resignation in his own voice. Nodding, he turned to follow the red-haired woman across the parking lot. She did not look back to see if they were following her.


***




Lerner was about to hit the breaking point when Duncan opened his eyes and finally spoke. “Something’s going on. Something big.”

That was music to Lerner’s ears. A tapping noise in the depths of the motel’s rank air conditioner was slowly driving him batty. Even the shade of the walls was violently disagreeable at this point. “What and where?” he asked as he grabbed his keys off the dresser at the front of the room.

“Toward the freeway,” Duncan said, unfolding himself from the wood and cloth chair that was one of a matching set sitting in front of the motel’s window. He gestured vaguely, pulling his suit coat off the back of the chair. It was one of the milder ones, a deep purple one that looked almost navy in low light. Duncan seemed to have made an effort to coordinate it with his tie. Lerner let it pass.

“I’ll drive,” Lerner said, shocking neither of them. He liked to be in control. Driving gave him time to think, which probably annoyed Duncan, but who cared? Duncan, probably, but Lerner didn’t. He slapped the door with an overly enthusiastic rap of the hand as he passed through and held it for Duncan.

The rain was slackening off. This was a good thing. A sign of better days to come, hopefully.


***




It didn’t take Gideon long to get another rental. He had a bank account with a lot of money in it, the byproduct of years of taking money from the accounts of people who didn’t need it anymore. He waited until they were dead, and using that little bit of contact he had with them as they were passing him, took an ATM number here, a bank account number there, a passcode or credit card or social security number every now and again. He always got a complete sense of them as they passed through and him, so it seemed a shame to let their money go to waste when he was clearly in need.

And he was in need. In more ways than one.

The drive back to Midian was hell, a slow, dragging ride. The rain was starting to lighten up, for which he was thankful. He was still trying to figure out how best to top his last move, and it wasn’t coming to him. Feeling the twenty-eight people who had died that afternoon had been the single most thrilling and satisfying experience of his entire earthly existence.

And it had been a long existence.

He’d lingered near wars before, but it was tough to predict a battlefield and get there quickly without exposing himself to danger. During most of World War II, he’d stayed in the U.S., just feeding off the slow misery and dying that naturally happened in the cities. Things had picked up in the sixties and seventies but had started to quiet down in the nineties. New York was boring now, so passé, and even some of the hotspots hadn’t been very exciting over the last few years. Sure, New Orleans and Detroit could be counted on in a pinch, but where was the excitement in that?

No, Gideon needed something new. What he’d done this afternoon by spurring the accident, that had been new. That had been thrilling. That was still making him tingle in the right places. He fought to keep his hand off himself as he got a reflexive erection just thinking about it as he drove. He’d jerked off again and again as he took the rental to Cleveland to ditch it, making a bigger mess of the car. By that time, who cared? It was already fucked. And he needed to get it out of his system so he didn’t fuck up the new car.

He figured he’d have some excitement reliving this one, but then he’d be spent. The urge would start rising. The thirst for something greater would start to build, and just jerking off to the same old souls spilling the same old blood would lose its thrill. He needed a new mountain to climb. Metaphorically, of course.

He just had to find a way to kill lots of people in a massive hurry.

And it was that thought he entertained as he kept driving down the interstate, back to Midian.


***




“Where the hell are we going?” Hendricks asked as he and Arch hurried to catch up with Starling. His whole body was still aching, in spite of having taken a couple Percocet that he had from the time when he’d broken his arm. He’d been holding onto them a year or so, knowing that, given his profession, he’d need them eventually. He didn’t really like to take them unless he had to because they fucked with his body, making him sleepy and shit. He was probably at the tail end of the effect, but he still wanted to just sleep. Not much chance of that.

“This way,” Starling said, just a little ahead of them. Hendricks watched her go and marveled at her ass. It wasn’t bad, all out on display in her tight blue jeans. She hadn’t been wearing those last time, had she? He didn’t think so, but it was tough to remember. Seemed like she was mostly around in the darkness and turned up when he was in a scrape, which didn’t exactly lend him to paying attention to her choice of wardrobe.

Hendricks shot a look at Arch and adjusted his hat, tipping the brim back and out of his eyes. He liked wearing the cowboy hat, liked the feel of it, liked the fact that he used to be able to hide the switchblade in it before he’d handed that off to Arch, but it did occasionally get in the way. Arch seemed not to notice, keeping his attention on Starling ahead of them.

There was a little bit of a scent trailing in Starling’s wake, though, Hendricks had noticed. It wasn’t exactly sweet, but it wasn’t bad. Kind of nice, really. He’d been in a car with her the week before and hadn’t noticed it. It wasn’t like any perfume he’d ever caught a whiff of before. Maybe something new.

They headed on up the bridge over the interstate, following the slight grade up. Hendricks looked to his left and saw the road closed ahead, like they’d just shut the damned interstate completely down. What the fuck?

The whole damned bridge was shut down, actually, no traffic either way. Hendricks kind of boggled at it, and looked down the on-ramp again to see a shit ton of blue and red lights down on the interstate. His head involuntarily leaned forward, like he was a duck about to peck the ground. He could feel his jaw fall open.

It was damned mess of epic proportions. Ambulances, cop cars—mostly the multicolored mess of Tennessee Highway Patrol, he could tell at this distance, and wreckers, dragging cars away. “How did I miss this?” Hendricks asked.

“The painkillers coursing through your blood have dulled your senses,” Starling answered without turning around. Her long, red hair swept as she moved, sashaying with the natural motion of her body. “I am surprised I was able to roust you out of bed.”

Hendricks shot a look at Arch, who gave him a sidelong glare. “They’re prescription,” he told the cop.

“Yours, I hope,” Arch said.

“They’re mine,” Hendricks replied. Arch looked a little put out, but then he’d looked like that a lot lately. That should maybe have worried Hendricks more, but he was still feeling drowsy.

“Over here,” Starling said, approaching a yellow line of police tape. There was a man in a Tennessee Highway Patrol uniform covered by a rain slicker waiting there, eyeing them cautiously. Arch nodded at the man and the trooper lifted the tape so that Starling could pass, followed by Arch and then Hendricks. He didn’t say anything, just followed Starling’s ass in those tight jeans.

“Here we are,” Starling said and stopped about a quarter of the way up the bridge on the shoulder. The ground was still damp beneath them, but at least there wasn’t a flow of water running down the bridge.

Hendricks looked over and saw that all the police presence was down below, buzzing around like bees on a damned honeycomb. He could see a few stretchers covered over with white sheets and it stopped him. He knew all too well what that meant. “Damn,” he breathed.

“What is this?” Arch asked, drawing Hendricks to look back onto the bridge instead of over the edge to the catastrophe below. He took a few steps closer to them. Starling was standing upright but looking down. Arch was bent over, his fingers extended toward the ground as he reached down to touch the road.

“Do not do that.” Starling was bent double in a second. She caught his shoulder, pulling Arch back up.

Hendricks got over to them and looked down at a little puddle of black goo that looked like oil had fallen on the ground. He cocked his head and started to ask Starling what was so important when he saw it.

The goo was burned into the pavement.

“What the fuck?” Hendricks asked.

“It’s oil,” Arch said, frowning. Hendricks could hear it in the cop’s voice.

“No, it’s not,” Hendricks said. “It burned into the pavement before it stopped.” He squinted to look closer. “It’s like an acid or something.”

“It is an emission,” Starling said.

“Seems like that’d be the sort of thing a carburetor is supposed to catch,” Hendricks said. He tried to put amusement into the way he said it, not really sure if it came out like it was intended.

“It is an ejaculatory emission from a male demon who feeds on the death of humans for his own emotional and physical gratification,” Starling said, and by the time she got to the end of what she was saying, her utter passivity was disturbing as hell to Hendricks. “A Sygraath.”

There was a beat of quiet as Hendricks waited to see if Starling would say she was joking. He was pretty sure she wasn’t the joking type, but …

“Excuse me?” Arch asked.

“Was something I said unclear?” Starling was looking at Arch with a hint of curiosity, her head cocked at him.

“I think it was the part about a demon ejaculating,” Hendricks threw in. He looked at Arch and shrugged. “Demons … uh … do that?”

Starling gave him a cool look, her head tilted at him. “Demons are fully capable of sexual activity and enjoyment and frequently partake in said activities with both their own kind and humans.”

Hendricks looked up to see Arch holding his head, like he had a headache. Leave it to the puritan to get shut down when they needed to discuss something important. “So … you said this guy—demon—Sygraath—feeds on death. But he had an emission—like, an orgasm emission, like a cumshot—here?” He waited for Starling’s subtle nod. “So he was here … uh … beating off?”

“So it would seem,” Starling said.

“And he killed these people,” Arch said, finally getting his head back in the game. Hendricks had been ready to clap him on the back to get him out of it. “Killed them so he could get his … kinky thrill?”

“That appears the natural conclusion,” Starling replied, to Hendricks’s mind still amazingly neutral, especially since she’d just posited a scenario in which a demon had killed people in order to get off. Then again, he wasn’t sure he’d seen her express a single emotion yet.

Hendricks felt his stomach churn at the thought of that, and he took an involuntary step back from the demon’s ejaculate. “So this guy jerked off right here on the side of the road? Like, out exposed, where everyone could see him?”

Starling shook her head, and her hair still looked lively, fire-red in the dull light. “He was most probably in a car. I would speculate that his emission burned through the automobile and came to rest here on the pavement before it lost its heat and settled.” She looked from him to Arch. “It is, however, still highly toxic to humans.”

“So,” Hendricks asked, something tickling the back of his mind, “if you said that demons regularly have sex with humans, but his spunk is fatal to us … how does that work?”

Starling cocked her head at him, and he realized it was her expression of choice. “You of all people should know that demons do not all care about whether their actions harm humans.” Hendricks felt his gut clench tight when she said it, and he said nothing as she went on. “However, not all demons have such adverse effects in their sexual activities. Just some types.”

“Okay, I’ve heard enough,” Arch said, and there was a raw sort of disgust in the cop’s voice. His body was held at an angle, like he was about ready to haul off and hit someone. It made Hendricks glad he was standing a few steps away. “So we’ve got a murdering bunch of demons slaughtering their way through town, we’ve got some pervert demon who’s …” he lowered his voice, “… pleasuring himself while causing massive accidents.” His face was stern, angry. “This is out of control.”

“Agreed,” Hendricks said, and wandered over to look over the edge of the bridge at the chaos below again. “I’ve got work to do.”

“Both of us do,” Arch said from behind him. “We need to find these things and start putting an end to them now.”

Hendricks looked back. “Don’t you have a shift to finish?”

Arch let out a short exhalation through his nose that reminded Hendricks of a bull snorting. “I’m supposed to serve and protect, remember? Far as I’m concerned, fixing this list of problems is priority one. Pointless patrols through the community and traffic cop duty can wait. Let’s go burn this scum.”

Hendricks nodded and shot a look at Starling, who waited next to Arch. “You got any ideas where we can start looking?”

Starling walked toward him with slow steps, until she was standing beside him and looking over the bridge at his side. Her expression flickered as she looked down on the scene below, like the muscles in her face were twitching. “There are … possibilities,” she said.

“All right,” Arch said and turned to walk away. He was walking back toward the motel, and Hendricks could already see there was an itch in the deputy’s britches, a definite urgency to his step.

“Come along,” Starling said. She started back toward the motel as well. Hendricks just followed her.


***




Erin saw Hendricks look over the bridge from where she stood below. It was getting damned chilly, and she was occasionally stamping her feet, just trying to keep warm. She didn’t like to admit it, but she was a freeze baby and hated the winters in Tennessee. This was like a slice of autumn and it was way too damned early.

Still, the amount of chill she felt was doubled when she saw Hendricks look down and survey the scene. It was hard to miss his big cowboy hat, even if she hadn’t recognized his face. She could see a couple other people with him—Arch, that was obvious. Even if the big black lawman hadn’t stood out in a crowd because of his height and build, his skin color coupled with the uniform he wore would have given him away.

She wondered what the hell Arch was doing bringing Hendricks to a crime scene, and then she saw the redhead with them and it made her even more uneasy. The redhead was of a reasonable height, and when she sashayed up next to Hendricks, Erin felt her stomach drop. The woman was a looker, without a doubt. Pale as death itself, but pretty; high cheekbones, a well-sculpted face.

Erin wondered who she was. It definitely wasn’t Arch’s wife. Alison was all too familiar to her. She wasn’t wearing a uniform, so it seemed unlikely she was with the THP. Not in that tank top. And why would she be hanging out with Arch and Hendricks right in the middle of a crime scene?

None of it made a damned lick of sense, not one damned lick.

Arch disappeared behind the bridge’s concrete safety rail, hidden away from her sight. But Hendricks and the redhead stayed there until Hendricks came closer, looking over the edge of the bridge. The redhead joined him a moment later.

She didn’t know if it was the burn of jealousy she felt, exactly, but there was a definite what-the-fuck factor to the emotions that were following her swirling thoughts. It wasn’t like Hendricks was in town to work. He didn’t have a job, she knew that. He didn’t even have a damned car. He was like a bum, except he had money and smelled way better, most of the time.

Erin saw the redhead turn, and start off down the bridge, and Hendricks was just a step or two behind her. Any closer and if she tripped he’d fall right into her twat.

Which, for all she knew, he already had.


***




Lerner was waiting at the far end of the closed-off bridge, behind a police cordon. He usually didn’t let those sort of things stop him, but there was a whole assload of Tennessee state cops in the area, and he wasn’t looking for entanglements with the human world’s version of a justice system at the moment. He had enough other shit to worry about, frankly, without antagonizing the Tennessee Highway patrolman standing guard just a few feet away from him.

The rain was gone but the clouds remained, the dark skies overhead hinting that there’d be more later. Lerner didn’t care, really, other than he didn’t like to get wet. He’d heard on the news earlier that the entire Caledonia River Valley—what he figured was this town and maybe the whole county—was at risk of a flood, the water getting high on some dam up the river.

Lerner had other problems. He sniffed and could smell it, even this far off. He could see a motel and a gas station on the other side of the closed-off bridge over the interstate and knew that what he was smelling was closer to that end of the bridge than the one he was on.

“Emission,” Duncan said, and Lerner could hear him sniffing as well.

“What are you thinking?” Lerner asked.

Duncan shrugged. “Some type of soul-eater getting ambitious about drumming up more business. Probably a Sygraath, based on the emission.” He sniffed. “A really horny one, judging by how much is on the ground there.”

“How do you figure?” Lerner asked.

“I think it burned through a car,” Duncan said, and Lerner could still hear him sniff. “Some traces of melted metal, cloth, carpet. Given the number of bodies visible over the bridge, number of cars, it was a hell of a lot of dead to feed on.”

There were a few people past the line, a local cop from what Lerner could see, a tall black man. He had a redhaired lady and a guy in a cowboy hat with him. The wind picked up and Lerner could feel it tickle the flesh of his shell. Chilly. “What’s up with them?” he whispered to Duncan.

“Hmm,” Duncan replied, huddling beneath his navy jacket. He squinted in concentration as Lerner watched him. “Couple garden-variety humans, possibly of the demon-hunting stripe, and—” He stopped when he was looking at the woman. “Um.”

Duncan didn’t say “Um,” at least not in Lerner’s experience. “‘Um,’ what?” Lerner asked.

“She’s …” Duncan seemed like he was trying to hone in on her, closing his eyes. Lerner watched as his face squinted in concentration, like he was squeezing out a turd. His kind of demon didn’t really do it like that, though, preferring to excrete through the mouth when necessary, and only every four to five days at that. “She’s a blank. It’s like she’s not even there.”

Lerner could feel his eyes widen, which was his customary expression of surprise. “What do you mean she’s not there? I can see her.”

“I can see her, too,” Duncan admitted. “But I can’t feel her. It’s like she’s hollow, or a dead zone or something.”

“What does that mean?” Lerner asked, and he actually reached over and touched Duncan on the arm, felt the smooth fabric of the suit beneath his fingers. He could tell it was purple even in the low light. Dammit.

“I don’t know,” Duncan admitted. “I’ve never run across that before.”

Lerner watched as the cowboy and the cop started walking away to follow the redhead. What kind of being would fool Duncan? They’d been around the block, hadn’t they? They knew their shit.

Still, the redhead kept walking, and Lerner kept watching her. Duncan too, he saw out of the corner of his eye. Clearly they were onto something here. “Demon hunters,” Lerner said, “and something else. Something that’s got you confused.”

“Yep,” Duncan said. “Let’s get back to the car. See if we can find a detour to the other side of the interstate so we can get a closer look. Maybe it’ll help me figure her out.”

“Yeah, okay,” Lerner said, and they both turned to walk back to the sedan. “I don’t like the sound of this, though. You’re not getting a little addled by being here for so long, are you?”

“Dunno,” Duncan said with a shrug. Taciturn bastard. Lerner cursed him for it as they got in the car.

“I’ve often wondered about the long-term effects of being on earth to our kind—” Lerner started.

“Just drive,” Duncan said.

Didn’t even want to talk about it. Annoying son of a bitch. Lerner put the car in drive and hung a U-turn back toward town.


***




Arch wasn’t exactly stomping along, but he could feel the excess vigor in his step. He wasn’t enthused, that was for sure, but he was moving with purpose. Each slap of his shoe against the wet pavement was like a thundering wake-up call. The cool breeze blowing in his face was almost like a reminder that he was heading into the wind—metaphorically speaking. Literally, too.

Which was something he should have been doing before now.

There was a smell in the air, too, like oil on pavement, maybe from the wreckage below. It was strong, and the low hum of activity from the accident was buzzing in his ears. Part of him wanted to feel guilty. The other part already did.

He heard the thump of boots behind him and turned to see Hendricks jogging to catch up. He was passing Starling now, and she barely gave him a glance as he went by to fall into step next to Arch.

“Something on your mind?” Hendricks asked.

Arch could feel the tightness in his arms as he swung them. He was feeling the urge to hit someone, right now. “Just a little upset is all.”

“Not at me, though, right?” Hendricks asked. Arch caught the half-smile.

“Not right now,” Arch said. “Gimme a few minutes, I might come around to you. Your coming to town hasn’t exactly been a harbinger of the best of times for me.” Which was true, Arch reflected, though he wasn’t sure how much he blamed the cowboy for this. It wasn’t like Hendricks had intended to turn his world topsy-turvy. Arch frowned. “Why would it matter if I was mad at you? We have a job to do.”

“I don’t know,” Hendricks said with a shrug. “I don’t like to go into battle with tension between me and a squadmate. Makes things damned uncomfortable.”

Tension wasn’t something Arch paid much attention to, but he felt his face turn sour as he thought of Alison. “Well, do me a favor,” Arch said, “put your big boy pants on and deal with it. We’ve got bigger things to worry about than me hurting your feelings.”

“I’ll be fine,” Hendricks said, and now Arch could hear the stiffness in the cowboy’s voice. “Just trying to resolve any problems before they get serious.” They took a few more paces and hit the thin patch of grass that separated the Old Jackson Highway from the Sinbad’s parking lot. “So, what's in your craw?”

“I’m not really in a mood to be sharing feelings,” Arch said with blistering impatience.

“Not now?” Hendricks asked.

“Probably not ever,” Arch said and had to admit that was honest. Talking feelings was not his way. It was awkward enough on the rare occasions when he did it with Alison.

“Huh,” Hendricks said as they crossed the Sinbad’s wet parking lot. It was like walking in a puddle, and Arch could feel the water splashing into his socks. They were already wet, but this was just making it worse. “Seemed like back there on the bridge you made some kind of fateful decision.”

Arch didn’t give him a searing look but only because he was already focused on other things. “Just decided to start actually doing my job instead of worrying about whether my boss thinks I’m doing my job.”

Hendricks was quiet for a pause, and Arch was happy enough with that. Then the cowboy had to speak again. “Well, okay, then. What are we doing now?”

Arch felt his whole body tense again as he paused next to his Explorer and hit the button to remotely unlock it. “There’s a lead I’ve been thinking about but haven’t followed up yet.”

“No time?” Hendricks asked.

Arch looked back at him evenly, tried to keep from showing any irritation. He wasn’t really irritated at Hendricks, anyway. “No. Just wasn’t sure it was worth following up. Besides, until now it’s not like we’ve had a shortage of demons to chase.” He felt an urge to lean against his car, so he did, and then felt the water droplets resting there soak his shirt. He sighed. “Remember those demons that busted up my apartment?”

“Yeah,” Hendricks said.

“One of them was a woman who I’d arrested before, named Amanda Severson.” He tried to brush the water off his sleeve, but it was already soaked in. “I’ve got a last known address for her, just outside of town a ways. I figure we probably killed off all her roommates, if she had any—”

“But you don’t know for sure,” Hendricks said, and the cowboy was nodding. “Not a bad idea. Especially since we’re out of leads. If nothing else, we might be able to catch a demon and get a line on what’s going on around here.”

“See, that’s what I was wondering,” Arch said, nodding along, starting to feel like this might not be as desperate of an idea as he’d feared, “the demons, they’re social enough that they know what others are up to?”

“Some of them,” Hendricks said, and the cowboy made for the passenger door. “But hey, if nothing else, we’ll punch some more sulfur-stink tickets out of town, and that’s never bad, right?”

“Well, if it doesn’t get us closer to solving this problem, I’m not sure it’s the best use of our time.”

Hendricks seemed to think about that for a minute. “Well, let’s ask—” The cowboy’s head swiveled around, and it took Arch a second to realize he was looking around for someone. Someone with red hair who was nowhere in sight. Arch heard Hendricks swear and ignored it, just like always. What the cowboy said on a regular basis would have gotten Arch’s mouth slapped until his jaw was broken when he was a kid. “She does that all the damned time,” Hendricks said.

“Would have been nice to get a little direction from her,” Arch said. “Seems like she knows what’s going on here better than we do.”

Hendricks frowned. “Seems like a lot of people do. Doesn’t that bother you?”

Arch shrugged and headed around the front of the Explorer to the driver’s side. “Could be worse.”

“Oh?” Arch heard Hendricks say as he opened the door and got in the car, careful not to hit the door of the grey sedan parked next to the Explorer. It hadn’t been here when he’d driven up, he was pretty sure of that. “How so?” Hendricks asked.

“We could be as in the dark as my boss,” Arch said. “Or Erin.” Or Alison, he didn’t say. But he thought it.


***




Gideon was back in the motel. He was wheezing, lying on the bed, his gut out and heavy on him. It felt like it was squeezing his essence out from the sheer weight his midsection, but it felt like that all the time. The TV was on in the background, where some local weather forecaster was predicting more rain. Gideon thought about the sky on his drive back from Cleveland and didn’t exactly die of shock at that.

The feeling of what had happened to him on the overpass that afternoon was still lingering. He was too exhausted to do anything about it right now—like relive it for pleasure—but it was a kind of euphoric afterglow that he could get used to. His head was filled with lightness, and so was that spot in his chest where he imagined a heart might be if he’d had one.

He was still thinking ahead, though, reaching his feelers out. This feeling wouldn’t last, after all, and he’d need to be on to the next one soon enough. That was a problem, though, because he couldn’t feel the next one anywhere on the horizon. And he was trying. Stretching his mind out, expanding the radius.

There had to be something out there. Anything. A coronary. This was the south; weren’t people fat here? He knew he’d read that somewhere. Someone had to be dying of a heart attack soon.

He stretched his mind along toward the hospital, like fingers dancing over a bedspread trying to get to a nightstand just out of reach. He did finally feel it, could get a basic sense of the souls there, but there was nothing moving. He knew they were there, but that was it.

No one was dying.

He took a ragged breath and rolled to his side on the scratchy motel comforter. It smelled like stale cigarettes even though he was in a non-smoking room. It had never been dry like this in any of the cities he’d lived in. It had occasionally been like this in the days when he traveled between cities, back when he did it by bus or even horseback, a hundred years ago.

The problem was the damned county was just too sparsely populated. He didn’t know how many people were within his reach, but he knew the two biggest cities nearby, Knoxville and Chattanooga, were just too damned far away. They weren’t even close to within his grasp.

He felt the first throbbing of pain in his head as he pondered this possibility. He could hear a noise outside, the first sounds of rain starting to come down again. Gideon crossed to the window and looked out at the parking lot. The cop car was gone, for which he was thankful. The sole lamp illuminating the parking lot showed nothing but a flooded puddle over the entirety of the pavement.

Gideon narrowed his eyes as he looked at it, something scratching at the back of his mind. He let the curtain fall back into place and grabbed the convenience binder that some maid had left on the dresser. He opened it up to the local map that they’d thoughtfully enclosed on page five.

Gideon scanned over it until he found what he was looking for and started to crack a smile. Maybe. Just maybe. If that was really set up the way he thought it was, it would surely let him kill people. A whole lot of people. Maybe more than anything else he could devise, short of a nuclear bomb.

But first he’d need to take a car ride to see if what he was envisioning was even feasible.


***




Erin was back in her car because the rain was fucking coming down AGAIN. The THP was sorting shit out anyway, and that colonel was already off the scene, presumably to file a report with his superiors. Erin watched the wreckers moving the cars out one by one, like they were deconstructing twisted metal sculptures. She shuddered when she thought about this particular statuary represented.

The morgue wagons were loading up the last even now, and she could see the bodies going into the bags in the rain, the steady fall of water wetting the ones still under white sheets. Red spotted the white, like paint splashed on pure canvasses. It had been unnerving enough when they’d just been shapeless things, but now that they were being drenched, they were looking like corpses under sheets again.

Erin hadn’t seen any human dead bodies before. Until today, and suddenly she’d seen a mountain of them. The acrid taste of stomach acid reminding her she hadn’t eaten was coupled in her stomach with the rumbling, churning feeling of disquiet. Part of her wanted to leave, maybe run up to the gas station or the diner up the ramp on Old Jackson Highway and satiate it.

But that other part of her—the one that remembered she was in the middle of her big chance—that part kept her ass anchored to the seat of the patrol car.

She tried not to think about Hendricks and the redhead, but it was defying her ability to keep it out. Like she was slamming the door on it in her head, but the thought was some abusive gorilla-sized offender, and it kept breaking though.

Well, okay, it wasn’t really like that, but it wasn’t good.

The thing that itched her the worst of all was that even though she knew she’d screwed up with Hendricks, even though she’d had it out with him, told him to go fuck himself, and was certain—to a T—that she’d massively fucked up by ever taking up with the cowboy—it STILL bothered her that he was wandering around a crime scene with some strange redhead.

And Arch. What the fuck was going on with him? Wasn’t he supposed to be on patrol somewhere?

Erin was steaming and trying to figure out whether to just say fuck it and get something to eat when the radio crackled. “Fifteen, this is dispatch, what’s your twenty, over?”

She started to reach for her shoulder mike. Fifteen was Arch’s badge number, his call sign, and the voice was the sheriff’s wife. Erin didn’t say anything, though, and the same message was repeated twice more without a word of reply.


***




Hendricks was watching out the window with his good eye while Arch drove the Explorer. He had no idea where they were going, exactly, though it felt like they might have been following the interstate on a frontage road. He thought about asking, but Arch seemed more than a little touchy. Not that Hendricks could blame him; the sheriff’s deputy had gone from a calm life one week to in-over-his-fucking-head the next.

Hendricks looked over and saw Arch with his cell phone in hand, the face plate lit up and buzzing. The deputy didn’t make a move to answer it, though, and after a moment the light faded and then died.

Hendricks thought about letting it pass without saying anything, but his curiosity got the better of him. “Who was that? Your wife?”

“No,” Arch said, and his voice was subdued. “My boss.”

“The sheriff?” Hendricks asked, feeling a little bloom of nervousness. “Why wouldn’t he try and reach you on your radio?”

Arch didn’t react, just stared stone-faced at the front windshield. “Because I turned it off.”


***




Erin’s cell phone lit up in the falling dark and she scrambled for it, hitting the talk button almost before the caller ID told her it was Reeve on the line.

“Where the fuck are you?” Reeve barked.

Classy fucker. “Still out at the wreck,” she said.

“Okay,” Reeve’s voice calmed down a little. “Thought the wife was having some trouble getting radio commands out. Did you hear that call for Arch a minute ago?”

“Yep,” Erin said, and there was that itch again. She felt a desire to twitch, to bleed off some nervous energy somehow. “I heard it.”

“Well, he’s usually pretty quick to respond,” Reeve said. “He’s like our constant in that regard. You seen him?”

“Yeah,” Erin said, and for a moment she pondered lying for him. Then she just figured fuck it. “He was up on the overpass here a few minutes ago with that cowboy friend of his and another woman—some redhead I’ve never seen before.”

There was a full ten seconds of dead air. “Excuse me?” Reeve’s voice was extra polite, extra condescending.

“You heard me,” Erin said. It was probably the equivalent of spraying the man in the face with a cold hose, but fuck him too. “He was here, not twenty minutes ago. Looking over the scene.”

“His ass was supposed to be on patrol in town,” Reeve said, and Erin could hear his voice rise on the other end of the phone. “You see where he went?”

“Back toward the Sinbad,” she said and felt that itch beneath the skin get a little worse, her face burning. With shame or something else, she didn’t know. “That’s where Hendricks is staying.”

“Get up there and see if you can find him,” Reeve said, and she could almost feel him reigning in some much harsher words. “Call me if you do. I want to talk to that—” Reeve cut himself off, she was pretty sure.

Just as well. Knowing Reeve, she could imagine what would have come next, and it was probably not anything that would have been flattering to Arch. Or his mother.


10.


Lerner had a few ponderous thoughts clicking through his head as they came around a bend in the road. They’d followed the frontage road down the highway for miles, watching the near-empty freeway through a wood and wire fence. One lane was moving just fine, heading north. The other was empty, presumably shut down by the Tennessee Highway Patrol. The rain was coming down lightly at the moment, which allowed him to see all that.

Really, though, to Lerner, it was like a perfect metaphor for life as a human. They’d be going along, and suddenly the road would be blocked. What would they do? Well, some would pull off and eat. Some would detour and hurry like hell to find the fastest way to get back on the road. Some would just pull off and give up.

No, that analogy didn’t work. It was a shame, too; it had seemed so promising when he’d started it.

Lerner looked over at Duncan, sitting peacefully in the passenger seat, his hand resting on the handle that hung over the door. He’d never really thought about what that thing was called before. The emergency handle?

He started to voice this thought to Duncan when they came to a T in the road and his path ended at a stop sign. The car’s headlights shone into a fence and an empty pasture beyond.

“Take a right,” Duncan suggested.

“I’m not stupid, I know I take a right,” Lerner said, giving Duncan a scathing look. Duncan just shrugged.

Lerner turned his head back to the road and his headlights illuminated a police cruiser as it passed in front of them. He caught a glimpse of the driver and passenger as they went by; it was the cop and the cowboy. “Hm,” he said.

There was a pause. “Hm, what?” Duncan bit.

Lerner could feel himself smile. Duncan almost never bit on these sort of queries. “Is it serendipity that led us to the point in the road where we fortuitously picked that exact moment to argue, thus stalling us long enough to—”

“Shut up and follow them.”


***




Erin slid a key into the lock of Hendricks’s motel room door. She’d knocked and heard nobody, sitting there with the rain blowing in under the overhang and soaking her again. After that she walked in the seeping chill down to the manager’s office, idling cursing the name of Lafayette Hendricks and wondering why she’d ever thought a man named Lafayette could even be attractive. The manager had been surprisingly compliant and quick to give her a key, which she’d dutifully taken and trudged back down to Hendricks’s door. By this time, the hems of her pants were soaked again. Goddamned Lafayette Hendricks.

She pushed open the door and paused before crossing the threshold. She wondered a little idly why she was even going to these lengths; it wasn’t like Reeve would have expected her to do this. Probably. She lived in the grey space between what she thought his expectations might be and what he’d told her to do. This fit neatly in there. Somewhere.

The room was dark, and the outside light didn’t do much to help the situation. She fumbled to her left and then her right before finding a switch to flip. It made a crisp noise as it clicked up, and a light popped on in the corner.

What it illuminated wasn’t much more than she’d already seen. Some ghastly red/purple/beige hybrid design on the wall that might have been wallpaper. Maybe. Beat-up furniture and threadbare chairs. A bed that hadn’t been made. A bachelor pigsty with little in the way of possessions and even less in the way of cleaning. Didn’t this motel have a maid?

She took a step, her wet shoes soaking the carpet. She closed the door behind her, taking special notice that her car was the only one parked in the entire front row. Wherever Arch had gone, it looked like he’d taken Hendricks with him. She nudged the door to the bathroom open when she reached it just to be sure.

It looked about like it always had, too. Towels on the floor, and one of them wasn’t hers this time. Looked like Hendricks had declined housekeeping services for the day. Probably because he’d been hanging around for some reason or another. Nowhere to go, maybe.

His toiletries were pretty standard. She poked around in his toiletry bag but didn’t see anything too outrageous. An aging prescription bottle of Percocet that was ready to expire, but otherwise just the normal Tylenols and ibuprofen one might expect from a …

She picked up the bag again and rifled through it. Hendricks had ibuprofen, Tylenol and a couple other brands of over-the-counter pain relievers. She scrunched up her face as she looked at them then rattled the Percocet bottle before opening it. There were a handful left, which was odd on a prescription bottle nearing a year old. He could have just kept them in case he needed them at some point, or maybe he just forgot about them.

But why all the other pain relievers? She tried to probe her memory, see if she could recall him taking any. She came to the conclusion after a minute that he might have bought them today. He was in at least some pain, she had to concede. That bar fight didn’t look like it had gone in his favor at all, no matter what he said.

She exited the bathroom, still frowning. The place had his smell, a kind of worn scent. Maybe a little bit of a hint of something from his boots, too, but it wasn’t bad per se. Neither was it super attractive. He didn’t seem to have much in the way of cologne, either, just his deodorant, which smelled all right. It didn’t permeate the place like the smell of his boots did, though.

His duffle lay on the metal folding luggage rack in the open closet area. She gave it a quick rummage, but there was nothing save for a couple old, leather-bound books and a mess of clothes. She didn’t spend much time on it and came to the conclusion that he was pretty boring in terms of his wardrobe. T-shirts and jeans, that was pretty much all he had. A couple of collared denim shirts for colder weather, with some flannels in there as well.

She was just about to put the books back in the bag when something stopped her. She hesitated and put one of them in the crook of her arm while she looked at the other. Neither was very big, maybe a little thicker than a Bible but smaller in overall cover size. She opened one of them and flipped to the front page, where her eyes felt like they were about to explode out of her head.

Disposition and Types of Unholy Creatures

She looked up, like she could just glance away for a second and come back to see the book was actually something totally normal, like The Hunger Games. In a leather-bound, super-old edition. She looked back.

It wasn’t The Hunger Games.

She thumbed through the book, noticing the old paper pages and the even older-sounding way the book was written. Lots of “thees” and “thys.”

When she got to the first illustration, that was when she really thought her eyes were going to pop out.

What the fuck was wrong with Hendricks?


***




Arch pulled the car off the road onto a moonlit country lane, the Explorer shuddering with every rut it hit. He had the window cracked just a little, cool night air circulating through the cab. The rain was coming in dribs and drabs, the windshield wipers slinging it off the glass every few minutes and giving him a clear view of the dirt road, grass growing up in the middle of it. He could hear the car whine as it bogged down on the loose soil. He squinted and saw that there was standing water in the tracks. Nope, that was not good.

“This road is all washed out,” Hendricks said from across the cab. Helpfully, Arch was sure.

“I noticed that, too,” Arch said, keeping a level tone. “The four wheel drive can handle it.” He reached down and turned a dial on the Explorer’s console, flipping it to “Snow, Grass and Gravel” mode.

They bumped along for another minute before entering a small copse of trees. The rain subsided as they went under the boughs, and appeared again on the other side as they pulled up to a trailer on blocks at the end of the road.

“A little slice of paradise,” Hendricks muttered.

Arch nodded. The trailer was an older one, metal-sided and covered with rust. There was a place in the yard where it looked like there might have been a dog staked to a chain at one point in time, the ground torn up in a circle all around it. Grass had started to sprout there again, though, so the dog probably wasn’t here anymore. Arch stopped the car and pulled the key out of the ignition, opened the door and let the overhead light blind him for just a minute.

The rain was down to just a patter now, and Arch could feel it sprinkle on his shoulders and head. The last embers of day were hidden somewhere behind the clouds, barely casting any light. A lone lamp hung from a wood pole out in the trailer’s yard. Coupled with the headlights that were still aglow from Arch’s cruiser, it shed enough light that he could see just fine.

The windows of the trailer were lit, like someone was home or had left a light on for themselves. Arch started to lead the way, but Hendricks ducked out in front of him, sword drawn. Arch started to throw the cowboy an ugly look but had to concede that might have been the right idea. “Be careful with that thing,” he said.

“I’ve yet to stick a civilian with it,” Hendricks said. His long, black coat fluttered behind him. The fluorescent light overhead gave it a greenish tinge.

They walked up the steps to the trailer together, the sound of the wood creaking into the night. Hendricks tried the door and it squealed, opening with a rattle.

Arch tried to look inside over Hendricks’s shoulder, but his view was limited to a television sitting on an old table. His fingers clutched the switchblade.

The TV had a commercial on for some local dealership in Chattanooga, barking out its incredible deals. Hendricks swept through the door in a hurry, like his life depended on clearing through it.

Arch followed as the cowboy surged into the room. The smell of cannabis filled Arch’s nose the moment he was inside.

“Clear,” Hendricks said in a clipped tone, turning his body to the left. “Kitchen clear.” Arch glanced over to see that in the direction Hendricks was facing there was indeed an empty kitchen, no lights on overhead within it.

Arch turned to look to his right and saw an empty room spread out in front of the TV. Hendricks had probably given it a once over when he came through the door, Arch decided, but it was definitely empty.

The hallway beyond the main room, however, had an open door that was moving slightly, like it just been thrown ajar.

“Hendricks,” Arch whispered, triggering the switchblade and pointing toward the door.

“I see it,” the cowboy whispered from at his elbow.

Hendricks took a step forward and the floor creaked like he’d put a thousand-pound weight on it. Arch wanted to shoot him a dirty look, but that really wasn’t his fault.

The cowboy walked on, heading toward the narrow corridor that led along the right side of the trailer. It was dark back there, threatening to swallow the man in the black coat whole. Arch tried to follow a step or two behind, waiting to see if something leapt out at them.

Hendricks had to get all the way to the bedroom before something actually did.

Something hit the cowboy in the black coat just as he was coming through the door, slamming him into the wall with shattering force. Hendricks’s sword was held high, and Arch knew he couldn’t get it down to thrust it into the figure that had hit him.

The thing that hit him was a guy in denim shirt, as near as Arch could tell in the darkness. He hurried into the room to follow and something hit him in the ribs as he came through the door. He instinctively jerked the switchblade around and buried it into the flesh of the figure that had run into him.

A low stink of brimstone filled the room. A hiss of air and a dark flash illuminated a small bedroom, no more than eight feet squared. Black shadows lit around the edges by fire crawled over the shape that had hit Arch as the demon was ripped back into hell.

Arch started to fight his way forward to stab the demon that Hendricks was struggling with, sword still aloft, but another demon hit him in the side with a shoulder charge.

He knew it was a demon by the eyes. Even in the dark it was obvious, the glow. Like a red iris inlaid over blackness.

The demon had a shoulder buried in his ribs, and Arch could feel the ache from where it had hit him—same place as the last one had. He dropped his elbow on its head, landing it on a scruffy bearded jaw. He had a vague impression of long, raven hair that was curled. The smell of pot was thicker here than it had been out in the main room.

He could hear Hendricks fighting behind him now. Arch had fully turned to deal with his threat and tried to throw the demon off of him, but to no avail. He dropped another elbow and heard a grunt, but his arm with the switchblade in it was trapped low, beneath him. A strong demon arm had pinned his arm to his side, unable to move.

Arch drilled the demon with another elbow to the head, wondering if it was having any effect. He remembered the last time he’d wrestled a demon in close proximity. It hadn’t been the most fun thing in the world, and he was doubtless overmatched.

The memory of his last time fighting one of these things triggered a thought. Arch sunk lower, dropping into a football stance. The demon still had a shoulder in his ribs and resisted.

Arch pushed down, hammering with his elbow, all he had available to fight with. Had it been a human, he would broken its jaw by now. The demon only grunted. Arch pushed down harder, buckling the demon into a ninety-degree angle. It tried to shove back, but its leverage was limited.

Arch hit it with a knee that caused it to make a grunt of pain. He could feel the balance shift and pushed forward like he was up against a practice dummy back in his football days.

The demon’s footing was lost, and Arch came crashing down on him. He buried his knife in its ribs, over and over again until the black fire crawled over it and it disappeared with only a hissing sound.

Arch fell to the floor, the demon no longer holding him up. His hand reached out to touch a sliding closet door, and he struggled to his feet and turned around.

Hendricks was still grappling with the demon on one side of the bed. Grunts of exertion came from both of them, and the thump and bump of them against the walls of the trailer rattled the whole place.

Arch grimaced, catching his breath, and then sprang off the closet door and entered the fray.


***




Lerner and Duncan were watching the trailer shake on its foundation. “Looks like somebody’s getting fucked in there,” Lerner said. “Hard.”

Duncan just shook his head. “It’s a fight. Those two demon hunters up against two Acuspidas.” He paused, and Lerner watched him think. “Make that one Acuspida.”

“Sounds like our boys are making progress,” Lerner said and turned back to the wheel. “How shall we handle this? Clearly the woman is not with them.”

“Clearly.”

“Someone who shows up as a dead zone to you sounds like it’s within our area of interest, yes?” Lerner asked.

“It is,” Duncan said, a little reserved.

“You don’t seem concerned,” Lerner said. He kept his hands pressed tight to the wheel.

Duncan shrugged just a little. “If we’re trying to find out about the woman, we might have to ask them some pointed questions. Not sure we want to raise the stink messing with a local lawman would cause.”

Lerner nodded. He had a point. “What if we could just get the cowboy alone for a while? Ask him some questions independently of the police officer?” Lerner thought about it for a minute. “You don’t think the entire department is in on the hunt, do you?” Duncan just shook his head. “Of course not,” Lerner said, and relief flowed through him. “That sort of shit doesn’t happen, a whole department hunting demons.” He laughed, but it was weak.

That sort of scenario was exactly what they were here to prevent. Humans turning en masse against their kind was bad for the status quo, bad for those who were living peacefully—or relatively so—on the earth. Big disruptions, huge body counts, these were the sorts of things that tended to attract attention.

And attention, for a demon, was a big no-no.

“What do you think they know about the Sygraath that’s jerking off to traffic accidents?” Lerner asked, frowning.

Duncan shrugged again. His jacket looked black in the dark. “Probably less than us.”

Lerner nodded, pondering it. “Have you ever seen a Sygraath jump the tracks like this? You know, start slaughtering people instead of waiting out their deaths?”

“Yeah,” Duncan said. “Sometimes when they get desperate or blood drunk, they do crazy things.” Lerner heard him sniff lightly. “After World War I, a bunch of them went mad and started doing things like this. They went through a kind of withdrawal after some of the major battles and couldn’t handle coming down from the high. Tough to go from an orgy of slaughter to a few deaths per day.”

“Huh.” Lerner fixed his eyes on the trailer. The shaking had stopped. “If we’re going to have a conversation with one of these boys—”

“Just the cowboy,” Duncan said.

“If we’re going to have a conversation with this cowboy, we probably ought to set ourselves up for it,” Lerner said. “Get in the shadows, if you know what I mean.” He waited to see what Duncan would say to that. Turned out he didn’t say anything, but he gave Lerner a hell of a nasty look.


***




They had him overmatched. With Arch’s help, Hendricks had overwhelmed the last surviving demon, and they had him on the ground, a sword at his throat. The stink of the weed that had been smoked in the trailer was nearly overwhelming, enough to take Hendricks’s breath away, and he kept pushing the sleeve of his coat up to his nose to stifle it. Problem was, the drover was starting to pick up the smell.

“You got a problem?” Arch asked him, not taking his eyes off the demon.

“Stinks in here,” Hendricks said. “Let’s kill this guy and get out.”

The demon’s dark eyes widened, but the blade was at his throat and Arch had one of his hands pinned down with the switchblade at the wrist. All it would take would be a little poke …

“Wait, wait,” Arch said, and Hendricks could feel him picking up the hint. They exchanged a look, but it was almost unnecessary. He’d play good cop by default. “We’re not going to just kill this guy.” Arch stared down. “Let’s burn him a little first.”

Oh. So he wanted to be worse cop. Hendricks could play with that. “You want to torture him first?”

“Yeah, see what he knows,” Arch said. “How do we do that?”

Hendricks pretended to think about it. “Well, fire doesn’t rupture their skin on its own but hurts like hell, I’m told. Probably a lighter around here somewhere, based on the smell. Cook a little of his shell, I bet he’ll be singing up a storm as his essence starts to get all hot and bothered.” Hendricks paused. “Not THAT kind of hot and bothered, you understand—”

“I got it.”

“Waaaaiiiit!” the demon said, eyes starting to return to human from the slitted, snake-like glowing ones he’d shown while fighting. “If you let me go, I’ll tell you whatever you want.”

Hendricks poked him in the neck with the sword, just a little. “And you end up breaking down my friend’s door like your buddies did last week?”

“Oh …” the demon’s voice was subdued, kind of scratchy. “Was that you? I heard about that. Awfully sorry. I didn’t have anything to do with that, really. I mean, I’m not into assault and murder type stuff—”

“No, you’re into petty larceny and possession,” Arch said, glancing back toward the living room. Hendricks caught his meaning; there had to be some paraphernalia out there, probably some pot as well. Maybe it was all used up, though. “I don’t think our criminal justice system is quite designed for demons. It’s supposed to be for people, not things.”

“I’m … I’m a people,” the demon said, and his human-looking eyes were wide. “A person.”

“Really?” Arch said. “Prick you, do you not bleed?” He made a move like he was going to stab the switchblade into the demon. “Let’s find out.”

“No, no, no,” the demon said, shaking his head. “Look, I’ll talk. Please, just let me walk away afterward. I won’t be any trouble.”

Arch and Hendricks exchanged a look. Hendricks could see the conflict in the cop’s eyes and made a note to ask him about it later. “All right,” Hendricks said, like he was resigned to it. “You talk, we let you go. Fair’s fair. What do you know about these slaughters that happened in town?”

“Oh, yeah, righteous feast, huh?” The demon cracked a little bit of a smile that fast disappeared. “You know, if you’re into that sort of thing. He rested his head on the dark, brown shag carpeting as they sat in the half-light of the trailer bedroom. “Uhm, yeah, it was a bunch of Tul’rore.”

Hendricks nodded. “Not Spiegoth?”

“No,” the demon said, looking blank. “They were eating and feasting. Moving from one house to the next, all in a row.”

“Where are they now?” Arch asked, and Hendricks could see him tense as he asked the demon the question. The words came out pretty low and harsh considering the guy was cooperating.

“Dead, I think,” the demon said. “Word was they got toasted in a raid by two OOCs.” Sounded like moooo-k to Hendricks. Without the M.

Arch gave Hendricks the sidelong. “What’s an … OOC?”

“Office of Occultic Concordance. They ride herd on demons,” Hendricks replied, mind racing. “Keep ’em from making too big of a splash. I’ve heard it’s to keep things from getting out of hand, so humans don’t get wise to the threat in their midst and start killing them off.”

“Ever run across them?” Arch asked.

“No,” Hendricks replied. “I’ve talked to other hunters who have. As far as I know, they tend to give us a wide berth.”

“So if the things that killed all those people are dead,” Arch said, focusing back on the demon lying upon the shag carpeting, “who caused that accident outside Midian earlier?”

The demon’s eyes were blank, still wide. “That … I don’t know. I didn’t hear anything about that.”

Arch nodded. “I believe you.”

He poked the demon in the arm with the switchblade, and the black fire crawled over the demon. He was gone within seconds.

“Why didn’t you lie to him from the outset?” Hendricks said, sliding his sword back into his scabbard. “You start threatening them with being tortured to death, it makes them desperate. Might get us in a world of hurt.”

“I don’t like to lie,” Arch said, pushing the blade back into the handle of the switchblade. “There’s this whole commandment that tells you that you shouldn’t.”

“I don’t think your God had talking to demons in mind when he scrawled that in the stone,” Hendricks said, trying to be nice.

“It was on the tablet,” Arch said, and to Hendricks’s ears he sounded a little testy about it, “and I think if the good Lord had had a caveat in mind saying it was okay to lie to the servants of evil, he would have added it.”

Hendricks chuckled. “I don’t think these guys are serving much evil. More like serving themselves.”

“Serving none but yourself could be considered a very great evil,” Arch said, and Hendricks felt the buzz of annoyance at the sanctimony.

“Whatever,” Hendricks said and kept just this side of rolling his eyes. He turned and headed back toward the living room.

“Where are you going?” Arch asked as Hendricks hit the door leading outside and opened it.

“I gotta take a piss,” Hendricks replied with a tight smile.

“They’ve got a perfectly good bathroom in here.” Hendricks could hear Arch say it even with the door standing between them, blocking the passage to the bedroom where the police officers still stood.

“I’ve seen the rest of the house, I doubt it’s anything approaching ‘perfectly good,’” Hendricks said as he let the door slam shut behind him.

He wasn’t even off the steps when he felt something hit him solidly in the back of the head. He was dimly aware of his hat tumbling off, of strong arms taking hold of him, but he never saw his attacker.

Which, he had just enough time to think, was strange, since the area around the front door of the trailer was awfully well lit.

Hendricks passed into unconsciousness, feeling the weight lift. His head throbbed in pain, not for the first time this day, as he faded away.


11.


“Heavy bastard,” was Duncan’s only comment as they loaded the cowboy in the back seat.

“Probably the sword,” Lerner said, pulling the blade off the cowboy as he reached in. “Or maybe the gun.” He pulled a black-steel pistol with wooded grips out of a holster on the man’s belt. It looked vaguely familiar, like something he would have seen before in a movie, but Lerner didn’t know guns. They were nearly useless in his line of work.

“Or it could be he’s a solidly built guy,” Duncan replied. Lerner heard him click a pair of cuffs around the cowboy’s ankles. “Swords and guns don’t weigh all that much.” Their voices were hushed, and the rain had once more quit. Lerner was trying to keep quiet so as not to tip off the police officer in the trailer that there was something going on out here.

Lerner didn’t respond to Duncan’s observation. Instead he walked up to the left rear tire of the police cruiser SUV and jabbed the sword in delicately until he heard a hiss. Then he withdrew it, gently, and watched the black rubber deflate slowly to the ground. “Hope you got a spare, Officer.”

“Let’s get out of here,” Duncan said from behind him. He didn’t have to say it twice. Lerner got in the car, started the engine, then put it in gear, all very slowly, as though the cop could hear him from the trailer. He didn’t switch on the lights, either, keeping them off and the engine low until after they were over the flooded tracks and back onto the main road.


***




Arch got outside just as a sedan disappeared onto the trail. He would have cursed, but he didn’t allow himself to say anything strong enough to count in a situation like this. He’d wondered what was taking Hendricks so long, but he got a little caught up looking around the trailer. He’d forgotten how bad it smelled until he stepped out into the fresh air of the rain-cooled night. The chill, from the air and from what he’d just seen, ran over his skin, and he bolted for the Explorer.

He was just about to yank open the door when his conscious mind realized what was wrong with the scene before him. The left rear tire was flat, and the Explorer was sagging in that direction.

Hendricks was gone; somebody had probably grabbed him. Though he couldn’t rule out the possibility it was someone like Starling, giving him a lift. No, that didn’t fit.

His first instinct was to pick up his mike and call it in. Then he thought about the sweep pattern that was going on, the traffic diversion of the interstate, and hesitated. This would throw a wet clump of dirt right in the middle of the sheriff’s plans, and he’d have some manner of explaining to do. Explaining that he couldn’t do. And that’d be in addition to pitting unwitting sheriff’s deputies against something they were absolutely unready for.

He sighed and hurried to the hatchback of the Explorer. It’d take him a while to change the tire and get in pursuit. Two questions bounced along on infinite loop in his head as he went.

Who had taken Hendricks? And why?


***




Erin was still up at midnight, pulling into the sheriff’s station in the sheriff’s own patrol car. She could see the lights burning within. Normally this would have been an all-hands-on-deck kind of meeting, but there wasn’t really time for that. Not with everyone on patrol and Arch gone to God knew where.

She parked the car and walked stiffly across the parking lot, her head still reeling from everything she’d found in Hendricks’s hotel room. There’d been one last thing that’d absolutely knocked her back, and she rubbed her hand over her hair, pushing it off her forehead.

She was glad the rain had stopped but was not loving the chill it brought with it. When she opened the station door, it only got worse.

She got hit with a blast of cold air that told her the ancient air conditioner wasn’t working the way it was supposed to. That was no great shock; it only worked when it wasn’t needed. There was a scent of stale coffee lingering in the air as she passed through the waiting area. All was quiet. As it should be.

Reeve was waiting in his office. His wife, Donna, gave Erin a faint smile as she passed through the area behind the counter where all the desks were lined up. The place was always quiet at this time of night, but something about the events of the day made it seem even grimmer than usual. Donna was a well made-up Southern belle, her hair steel grey and short cropped. She had the lines that Reeve wasn’t showing yet but still had a stately look. She didn’t wear any sort of sheriff’s deputy uniform, because she wasn’t deputized. She was admin when they needed the extra help.

“Come on in,” Reeve called out as she passed his open office door. The man looked worn out, rubbing a hand over his bald head and down through the grey that remained on the sides. His eyes were normally clear, but she knew he’d been on overnight shift last night, and it showed. She suspected he’d be sleeping in his chair soon enough.

“Hey, Chief,” she said and gave him a wan smile. She sat in the nearest chair to the door and looked around the office. It was usually in disorder, but today it was even worse. There were scrawlings on the white board near the door, new patrol schedules and phone numbers for crime labs, as well as for that colonel from THP.

“It’s been a day, huh?” Reeve asked, leaning back in his wooden chair. This was how he usually looked, all leaned back, but not quite so tired.

“Yep,” she said, not really sure what else she could add to that. It was cold in here, too.

“I got nothing on Arch,” Reeve said after a minute, and he was looking down the whole time. “Talked to his wife, but she ain’t seen him.” He looked up, and his expression was a muddle. “Between you and me, she seemed a little too cool about the whole thing.”

“Did you tell her that her husband was missing?” Erin found it hard to believe Arch was actually missing. Almost as hard to believe as him just turning off his phone and disappearing during a crisis like this.

“I stopped short of that,” Reeve said. “I just said he was off the grid for a little bit, probably pursuing a lead on things, and that I’d surely appreciate if she heard from him first, that she’d tell him to call me.”

Erin sifted that for a minute. “He ain’t up in the hills, though, is he?”

“I don’t know where he is,” Reeve said, and it was the admission of a man completely perplexed, like he was ready to throw up his hands. “I don’t know what the hell is going on here. I got eight people murdered this morning in some shit right out of a serial killer movie, I got a traffic accident this afternoon that wasn’t actually an accident at all, and my best deputy has decided to turn off his radio and stop answering his phone even though he’s on duty.”

Reeve made a grimace, and he ripped a piece of paper off his desk and balled it up before throwing it, hard, against the wall. It made little noise as it fell onto the carpet. “Oh, and by the way, the TVA is calling me up to let me know that Tallakeet Dam is probably going to have water flooding over the top tomorrow, so get ready for the river banks to overrun if this fucking rain doesn’t stop.” Reeve put his face in his hands. “Like I don’t have enough shit to deal with without having to sandbag the fucking Caledonia River.”

“I’ve never even heard of anything like that happening,” Erin said, frowning. “Don’t they open the sluice gates to let more water out in case of something like this happening?”

“I guess they are, but the rain is just coming too damned fast,” Reeve said. “As for hearing of this happening before on the Caledonia River, you wouldn’t have. It’s called a once-in-century flood, and you’re not exactly close to a century of age, are you?” He ran fingers over his face, like he could just massage the tiredness away. “We’re going to need to build a sandbag line along the most vulnerable flood plane.”

“Sounds like fun,” Erin said. “When do we start on that project?”

“Not until tomorrow. The TVA is working on putting a crew together.”

Erin felt her face crumple in a frown again. “Didn’t you say it was going to start flooding tomorrow? Shouldn’t we start tonight?”

Reeve threw his arms wide. “No sandbags. I got nothing to do until they come up with it. And honestly, murderers and psychos slaughtering people and causing multi-car pileups on the freeway is more my area of expertise than flood control.” Reeve’s hands came back down to rest on the arms of his chair. “Which is a grim thought. Honest to God, it’s like this whole damned town is just going straight to hell.”

Erin felt a flash of discomfort at that turn of phrase, remembering Hendricks’s books on demons. “Sounds like we’re just in the middle of a run of bad luck,” she said, hoping that was really was the case.


***




Gideon knew he needed fertilizer. Tons of it, probably, though he’d need some other things too. He was spending his time splayed out on the bed, his tablet computer in front of him, just doing research. He couldn’t sleep, not after today’s excitement, and especially not with the prospect of what he might turn loose tomorrow.

So he just kept reading, page after page. Nothing about it looked too difficult, and after the scouting run he’d done earlier, he was excited. A couple of rent-a-cops were the only thing standing between him and his objective. He’d probably be able to just drive right in.

The even better news was that there was a fertilizer dealer right here in town. Set up for big accounts, too, according to the website. He’d just have to pretend he was a farmer, looking to set up with someone, and then he could get all the fertilizer he needed.

Then he got a little further down the page and stopped. He could feel the frown creasing his forehead.

Where the hell was he supposed to get THAT?


***




Hendricks started to come to, his head pressed against the hard plastic edge of a door handle. It took him a minute to realize what it was because it was dark, and only the sight of lights whipping by occasionally above him cracked through the blackness outside. There was a faint glow above him, over the seat, he realized after a minute. By that time he’d figured out he was on his back in the back seat of a car.

And his head ached like a motherfucker.

His eye throbbed as he started to sit up. He felt pressure on his wrists and ankles when he did, realizing that he was wearing handcuffs. That paused him for a moment, and a voice came from the seat in front of him.

“He’s awake.”

“Oh, good,” came another voice, this one a little more droll. Sounded a little like a Boston accent. Or Jersey. Somewhere Northeast. “Maybe now we can get some answers.”

“Answers to what?” Hendricks asked, shifting his body to try and sit up. He was in the back seat of a sedan of some sort, not exactly luxury. Cloth seats rubbed against his cheek as he dragged himself up. His ribs were still protesting against the rough treatment they’d received two fights ago.

“You’ll find out,” the guy in the driver’s seat said. There was a shift as the car started bumping along, and Hendricks realized they’d left the paved road behind.

Hendricks’s mind raced, feeling a little like he had to think while his heart was causing his brain to throb with each beat. He had a feeling he was heading into a torture situation, something which he hadn’t really had to deal with before. There’d always been the threat, of course, when he was in the service, but it had never actually happened to him. He pulled on the handcuffs and heard them clink as the car hit a bump and his head whacked the door. Shit.


***




Arch thought he’d gone the wrong way the minute he got the Explorer out of the driveway, but he couldn’t be sure. When he got to the point that he doubted himself enough to turn around, he drove a hundred miles an hour with his sirens and lights on back in the opposite direction only to find not a single thing. The road didn’t exactly lend itself to tracking a car, not being a dirt path. And he wasn’t supposed to drive that fast on a spare tire.

He slammed a hand into the steering wheel and felt the pain in his wrist. He’d pay for that later. He started to reach for the radio—again, for the thousandth time—and stopped himself. The only thing calling in would do was provoke a flurry of questions and land himself in hot water. He made a seething noise as he blew air out through gritted teeth and slapped the Explorer’s plasti-leather interior panel next to the window. It rattled from the force of his strike.

Where to now? What to do? They were tough questions, and they weren’t going to get answers by driving randomly down Lihue Lane, a winding road that stretched five miles in either direction. Hendricks could be halfway across the county by now, in the hands of the demons—whoever they were—and Arch had no one to ask for help.

Arch thudded his palm against the wheel again. The shock of pain ran up his wrist, but it put him back in the moment. It was the same feeling he got when he’d hit a guy playing football. He could be dazed, trying to think of the next move, but when that hit happened, it always woke him up.

The road he was on was taking him back to town. Where the sheriff was waiting, somewhere. Arch looked down at his phone and thumbed the faceplate on. He’d missed twenty calls, all from the same number. Whatever Reeve wanted to talk to him about—and he had a fair idea—he’d probably expressed it in the fifteen voicemails he’d left.

He hit the outskirts still without any idea. “God … what do I do?” he asked.

He didn’t expect a literal answer by any means, but he felt the tug of his heart guiding the wheel, and he steered himself down the familiar streets toward home.


***




They’d pulled off into a little wooded area, Hendricks knew, some copse of trees he could see by looking out the window on the other side of the car. His feet were visible, too, cowboy boots up against the opposite door’s panel. He thought about busting up the door, but why? So some poor bastard cop would see it, stop them, and get killed? Pointless.

He’d probably need all his strength to endure what was going to happen next, anyway.

Hendricks heard the car stop, felt the subtle shift in momentum that threatened to roll him off his seat. The car dinged as one of the doors opened and the guy in the passenger side got out before it was even shut off. Hendricks heard the driver scrape the keys in the ignition as he pulled them out. Cool, wet air hit him in the face as the driver opened his door.

One of the seatbelt buckles was right in his bruised ribs, and Hendricks had a feeling it was not going to get any more comfortable from here, fuck it all. He could hear a muted conversation between his two captors just outside the car, but it was too hushed for him to make anything out.

He could hear his ragged breathing, and he tried to steady it. He tried to scoot, to bring his hands down and around his ass so he could get them in front of him, but the door opened before he could make any progress. Strong arms pulled him out, not even letting him get his feet underneath him.

They dragged him, one on each side, backwards into the woods. Hendricks wished for his weapon of last resort, the switchblade he’d fastened in his hat until just last week, but he knew that it was out there, somewhere beyond his sight—with Arch.


***




Arch paused outside the door of his apartment before letting the key hit the lock. A part of him resisted going inside. He thought about driving around, aimless. Calhoun County was only three hundred and fifty square miles. Sure, it would be utterly fruitless, but at least he’d be doing something.

He shook off that feeling like he shook off the chill as he opened his front door and stepped inside. Alison had turned the heater on. Not a big surprise there, she didn’t do well in winter, except for fashion-wise.

“I’m home,” he said. He didn’t advertise it particularly loudly, but he didn’t have to. Alison was sitting on the couch, staring straight ahead. She looked over at him as he entered, her long blond hair falling around her shoulders. She had changed out of her work clothes into denim jeans and a grey t-shirt. She looked good, he reflected as she stared back at him evenly.

“Oh?” Her voice was as flat as the look she gave him. “I thought you were going to be working late.” She didn’t seem to care either way, just going by tone.

“I just came home for a little bit,” Arch said, and now he felt the chill in the room. He took a step toward where she sat in the living room, felt the tension in his body. “Couldn’t, uh … I don’t know, I couldn’t …”

“Long patrol, huh?” She didn’t sound particularly sympathetic. She didn’t really sound particularly … anything, lately. Just dull, flat, like she had no emotions left at all.

“Long day,” Arch said and lowered his head. “Did you hear about the murders?”

“Yeah,” Alison said, and he looked up to find her expression hadn’t changed a whit. Her eyes were slightly narrowed, like she was tired. It wasn’t a look he could recall seeing on her face before. She didn’t look mad … just different. “Never heard of anything like that before. Not in Midian.”

“No one’s heard of anything like that around here before,” Arch said. “Let alone that thing this afternoon.”

“Big crash,” Alison said, nodding her head. “Not an accident either, I hear.”

Arch shook his head. “Nope.”

Alison looked away from him. “Quite a day.”

Arch couldn’t really think of much to say to that. “Yep.” He wondered if it’d be capped off with Hendricks dying.


***




For Hendricks, being dragged by the demons was like what he remembered of being picked up by his parents as a kid. He was facing the opposite direction of the one he was being dragged, trying to crank his neck around to look.

“Little farther,” the one on his left said. It was the guy from the passenger side. He was wearing a dark suit that looked like it was tinged with purple. Hendricks had to look twice to make sure. “We’re almost out of earshot of the house over that hill there.”

Hendricks didn’t love the sound of that, either. He didn’t love any of this. Not that he could think of anyone that would.

His heels were thumping with the natural curves of the ground. His shoulder was pissed at him, too, making a little racket, pain firing up here and there. He didn’t know which fight that had come from.

The air was crisp, and he looked up to see a black sky above. The chill on his skin wasn’t just from the weather, that much he knew.

“Gonna rain again,” the guy in the purple suit said.

“I’ve been wondering about that,” the other said. He was the one that sounded like he was from Boston. “When it comes to atmospheric conditions—”

“Not now,” Purple Suit said. He talked softly, one of the gentlest voices Hendricks could recall.

They went quiet and stopped after another twenty yards or so. They tossed Hendricks to the ground like he weighed no more than a piece of firewood, and he rolled in a pile of dead leaves. He came to rest face down, hands still cuffed behind him, legs chained together.

“We’re curious about that redhead,” Purple Suit said abruptly.

"You want to know if she's single? Ask her yourself." Hendricks felt his head rock from a sharp slap from Boston. It stung more than anything. “I’m curious about her, too,” Hendricks said, compressing his neck to look up. He rested his chin on the dirt, and started to roll over. “She’s not exactly forthcoming with the details of her life, if you know what I mean.”

“You look like you’re cozy with her,” Boston said. Hendricks couldn’t see either of them; they were lurking above him and back a little ways.

“Not really,” Hendricks said, trying to roll. “She showed up a week or so ago, saved my ass a couple times, then vanished until today.” His shoulder was now super pissed at him for trying to roll.

There was a pause behind him. “Forgive us,” Boston’s sharp voice came back, “but we think there’s more to it than that.”

“I’m sure there is,” Hendricks said with a grunt as he rolled onto his back. His arms were now pinned underneath him, but at least he could look the two of them in the face. Boston was watching him, just a few paces away. Purple Suit was a little farther back, standing off to the side, staring into the woods with his fingers on his chin. “But she hasn’t shared any more with me. You got a real woman of mystery there. First time I met her, she jumped off an overpass and disappeared before she hit the ground.”

“No shit?” This from Boston.

“No shit,” Hendricks said, staring him down. “Makes me think she might be one of your people.”

“‘Our people’?” Boston’s voice carried a note of offense.

“You know,” Hendricks said, with as much of a shrug as he could manage with his hands behind his back. “Demon.”

“Uh huh,” Boston said, watching him with a thoroughly unamused expression. His lips were tight, eyes slitted. “‘Our people.’ Tell me something, demon hunter,” and the guy said almost like it was a slur, “you ever meet any of ‘our people’ that you didn’t kill?”

“Maybe a few here and there,” Hendricks said, and felt the wet dirt against his hands. “Never met one who crossed me I didn’t let the air out of, though.”

“Oh, we got a feisty one, Duncan,” Boston said, looking over at his partner, who was still staring off into the woods. Hendricks could hear the drip of water from the branches above in the gap of silence once the demon stopped speaking. “Kind of a loudmouth considering you don’t have your sword or your gun.” Boston took a step closer. “Don’t know what ‘our kind’ does to ‘your kind’?”

“Kills us,” Hendricks said, trying to scoot his hands down his back. He rocked and brought them around his ass and started folding his legs one by one under the chain so he could bring his hands in front of him. Boston watched and didn’t seem to care. “Eat us. Disembowel us for fun.”

Boston shot a look at the one he’d called Duncan, then looked back to Hendricks. “I don’t know any of our people that would disembowel just for fun. Maybe in the course of eating, or playful torture …” He let his voice drift off. “Okay, I guess some would consider it fun.”

“What about you?” Hendricks asked, steeling his voice, trying to keep it even. “What do you do with humans for fun?”

Boston took a step closer and peered down at him. His expression was almost totally cold, blank. “I don’t have fun with humans. I tolerate humans. I go around humans. Avoid them. Try to ignore them when they inconvenience me.” He knelt, and Hendricks noticed for the first time he was wearing some cheap looking loafers that were caked with mud. “Right now, you’re inconveniencing me.”

“I’ve told you what I know,” Hendricks said, and held his hands up, still cuffed. “You can believe me or not, but I don’t know that much about the redhead.”

Boston narrowed his eyes at him. They became slits then glowed red with a dark fire. “Do you know her name?”

Hendricks felt himself tense. Unless his handcuffs were blessed by a holy man of some kind, they wouldn’t do any damage to a demon. What was in a name, anyway? “She calls herself Starling. That’s all she ever told me.”

Boston settled back, then stood, looking down at him, his face bunched up pensively. The fire in his eyes was gone. “Starling? Like the bird?”

Hendricks shrugged. “That’s what she said.”

“Duncan?” Boston asked, turning to face his partner. Hendricks watched Duncan, who was still staring off into the forest.

“He’s telling the truth,” Duncan said.

“Well, okay then,” Boston said and reached out for Hendricks in a flash, pulling him to his feet. “I guess we’re almost done here.”

Hendricks heard that and took note. “Oh, yeah?” Boston was way too casual about this. He braced himself to run for the woods.

“Yeah,” Boston said and promptly hit Hendricks in the kidney, doubling him over. “Almost done.”

Hendricks hit the ground and looked up. Boston stood over him and now so did Duncan. They were flanking him, and his back hurt like Boston had used a battering ram to bust him open. Hendricks just lay there, looking up at the two of them, as they both reached down for him, blotting out his view of the tree branches above.


12.


Gideon had tried to put it all together, tried damned hard. Well, he’d done the research anyway. Ammonia-based fertilizer bombs had sounded easy when he’d looked them up, but then things got complicated fast. Some of the materials would require serious effort to get hold of. And they assumed he’d be able to make a functional bomb out of everything once he was done, which was a big if.

It took him until nearly two a.m. to settle on what he was doing wrong. He was thinking like a human.

And he was not a human. He was better.

The rental car bumped along down a dirt road. He’d had to do a little searching to find what he was looking for, but he’d found it. The web was really a boon for their kind, if you knew what to look for. Need a live human delivered to your apartment in New York for fresh meat? There was a service for that. Funerary rites for a Du’clen’tau demon? All on a webpage, indexed somewhere on a server in the Ukraine for viewing anywhere that Wifi or 4G could reach.

And if you needed the services of a few of demonkind’s more … elusive and mysterious purveyors, they were there, too. Fortunately for Gideon, some of them liked to follow the hotspots. And updated their web pages accordingly. Or blog, in this case.

The car smelled new, clean, like a rental should. The last one he’d ditched it wasn’t smelling so good by the end. This one was blowing mildly warm air, which worked for Gideon because he was still in cargo pants and a t-shirt. He was starting to stink, he knew it. A few days of fevered pleasuring without a shower would do that, and he certainly hadn’t had time for a shower.

No, he had plotting and scheming to do. Research. Shit to think up. Plans to execute.

He pulled off the road when he saw the mailbox. It was painted red, blending in with the flag that was on its side. It felt wrong somehow, like it was some sort of violation of USPS code, but Gideon just shrugged and turned because that’s what the website said to do.

He felt the rutted road pitch the car, felt the heat blowing out of the vents on his face, smelled his own stink and the rental car’s cleanliness mix in some perverse blend. He touched himself quickly, just a goose to remind him of what this was all about. Oh, yeah. He was hard again already.

He stopped behind a green pickup truck that looked almost black in the dark night. A porch light was the only thing illuminating the scene. Gideon pulled the keys out of the ignition and took another breath of himself before he got out. He kind of liked it.

His shoes squished in the mud and gravel of the road. This looked like it was on higher ground than most of the roads he’d seen. Lots of standing water after the rains. That was good. Lots of ground saturation.

He headed for the door to the house. It was painted red, too, and when he knocked—four times—he heard a voice within.

“Enter.”

It was almost a whisper, but it resonated inside, touched his essence. He paused and let that feeling linger. It was like someone had run fingers over his deepest insides. It was not something that was done to strangers casually; it was awfully forward.

Gideon liked it. He took hold of the old copper handle and opened the door. What he saw inside made his head spin.


***




“What are you gonna do?” Alison’s soft voice wafted over Arch with a seriousness that he still wasn’t used to. She could pout with the best of them when she wanted, but she was a mostly chipper person. He tried not to let her change in personality get to him, even as he sat back on the couch next to her, sinking into the corduroy monstrosity. Her parents had gotten it for them when they’d moved into the apartment.

“I don’t know,” Arch said, leaning his head back and feeling the faint lines of the fabric against the back of his neck. He ran a hand over his short hair, then down the bristly stubble on his cheek.

“Are you coming to bed?” She asked this with as little interest as she asked anything else, but his ears perked up and listened for hints of something—anything—from her. Interest. Anything to hint she might be the same person who was so anxious to have a baby with him only two weeks ago.

“Not yet,” he said. There was some pull in him to keep him from answering the way he knew he should, the way he wanted to deep inside. Some stubborn refusal to acknowledge that he maybe needed to bend toward her, even a little. His breath caught in his throat before he spoke. “I just … I think I’ll stay up a little longer.”

“All right,” she said in a rough whisper. She stood and walked past him, pausing only to reach down and kiss him on the forehead. It was quick, perfunctory, and nothing but silence followed after it.


***




Hendricks was in the back seat again, now with his hands uncuffed. The last few minutes had been strange. He was sitting upright now, in the middle of the seat, his coat on the floorboard.

“What do they call these handles?” This from Boston, whose actual name, he had found out after he’d introduced himself and helped Hendricks out of the mud, was Lerner. Lerner pointed at the handle hanging next to Duncan’s head. “You know, the ones on the roof of a car by the door. Lunkhead here doesn’t know.” Lerner waved at Duncan.

“I don’t know their technical name,” Hendricks said carefully. He was still walking on eggshells with these two, in spite of the sudden shift in their demeanor toward affable. “But I’ve always heard them called ‘Oh shit’ bars.”

“‘Oh shit bar’?” Lerner frowned and glanced back at him. They were heading back toward town, Hendricks thought, but he wasn’t sure.

“Yeah,” Hendricks said, staring back at Lerner. “Cuz when you need them it’s usually at a moment when you’re saying, ‘Oh shit.’”

“Ha!” Lerner’s laugh was a bark. Hendricks looked at Duncan, but he was silent, staring into the windshield. Hendricks was ready to write him off as fucking weird, but he had said something about Hendricks telling the truth about Starling. That was interesting. If he was a mind reader—

“Yes,” Duncan said. “Not really mind, though. Essence reading.”

“Bullshit,” Hendricks blurted. Couldn’t help himself. He had to think back, try and figure out if he’d been talking out loud.

“No,” Duncan said. “You weren’t speaking aloud. But everything you were thinking was written all over your soul.”

Hendricks tried not to roll his eyes, but he didn’t try very hard. “Whatever, man. I could accept you could read minds somehow. Souls are kind of a different story.”

“Oh, now this is an interesting discussion we could have,” Lerner chimed in. “About the immortal soul—”

“He’s an atheist,” Duncan said nonchalantly, like he’d just mentioned what he was having for dinner.

“Really?” Lerner said, and his face got flat around the mouth, like he was impressed or something. “Don’t meet a lot of demon hunters that aren’t of the faithful.” He looked over his shoulder into the back seat. “What was it that brought you into the field?”

Hendricks glanced at Duncan, who looked back at him. The man’s face was blank, but his eyes were peering right into Hendricks. “Personal tragedy,” Hendricks said, knowing he sounded tense. He waited to see if Duncan would elaborate, but the demon said nothing.

“Met a few people in it for that reason,” Lerner said, but he was back to the wheel now. “But usually they go toe-to-toe with a few demons and get religious real quick.”

Hendricks shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t know what to tell you. I’ve never believed in anything I can’t see some scientific proof of.”

Lerner laughed and exchanged a look with Duncan. “That’s kind of funny, champ. How do you explain what you fight every day?”

Hendricks smiled. “Just another species of animal. Different basis of life, obviously, since carbon-based lifeforms don’t go PFFFFFT when you stab them with a sword, but still a species of some kind. You can feel ’em, see ’em—”

“Not all,” Duncan said.

“—smell ’em, hear ’em—” Hendricks went on, wondering a little what Duncan meant by that one.

“You can taste ’em, too,” Lerner said with a smile and looked back at him again. “Though I don’t imagine you’ve probably done that. A little too up close and personal, especially for a guy who’s made this a vendetta.”

“So, you’re demons,” Hendricks said. “And you’re here to …?”

“Keep things quiet,” Lerner said, and now he was looking at the road again. Dark pastures and fences were passing them by outside the window. “Keep a lid on our peoples’ activities. Keep humanity from getting all uppity and rising against us.”

Hendricks thought about that one for a minute. “You kill demons?”

“I’ve let the brimstone out of more of ’em than you, sonny,” Lerner said, like he was some kind of snappy used car salesman getting pissy with Hendricks over his territory.

“Humans?” Hendricks asked.

“No,” Lerner said with a smile after a pause. “Most demons don’t kill humans, by the way. They keep their heads down, blend with your people, live their lives. Eat food, work jobs, have babies—”

Hendricks blinked at that one. “Demons have babies?”

“You’re a cute kid,” Lerner said, laughing. “Yeah, demons have babies. Some of them are cute, too. Some of them …” Lerner paused, “… not so much.”

“So, what are you doing with me?” Hendricks asked, trying to bring things back around. He wasn’t sure he entirely believed Lerner when the man—demon—had said he didn’t kill humans, but he’d sounded convincing.

“Asking questions,” Lerner said and then he sent a scalding look back at Hendricks, which was mirrored by Duncan. “And hitting you for probably banishing some of our kind without good cause.”

Hendricks flinched. “Banishing?”

“Yeah,” Lerner said. “You don’t think you’re actually killing them with that little pointy thing you swing around, do you?”


***




Erin was driving the patrol car around in circles. She’d been awake for close to twenty-four hours, and her vision was a little blurry at times. She pulled off and got a coffee at the all-night convenience station next to the interstate. Sat there for a while, drinking it in the parking lot with the car idling, watching the Sinbad motel.

She told herself it was because she needed to drink the coffee before she could safely drive around some more, but even she knew that was a lie.


***




Lerner took a left onto the main road. The cowboy demon hunter was in the back seat, Duncan was silent next to him now, and he was happy as he could be. The cowboy didn’t seem bothered by his desire to talk, which was kind of like heaven—or some form of paradise, at least—after being stuck with Duncan’s annoyingly reticent ass for so long.

“So if they’re not dead …” the cowboy said from the back seat.

“Back to the underworld,” Lerner said. He wasn’t a stupid one, fortunately. “Suffering down there together with their own kind. Probably trying to find a way back, which is … problematic.”

“Why is that?” The cowboy asked.

“You don’t need to know,” Duncan said, breaking his silence. Lerner looked over at Duncan, who was giving him the side-eye. It was annoyance combined with a dose of shut-the-fuck-up.

“So what are you doing here?” the cowboy asked after a moment’s silence. Persistent, too.

“Keeping things on the level,” Lerner said, letting the sedan glide smoothly along the highway. Much better than the bumpy dirt back roads. He cracked a window and listened to the rush, the cool night air catching him in the face. It had that damp, post-rain smell to it. Lovely. “Keeping our kind from crossing too many lines. I don’t know how many hotspots you’ve seen—”

“I’ve been doing this for a while,” the cowboy said. What was his name again? Hendricks, yeah.

“About five years,” Duncan added helpfully.

“So you’ve seen a few,” Lerner said. “But you’ve missed the really bad ones. The ones that vanish off the map. To say nothing of the places that aren’t hotspots that just get hit with a wave of demon activity. Someone hangs out a shingle, says, ‘Hey, we’re open for demon business!’ And it’s a mad rush. Lost a town in Serbia like that last year. Ugly mess. Entrails everywhere.” Lerner shook his head. It had been gruesome; he and Duncan got to bat cleanup on that one. And cleaning up had been all that was left when a family of M’r’kirresh had been done.

“So, you’re demon hunters, too,” Hendricks said. Lerner felt himself crack a smile. Yeah, talking to this human was all right.

“We’re lawmen,” Lerner said.

“Law-demons?” Hendricks asked.

“Whatever,” Lerner said, shrugging. He didn’t get caught up in semantics like that. He had the male pieces, after all, even if they didn’t really get used. “We enforce the Pact, which set forth Occultic law on earth to govern everything non-human. Keep things from getting too heavy, make sure that when stuff gets out of control and loud somewhere, it gets stopped as quick as we can make it happen.”

There was a silence in the back seat. “So you’re … I hate to use this term … kind of like … ‘good guys.’”

Lerner sighed. “I hate that phrase, too. It shows such a lack of subtlety. Of complex thinking. So I’m ‘good’ just because I don’t murder humans?”

“I don’t …” Hendricks was quiet for a moment. “It doesn’t make you bad, I don’t think.”

Lerner shrugged. “I turn my back on the killings of humans every day, did you know that? If they happen in small batches, I remain unconcerned. My job is to stop the big ones, the ones that get attention.” He grinned and turned back to the cowboy, who wore a little bit of a sick look now. “Am I still a ‘good guy’?”

“Probably not,” Hendricks said, and Lerner could hear the distaste.

“But you do the same thing every day,” Lerner said, and his grin was just getting bigger. It was a such a joy to hammer home a rhetorical point. “Where was that place a few years ago where they had that ethnic cleansing?” He clicked his tongue. “South Sudan.” He snapped his fingers a couple times, like it could help him remember. “Darfur! Yeah, that was it.” He turned to the back seat. “Did you go to Darfur to help stop the slaughter?”

The cowboy’s voice got quiet. “… No.”

“Well, then welcome to the ‘bad guys’ team,” Lerner said with a grin, steering the car along. They were almost there, he knew as they passed a diner on the left.

“I do what I can,” Hendricks said, and Lerner could hear the fire starting in his voice. “Going in, me—one man—against an army? Suicide. I go to hotspots and try and stop demons there—”

“And kill some of them who have never hurt a human in their lives,” Lerner said. He was enjoying this. “Yep, you are a hell of a ‘good guy.’”

There was a sigh from the cowboy. “Where are we going?”

“Right here,” Duncan said, speaking up, as Lerner turned the car into the Sinbad Motel’s parking lot.

“You drove me home?” Hendricks asked from the back seat, and Lerner could hear that the boy was more than a little perplexed.

“As a good date should,” Lerner said with the same grin. “But actually, we’re not here for you. If we’d been heading the opposite direction, I would have left your ass on the side of the road.” He wondered if the cowboy thought he was kidding. He wasn’t.

“Why are you here?” Hendricks asked, remaining still in the back seat even though they were now parked.

“Now that is an interesting question,” Lerner said as he pulled the keys out of the ignition.


***




Erin had seen Hendricks’s cowboy hat in the back seat in profile as the sedan pulled into the Sinbad’s parking lot. She thought about driving over right then but held back. There were two guys in the car with him. She felt her hand tighten on the hot coffee cup, heard the Styrofoam crack a little before she slackened her grip.

What the hell was going on now?


***




Gideon stepped into a world upside down. He’d seen farmhouses on TV; they were simple, quaint things, filled with homey samplers on the wall, quilts on the back of overstuffed furniture. For some reason he imagined the smell of gravy cooking, the smell of every greasy spoon restaurants he’d ever been to.

This was nothing like that.

Every wall was red. Deep red, not quite blood, but a heavy maroon of the sort you’d see on a weather map. The smell was all herbs and spices, or something of that sort. Maybe incense. Damned sure wasn’t vanilla, though. And the furniture wasn’t homey. At all.

There were cages to his left, animals within, but not a trace of the smell he might have associated with them. He could hear the rattle and noise of some of the chickens—and there had to be a half dozen of them alone. He could see some dogs below that, in bigger cages, staring out at him with hopeless eyes. Gideon had to concede that if he was a human, it might have moved him. But he wasn’t, so his eyes moved on.

There were other animals, too, the cages stacked floor to ceiling on three sides of what had once been someone’s sitting room. The last three cages, the ones closest to the open arch leading to the entry hall, had humans. The cages were kind of small for their occupants, heavy metal bars fencing in two men and a woman. They were dirty and naked and didn’t project one third of the sad-eyed pathos that the dogs did.

“Come in,” came the voice from ahead. Gideon stared forward, looking away from the spectacle of the cage room, and started walking down the hall. Every step in his shoes made a lovely, resonant thump against the hardwood floor that echoed through the quiet house. If the animals were making noise, it was masked by a conjuring of some sort. And that was fine with Gideon. If they were screaming toward death, he’d hear it anyway. If they were just screaming, he didn’t give a fuck.

He walked down the long, red hall, keeping his eyes on the space ahead. The hall was longer than the house, at least as he remembered it from outside. The occasional shelf and end table that could be found along it was filled with curiosities, orbs, jars with light and darkness enclosed within and shelves laden with arcane, leather-bound books.

“Come further,” the voice commanded. It was cold and clear, reminding Gideon of a winter wind in Chicago for some reason. It felt like it was blowing down the hall at him. He didn’t shiver, but it was a near thing.

He could see the hall widen ahead, another room to his left, a stairway leading up to his right. It had an old wood banister with a thousand nicks in it that he could see even at this distance. The smell of incense was stronger here. It reminded him a little of an Indian restaurant in the neighborhood he’d lived in in Detroit.

“Ah, I see you now,” came a voice from just around the corner.

Gideon entered a large dining room complete with an oval wood table and six place settings. A man sat opposite him, with a small smile, one that barely wrinkled the corners of his eyes. He looked small somehow, with greying hair at the temples, and solid, thick hair. There were no teeth in the man’s smile, and he wore a Nehru jacket, which seemed totally at odds with his utterly Caucasian look. It reminded Gideon of the movie villain in Austin Powers.

Gideon halted in front of the table, staring at the man opposite him. “You could see me, huh? Like through a conjuring?”

“No,” the man said, his smile widening. He put out a hand, open palm gesturing to the staircase behind him. “I have a mirror over there.” Gideon looked and saw it, mounted just above the staircase—one of those distorted ones that stores put high up in their corners to keep watch for shoplifting. “No, you’re not really the type that’s within my power to keep an eye on easily, are you?”

“I guess not,” Gideon said. He shifted on his feet, side to side. There wasn’t much decor in the dining room; a couple paintings on the wall, a six-foot grandfather clock with gold pendulum halted in the middle of its chest in the corner. There were a couple incense burners, and the light was dim. “So.”

“So,” the man said and stood, pointing to the chair opposite him. “Have a seat?” He extended his hand as Gideon took a step forward. Gideon took his hand and found it cold, desperately cold. When Gideon looked up at the man, his smile was back to practiced and small, any hint of his teeth gone. “My name is Wren Spellman. And you are?”

“Gideon,” he replied. It was an assumed name anyway. “Wren Spellman?”

“An appellation some locals gave me in Kansas once,” Spellman said, taking a seat. That same, unmoving smile remained maddeningly perched on his lips. “I liked it so much, I kept it.”

“Uh huh,” Gideon said. He was itching to know Spellman’s real name, but that was an itch one simply didn’t scratch in their world. “I’m looking for some things.”

“I see,” Spellman said, and the smile was gone, replaced with all seriousness. “May I ask how you came to find us? Was it by word of mouth, an ad, our website—”

“Website,” Gideon said, frowning.

“Ah, good,” Spellman said, and Gideon realized he had a pad of yellow paper in front of him and was writing on it. When Spellman looked up and caught Gideon looking at him, he smiled again. “Just making a note; we like to make sure our marketing dollars are being spent well, you know. I had a man from Russia design the site and give it some SEO.” Spellman laughed. “Oh, how things have changed since the days when you just hung entrails outside a tent. But in this modern world you have to adapt to maximize profitability, you know?”

“I guess,” Gideon said, a trace uneasy. “Listen, I’m looking for …”

“A conjuring? Some sorcery, perhaps?” Spellman said with that same false smile.

“Yeah,” Gideon said and ran a hand through his thinning hair.

“I have many of those that might interest a man such as yourself,” Spellman said and started ticking off his fingers one by one as he listed. “Glamours, potions, runes. Something to increase your potency, perhaps?” There was a twinkle in Spellman’s eye at that one.

“My potency is doing just fine, thanks,” Gideon said matter-of-factly. It was, after all.

“Sorry, that’s the most popular request,” Spellman said with a shrug of the shoulders. His Nehru suit was green now, though Gideon could have sworn it was grey only minutes ago. “And sometimes it takes people a while to admit it, so I like to just get that out there in the open at the outset.” He steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair. “So, what’s it to be, Mr. Gideon …?”

“Just Gideon.”

“What’s it to be, ‘Just Gideon’?” Spellman wore a pensive look, like he was trying to stare down Gideon’s eyes and look behind them.

“I need something … really particular,” Gideon said, and Spellman leaned forward. Gideon had a feeling the reaction would be good.


***




“We need to hold up here a minute,” Duncan said as they got out of the car.

“Why?” Hendricks frowned at Duncan. The man in the purple suit was mysterious as all hell, and it was getting on his nerves. There was a chill in the parking lot of the Sinbad that was settling on Hendricks’s skin, a chill he hadn’t felt since he’d blown into town. Summer had been in full force when he arrived. Now it was starting to feel like autumn in Wisconsin.

“Because your girlfriend is in the parking lot of the gas station across the street, watching us,” Duncan replied as neutrally as if he were reading a passage out of the car’s manual.

“She— what?” He started to turn his head to look and sure enough, a sheriff’s car was sitting across the street, lights off. He could see the exhaust puffing out of the tailpipe because of the gas station lights. Hendricks felt his stomach growl and realized he hadn’t eaten in a long damned time. For a second he thought about going over there—to talk to her, maybe grab a hot dog afterward.

That thought got squeezed off when the cruiser’s headlights came on and it eased across the street and into the Sinbad’s lot. It rolled up real slow, like she was taking her time to build the suspense. Based on how their earlier conversation had gone, Hendricks didn’t have high hopes for this one. “How’d you know it was her?” he asked Duncan, who stood with his arms folded, eyes closed. “Could you sense her when we were on our way here?”

“No,” Duncan said, not opening his eyes but swaying slightly as a gentle wind blew through the parking lot. The cruiser eased closer, stopping in a spot just next to the sedan. “I can’t read humans from a distance. There are just too many of you.”

Erin stepped out of her car and had her flashlight out immediately. He could tell it was her in the instant before she clicked the light on just by the profile. He’d seen her in the dark enough to recognize it, though usually it was when she was astride him.

“Hey,” he said, as tight-lipped as he could be. This had the potential to be a really awkward conversation, especially in front of Lerner and Duncan.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, and she didn’t sound any more pleased to see him now than when he’d seen her earlier. Plus she was shining the light in his eyes. He had a hand up to block her, but still, that maglite was damned bright. “Where have you been?”

He felt his face crease with annoyance. “Out. Why?”

She ignored his question and took her light off of him to illuminate Lerner, then Duncan, one at a time. “Who are your friends?”

“I don’t have any friends,” Hendricks shot back. He layered on the sarcasm nice and thick.

“They’re not demons, are they?”

Hendricks felt his throat tighten, and his eyes felt like they were about to bulge out of his head. She still had the flashlight pointed at Duncan, who was staring back at her, cool as an icy spring, apparently indifferent to her jibe. Hendricks, for his part, was mentally scrambling to figure out how to answer that one when the light came back to him and damned near blinded him again. He got his hand up a little late and tried to blink the spots of out of his eyes.

“Demons?” This came from Lerner, chuckling. He came off folksy, even with the accent. “That’s an unkind thing to say to a total stranger, ma’am.”

Erin took a step toward Hendricks, and he still couldn’t really see her. He held out his hand to try and block the flashlight’s beam, but it didn’t work. “Could you put that down?”

“No.” Erin’s voice came back at him, cold. She took another step and was within arm’s reach. He just stood there, wondering if she was about to cuff him or something. Not that she’d have much on him, but he didn’t want to give her a reason; his weapons were still in the trunk of Lerner and Duncan’s car. She took one step closer and Hendricks felt something hit him in the gut, a light slap. It had some weight to it, and he lowered a hand to catch it by instinct.

It was leather, square-like, and took him a minute to realize it was a book. No, two books. He pulled them closer to his face and recognized the spines in the blinding light. “Hey, these are mine.”

“Yeah, I took ’em out of your room earlier,” she said, and there was more than a little growl to what she was saying. “Along with this.” She held something out, something that looked a little like a piece of paper.

Hendricks took hold of it between his thumb and forefinger and blinked the lights out of his eyes as he turned it over.

He knew it by heart. It was a picture, and he was in the tux on the left hand side. He looked younger, a little better kempt. He should have been, he was only nineteen when it was taken. On the right hand side was her. The spots in his vision from the flashlight worked in his favor this time, because he couldn’t see her face clearly.

Without the photo, though, he couldn’t ever see her face clearly anymore.

“You’re married,” Erin said, in a low note of accusation. Hendricks didn’t answer, just felt the sting, felt the blood rush through his head at the thought of her going through his room, searching his things. “Deny it.”

“Why would I?” Hendricks said, and he did not even recognize his voice as he said it. “You’ve got photographic evidence to the contrary.”

He could see the silhouette of Erin nod, felt the fury boiling off of her, but it was nothing—not a drop in the goddamned bucket—compared to his own. “Did you get a divorce?”

“Nope,” he said, with zeal born of rage. He felt it coursing through him, wanted to stick it to her, make her feel the pain. He hoped like hell she was humiliated, at least as much as he was from the thought of her going through his things.

There was a pause. “So you’ve been cheating on her with me.” This came out quiet.

“I’ve been fucking you,” Hendricks said, and he felt the spittle fly from his mouth. “Like you wanted me to.”

He could feel her tense, see it in her silhouette. His eyes drifted down to her other hand, the one not holding the flashlight. It was tough to tell with the maglite still shining in his eyes, but he was pretty sure it was on the butt of her gun.

“Lover’s quarrel,” Lerner’s voice came over at him. “This is so cute.”

“Shut the fuck up,” Erin said, low and slow. He’d wanted to say much the same, but she beat him to it.

“Yes, ma’am,” Lerner said and pretended to tip an imaginary hat to her.

“I trusted you,” Erin said after another minute of unfiltered quiet.

“I’m a stranger that blew into town on the wind,” Hendricks said, and he laughed, feeling a little cruelty come spitting out from that rage, from his sense of violation. Now he just wanted to hurt her so she’d get the hell away from him. The sooner, the better. “You were just looking for a good time. Something to cut the boredom, someone new to fuck—”

She stepped toward him like she was going to hit him with the maglite but stopped a foot away. He could smell the coffee on her breath, see her eyes. They weren’t red. They were cold. Damned cold. “You’re a fucking asshole.”

“And you’re a police officer who executed an unwarranted search and seizure of my property,” he said and held up the books. “Which makes you a fascist and a—”

“Let’s keep it polite,” Duncan said, drawing Hendricks’s attention to him for a second and breaking his train of thought off the blinding rage he was feeling.

“Remember,” Lerner said, voice tinged with amusement, “even here at the lovely Sinbad motel, a veritable mecca of refinement, you have an audience.”

Hendricks stared in her eyes, she stared back at him. It was cold fury on both sides, Hendricks realized, and he did not give a fuck. All he wanted was her to get away, now. He took a step back. “I don’t have time for this shit.”

Erin took a step back of her own. “Stay out of trouble, and stay out of my way, you crazy, cheating fucker.”

Hendricks doffed his cowboy hat to her. “Your wish is my command, you possessive, sneaky bar slut—”

“Hey,” Lerner said, and Hendricks saw his lips were pursed like he was shocked. “Why go there? Like it’s some kind of mark against her that she was stooping to sleep with you?”

“Whose fucking side are you on?” Hendricks found himself asking.

“Not yours,” Lerner said with a shrug.

“Stay out of trouble,” Erin said again, and Hendricks looked back to see her almost to her car. “Stay out of my way.” She opened the door to her cruiser and got in, slamming it behind her. She didn’t click the light off right away, and Hendricks could see her face illuminated by it as she started the car and backed out. There wasn’t an ounce of give in her expression; it was hard as a block of granite. She squealed tires at the edge of the parking lot, taking the cruiser back on the highway.

“Women, huh?” Lerner said. “And men, too.” It took Hendricks a minute to realize he was talking to Duncan.

“Should have just told her the truth,” Duncan said softly, and Hendricks looked over to find the demon staring at him, looking through him again.

“Fuck that,” Hendricks said and thrust the books into the side pocket of his coat. “And fuck her, too.”


***




Erin could feel her hands shaking as she drove away. She didn’t cry when she got upset like some did; she just got more furious. The cabin of the cruiser felt hot and stifling, and she rolled the window down a crack to let the cool, humid night air come in. Motherfucker. Hendricks had used her, played her, made her a party to his cheating, and when she confronted him about it, he didn’t even have the decency to lie.

What an asshole.

She pushed down harder on the pedal and the car gave back a satisfying roar as she headed toward the lights of town in the distance. Driving when she was pissed was a favorite activity. Doing it in a squad car was even better.

“Shit.” Her voice sounded low and rough, even to her. She’d slept with a married man once before, and it pissed her the hell off in the light of the next morning when she’d found out. Cheating wasn’t a thing she did. She just didn’t do it.

“That motherfucker.” She saw her knuckles turn white on the wheel, gripping it tight with every finger. She’d gotten played and it burned.

She kept the car going seventy in a fifty-five the whole way back to town. She’d slow down when she hit the city itself.

Maybe.


***




“I love you science guys,” Lerner said as they stood in the parking lot of the motel, waiting for Hendricks to unlock his door. “I love your explanations for things. Like, for example—I bet you have a doozy when it comes to explaining what happens to our kind when you stab us with a sword.” He loved the night air. His skin had a natural burn to it, so the cool was just fine by him.

“Yeah,” Hendricks said as the lock clicked. The cowboy adjusted his hat and looked back at Lerner. “It’s like popping a balloon, I guess. Or pulling the plug out of a drain.”

“Oh, is that how you explain it to yourself?” Lerner asked, and he almost felt giddy. “Why does it happen, though?”

“I don’t know,” Hendricks said with a shrug, opening his door and gesturing for them to enter. “Because they don’t belong here.”

“That’s probably true,” Lerner had to concede. Not bad on Hendricks’s part. “Try and figure this out, champ—you poke ’em with a pointy thing that has certain words and rituals performed over it, their shell breaks, and their essence gets a one-way ticket home.” He felt the grin return. “Why is that? Why not with any pointy thing?”

He watched the cowboy’s face as he struggled to find an explanation. Finally the man gave up and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t think it’s because there might be something to this whole religion thing?” Lerner asked. He was loving this, twisting the cowboy’s tail. Putting the spurs to him.

“Nope,” Hendricks said. “It sounds a lot like ‘correlation is causation’ to me. So you perform some ritual on a sword—which I’ve never seen done, by the way—and it somehow makes it a holy instrument of,” he rolled his eyes, “some almighty power. Who’s to say that’s what’s causing it to send demons back?” He frowned. “Why? Are you telling me there is a G—”

“We don’t really say that name,” Duncan said abruptly, ending the fun.

“Awww,” Lerner waved him off. “You could have let me keep going on him.”

Hendricks paused, and Lerner could see him working through it. “So you’re saying there is a—” He halted, and looked at Duncan, who was almost glaring at him. “… that guy?”

“We’re not saying anything.” Lerner grinned. Humans were fun.


***




Gideon stared across the table at Spellman. The red walls were making him feel feverish. Or was that just the desire rising? He took a breath of the fragrant air and realized it was more than a little hot in the house. “So … can you do it?”

Spellman still had his fingers steepled. His expression was even, and he gave a little shrug. “Easy enough. I can have it assembled by tomorrow before midday.”

“Okay,” Gideon said, running it through his head. It was after midnight. “You mean later today?”

“Eh?” Spellman seemed lost in thought. “Yes, sorry. Time zones are confusing to me. Later today. Midday.”

That would work just fine for Gideon. He’d seen the clouds outside, and the weather reports. It was going to rain even more, and that wouldn’t be a bad thing at all. He nodded absently while he finished his train of thought. “That’ll work.”

“Excellent,” Spellman said with a long, slow inhalation that Gideon could hear from across the table. “May I suggest another item of mine?”

Gideon held up a hand. “I’m not really interested in—”

“Oh, this I think you’ll find of interest,” Spellman said with a grin. He put a hand under the table and came out with a little silk cloth bag, tied at the top. “This contains a rune that, when carried on the person, keeps you from being detected by anything other than the five senses.”

Gideon could feel his face crease into a frown. “Why would I want that?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Spellman said with a thin smile. “It could be those two Officers of Occultic Concordance at your hotel room right now. Maybe you’d want to avoid them?”

Gideon felt the world snap into sharp focus around him. “OOCs?”

“At your motel.” Spellman looked pleased about it. Gloating. “Just thought I’d warn you. Find another place to stay.”

“How did you know?” Gideon smacked his lips together. His whole body burned, but not from desire this time.

“I pay to know these things,” Spellman said with a light shrug. “OOCs are bad for my business, it’s why I keep my whole operation under this shroud. Dislocation conjurings, obscurement charms.” He waved a hand through the air to indicate all that was around them. “I’ll have your item ready tomorrow.” He hesitated. “If you’re going to use it to hurt a lot of people at once, I feel I should advise you that it’s not going to be very satisfying for you.” He ran a thin finger along the table. “It’s all one rush, very immediate, not much pain or suffering …”

“That’s not a problem,” Gideon said. “Know where I could stay for the night?”

Spellman gave a slight shrug. “They’ll be watching the motels.” He smiled a little. “There’s a place on Water Street I think you’d like. I’ll get you the address.” Spellman hesitated. “I am strictly confidential with all my clientele, but perhaps I should ask what you plan to do with your item so that I’ll know how best to structure the incantation?” He ended with a pleasant smile and folded his hands together.

Gideon told him.

“Holy shit,” Spellman said, jaw slack, eyes wide. “I’ll need payment in advance.” Spellman’s mouth opened and closed as he looked around the room like he was surveying it. “And some time to close my doors. Midday.”

“Works for me,” Gideon said. “That address?”

“I’ll get it for you,” Spellman said, getting out of the chair. He moved slowly, hesitantly.

“This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?” Gideon asked as Spellman reached the threshold of the dining room.

“No, no,” Spellman said, turning back. All the amusement was gone from him. “Just a little more trouble than I was expecting.” He leaned closer to Gideon, like he was whispering something confidential. “You’re a sight more ambitious than any of the Sygraath I’ve met in the last age.”

Gideon watched his retreating back as Spellman walked toward the stairs and began to climb them. “Just got a taste for it now, that’s all.”


***




“You don’t really believe much in having personal possessions, huh?” Lerner hit Hendricks with that as he was slipping the books back in his duffel bag. Everything was neat and mostly consigned to the bag.

Hendricks looked down at the duffel as he tucked the photo into the cover of one of the books, face down. He didn’t want to look at it. “High speed, low drag.”

He could hear the puzzlement in Lerner’s voice. “What?”

“It’s a saying in the Marines.” Hendricks stood, cracking his back as he did so. He was making more popping noises now when he moved than he had before the fight yesterday. Also, his back still ached from where Lerner had given him that cheap shot for his brother demons or whatever. “In the infantry, you move around a lot. You don’t want to carry a lot of shit with you. Makes drag. Slows you down.”

“Huh,” Lerner was nodding like it made some kind of sense to him. Hendricks doubted it. The demon was standing over by the table against the window. Duncan was paused just inside the door, and Lerner looked over at him. “Can we go in there now?”

Duncan’s eyes were closed, and he was just standing there, still as could be. He didn’t even wobble like someone trying to stand still would. “She’s gone. We should be clear.”

“I love the hint of chance in that,” Hendricks said, “because keeping a clean criminal record this long hasn’t been reward enough.”

“Stop whining, you big pussy,” Lerner said.

“I need my gun and sword back,” Hendricks said.

“Yeah, yeah,” Lerner said. “Now that your girlfriend’s gone, they’re all yours.” He gestured toward the door, and Duncan stood back, opening it so they could leave.

“How are you gonna open the door?” Hendricks asked as he followed Lerner out and watched Duncan close it behind them. “Something more subtle than kicking it down, I hope?”

“Sure,” Lerner said with a wink. “We have our ways, after all.”


***




Gideon turned his car onto Water Street, which was just at the edge of Midian. It was ramshackle as all hell, a messy collection of old houses with peeling paint, white paneling falling off in great strips. Even at night it was obvious that the houses were just decaying away.

He checked the note Spellman had given him for the address again. He drove down the tree-lined road, figuring it wouldn’t be hard to spot.

It wasn’t.

Most of the houses were little shit, things you’d find in the first-ring suburbs of most major cities that had grown up after World War II. Tract homes. No exception here, except they might have been older. They were tiny, barely shanties in his opinion, save for the one he had the address for.

It stuck out in the middle of the block, probably once a beautiful manor house with lovely sculpting and a pleasant veranda to sip tea on as the sun went down.

Now it was a shithole, with the same faded wood paneling as everything else on the block, the warped floorboards visible even from the street. All the paneling from the gables of the roof had torn off, and what looked like mildew was growing beneath.

Gideon stepped out of his car as the rain started to fall again. He could hear it rattling the tin roof of the house as he made his way up the front walk. The lawn was overgrown, and a light burning in the front window was the only sign the house was occupied. The fresh night air was soured by the smell of some kind of smoke drifting off a porch down the way. Gideon could see the flare of someone lighting something up, but it didn’t smell like tobacco.

He reached the front porch and avoided the most obvious of the warped floorboards. He stepped off track a dozen times before he reached the door and knocked tentatively.

There was movement inside that he could hear, and the door swung open suddenly to reveal a raven-haired woman in a white silk robe. Her skin was tanned, with spots here and there that showed hints of her age. He would have guessed she was on the late side of her thirties, but he wasn’t all that good with human ages.

“Hello, darling,” she said in a thick, husky voice. The accent wasn’t Southern; it was almost more European.

“I’m … uh … looking for a room for the night,” he said, hearing his voice change pitch through the sentence with embarrassment.

“Come right on in,” she said, and her green eyes were lit with amusement. She was wearing a lot of dark makeup under them, and her eyelashes were black and prominent.

Gideon followed her into a foyer that didn’t really match the exterior of the house. That was twice tonight. Inside it was decently maintained, with a placid blue wallpaper pattern highlighted by gold fleur-de-lis. There was a staircase just inside, and he looked at the white carpet leading up it as the woman shut the door behind him.

“My name is Melina Cherry,” she said in that husky voice. He turned to look at her and she smiled. Her smile was about as real as her tits.

“Gideon,” he said with a nod. He could feel the unease. “Like I said, I need a room.”

“Well, Mr. Gideon,” Melina Cherry said as she reached out and ran a finger softly across his face. “We don’t just do rooms here, you must know. There are several lovely hotels here in the Midian area that would be more than glad to just let a room to you.” She straightened up, stretching her long neck. Her robe fell open, revealing a bare breast. “Here, if you pay for the girl, the room is yours.”

“Okay,” Gideon said with a nod. “I’ll take a girl—but only if I can have the room for the night.”

She made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a snort. “We’re not exactly set up for room service—at least not the kind you’d find in a hotel, but all right. I don’t care if you sleep in the bed after you use it. Not at this late hour, anyway.”

“Okay,” he said. He didn’t really want a girl, but it wasn’t the end of the world. “How much?”

“A hundred,” Melina said after a moment, running fingers through her thick, black hair.

Gideon nodded and fumbled into the pocket of his cargo shorts. He had it, it and plenty more to spare since Spellman was fine with being paid by bank transfer. He stripped five crisp twenties off the wad of money he carried and handed it over to Ms. Cherry—he doubted that was her real name—and she watched with patient expectation and counted as he went.

“Blond, me or the redhead, Mr. Gideon?” Melina Cherry asked once she’d slipped his money into the pocket of her robe. It was still open, and Gideon looked. He wasn’t really into human bodies, but hers was not in bad shape. A little dappled on the skin. Age would do that, he knew.

“Uhm, blond,” he said, picking at random. It mattered little to him.

“Interesting. Most people are asking for the redhead, lately. Colleen,” Ms. Cherry trilled in a lovely tone. A whiff of strong perfume came from behind him and Gideon felt a hand tuck delicately around his waist. “Show Mr. Gideon to a room, please.”

“Right this way, sir,” Colleen whispered in his ear. She walked at his side, and he glanced over at her. She was in her twenties, he figured, blond hair curled like she was a movie star. She sniffed a couple times, like she was trying to get a whiff of him. Her fingers were light against his back, and he could feel her tickling the flabby skin that he’d heard called a love handle. That was no big deal, either.

“Make sure you show our guest a good time, Colleen,” Ms. Cherry said, and Gideon looked back to see her leaning against the banister, her robe still open for him to see. “Make him sleep soundly.”

Gideon looked back to Colleen, who wore a smile that was fraught with tension. Her eye twitched and he wondered just what she was on. “Oh, I’m sure she will,” he said aloud before Colleen could answer. “I’m sure she will.”


13.


Erin had slowed down near town and let her thoughts catch up with her. She was almost through the town square when she thought of something and hit the next right turn.

The rain was spotting the windshield when she pulled into the apartment complex, the heat blowing so loudly that she couldn’t even hear the rain. It gave off that smell, the one heaters had, and it felt like it was drying out her nose.

The Explorer was parked there, sure enough, just sitting in the middle of the parking lot. It had mud all over the back rear tires and covering the wheel wells. She stepped out into the freshly falling rain as the puddle just outside her door rippled from the droplets falling into it. The brick apartment was lit by a couple lampposts and lights outside every door.

She had been by Arch’s old apartment once but knew that he had moved to a different one after some lowlifes had dropped by and kicked down his door. It had been the most exciting thing to happen in Calhoun County for years. Until today.

She stood outside her car and hesitated. Knocking on Arch’s door at this hour felt strange. He was probably here, after all, since his car was parked outside. Why wouldn’t he answer his radio or his phone, though? She bit her lower lip and chewed while she thought that over. The thing she least wanted to do was get into some sort of argument with him, especially about Hendricks.

“Dammit,” she whispered, talking to herself, “his business is with the sheriff, not me.” She started to turn and get back into her car when she saw someone move in the shadows.


***




Lerner let Duncan open the door because he had a subtle art with these things.

“Excuse me,” Duncan said and gestured for Hendricks to move out of the way. The cowboy did, and Lerner felt himself grin. This was going to be good.

Duncan kicked the door open. The frame splintered around the lock and burst inward.

“Son of a bitch,” Hendricks said, looking over his shoulder like the cops were going to descend on him at any minute. “I thought you said you had your ‘ways’?”

“It’s open, ain’t it?” Lerner asked, grinning. “That’s one way to do it.” He gestured for Duncan to go in, which he did. Lerner started to follow but paused as he passed Hendricks. “Listen, kid, if you don’t want to come in and see what it looks like when a Sygraath is nesting right next door to you, don’t. Stand your law-abiding ass right out here and wait for us.” He winked. “Won’t be more than a minute or two.”

With a pat on the cowboy’s shoulder, which was covered with that black duster coat he wore, Lerner moved on in. Duncan was already standing in the middle of the room, feeling it all out. The place looked about like Hendricks’s room had looked to Lerner—a complete and total shithole. The wallpaper was something between beige and reddish, but it looked brown—also, like shit—and the place smelled like someone had been whacking off and spraying their demon spunk all over the place. Which had probably happened because the inhabitant was a Sygraath.

Same bed in the same place, same shitty half-clean hotel smell that Lerner was used to. This one smelled like it might have been a smoking room at one point in time, the lingering aftereffects of cigarettes in the air after what had probably been years of absence. Or, hell, for all he knew someone had lit one up last week in the place. Lerner ran a hand over the wooden dresser and the TV as he steered past where Duncan stood. “Anything?”

Duncan was quiet for a beat before answering. “Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing?” Lerner asked, frowning. It wasn’t like Duncan to come up with ‘nothing.’

“He’s gone,” Duncan said. Blank eyes turned toward Lerner. “Completely gone.”

“What, did he leave and go back to Chattanooga or move out of range of your sense of him?” Lerner had seen that happen before. Wouldn’t surprise him, either, if the Sygraath had gotten jumpy and bailed. It’s what happened sometimes when OOCs came calling. The wise would pack up and leave rather than run into the storm that followed.

“No,” Duncan said, and Lerner knew him well enough to recognize that look. It wasn’t a good look.

“What the hell are you guys talking about?” Hendricks asked from the door. He was just leaning there, the cowboy, waiting outside the door frame looking guilty as a Frac’shaa with its hands in a baby carriage.

“He’s disappeared,” Lerner said, picking what Duncan was saying out of him without having to have him say it. “Which means he’s got some black arts working for him.” Before the cowboy could ask, he turned to head it off. “He wouldn’t disappear if he didn’t know we were on to him. Makes me worry he might have something in mind, something he’d like to be left alone to pull off. Something big.” He could see the kid wasn’t getting it, so he made it even more obvious. “Something that’ll kill enough people to satisfy him.”


***




The girl—what was her name again? Colleen—shut the door behind them. Gideon found himself drowning in her perfume, like it was sprayed on in a factory that made the stuff. The room didn’t help; it had an obvious scent, too, like it was disinfected recently. It was a feast of red up here, the fleur-de-lis still present on the wallpaper, but everything highlighted in crimson instead of blue as it had been downstairs.

“What do you want to do, baby?” Colleen asked him, rubbing a hand across his shoulder. Gideon’s t-shirt was still a little wet, and it was clinging to him in uncomfortable ways, especially around the gut. She leaned in close, and he could smell the gin on her breath, heavy as though she were pouring a glass of it right in front of his nose.

Gideon hadn’t been with a woman before. It wasn’t really his thing, wasn’t something he was interested in. He knew other demons did it, but not his kind, not Sygraaths. They were self-gratifiers. He’d never even tried it with a human woman.

He felt himself smile. He hadn’t tried a lot of things until lately.

Colleen lingered just a few inches away, and her hand made its way down to his cargo shorts and unfastened the button. He didn’t need a belt, after all, and could barely keep the button fastened most of the time. It was just the shape of his body. It wasn’t like he ate or anything. Just the way he was made.

He felt her hand slide down in there. She gave him a goose through the pants. He held his breath and thought of Sarah Glass and how she had died that very afternoon. How he’d felt it. He was hard when she put her hand on his cock, and he let his breath out in a gasp.

“I want you to blow me,” he said before he even knew he was saying it. Her eyes were dull and glassy, but she nodded and slid down before he could say anything else.

She pulled his shorts down around his ankles and he felt her slide her lips around his tip. He gasped when she did, and closed his eyes. He thought of the afternoon, of what he’d done, and it made him swell. Every stroke of her lips up and down his shaft was twice as blissful as any time he’d ever touched it, the sensation of his own lack of control making everything a mystery and a surprise.

She stopped after a minute, and made a low, gagging sound as she pulled her mouth off his cock. He felt a rage fill him, the heat flooding his senses. He stood there, hard-on sticking out as she made a face then retched. “I’m sorry,” she said at last, sounding a little choked. “I’m sorry, I think it’s the cologne … or whatever … you put on there …” She looked up at him. Her eyes weren’t vacant anymore, but they were still glazed. “Can we switch to something else?”

Gideon could still feel the heat burning beneath his skin, but even with the desire fully engorging him, he still felt a little caution prickle at him. “Oh, I don’t know,” he said, lowering his eyes. “This was … kind of a fantasy of mine.” He didn’t have much experience with lying, but he thought that came out all right.

“Oh, baby,” Colleen said, and she cleared her throat. She slid up from her knees and took him in her hand, working him back and forth while she looked him in the eyes. “What other fantasies do you have?”

Gideon was smiling like mad inside, but he only inside. He kept his eyes down, only looking up at her every few seconds to gauge her reactions. “Well, I have this one … but it’s kind of … kinky.”

Colleen ran her free hand over the skin of his neck while she kept gently jerking him off with the other. It was keeping him hard, but that was about all he could say for it. “How kinky, baby?”

“Not too kinky,” Gideon said, and kept his eyes downward. “I just always wanted to fuck a girl from behind … while she was wearing a gag.”

Colleen let out a little laugh, then pulled away from him to arrive at a wooden, mirrored vanity She slid open the top right-most drawer and her hand came back with something black and leather. Gideon had seen one of them somewhere before, in a movie. What was it called? Right. A ball gag. “I think we can handle that, baby,” she said.


***




Erin saw the shadow moving out of the bushes over by the left-hand side of the building. She was already out of the car, so she started toward it. It was probably just someone walking a dog or out for a … post-midnight stroll?

She kept one hand on her Glock in its holster as she made her way through the parking lot toward the shadow in the dark.

The air felt even cooler now after the heater in the car had warmed her up. The rain was starting again in earnest, switching from a drizzle to something more steady, and she wasn’t wearing her rain gear. She could feel the droplets hitting the top of her head and her shoulders, falling onto the back of her uniform and seeping through to the skin. The world around her had a blanket of quiet dropped on it save for the sound of the rain and her shoes as she jogged across the pavement.

She edged closer to the source of the movement and saw the figure walking on the path along the side of the apartment building now. A lamp caught a flash of red hair and Erin hurried on, following behind.

Another few steps and she caught a glimpse of the profile—it was a woman. The same woman she’d seen on the overpass with Arch and Hendricks just this afternoon. She was pale like Snow White, her red hair glowed in the light of the lamps, and she was wearing too-tight jeans that were pretty much like something Erin herself might have worn. Except the redhead had on cowboy boots.

Erin started to freeze where she stood, one foot up the half-inch step over the parking lot’s curb onto the sidewalk. She fumbled the step, though—probably from being surprised—and made a noise as she caught her balance. She looked back, like she was expecting to see something other than a curb she tripped over, and when she looked forward again, the redhead was gone.

“What the fuck?” she whispered to herself. There was a quiet hiss in the air as the rain picked up.

“Hello, Erin Harris.” The voice startled her, made her jerk her head to her left. She kept herself from drawing the gun, but it was a close thing.

The redhead was just standing there, looking at her with a cold expression, watching her like she was some kind of animal to be studied. “Hello,” Erin said. “How do you know my name?”

“I know a great deal about you,” the redhead said, never breaking off her cold study of Erin.

“Oh, really?” Erin said and kept watch on her—on her hands. Like she could be hiding a weapon anywhere on that body. In those jeans. Yeah, right. “Well, I don’t know anything about you.”

“My name is Starling,” the redhead said, still watching her.

“Great,” Erin said, and tried to keep from making a sarcastic noise. “That’s really fucking helpful. What are you doing here, Starling?”

“Very simple,” Starling said, never once taking her eyes off Erin—which was fucking nerve-wracking. “I am here to speak to you.”


***




The night air in the room was alive around Gideon, almost electric. It was dark, the lights off, and he was giving it to her from behind. Each stroke was almost as good as the ones he gave himself. Better in some ways. The smells of the act were something he was unused to, but they didn’t bother him. He could hear her soft grunts muffled by the gag as he thrust into her and pulled back out again. So this was what he’d been missing.

He focused on the moments of the accident, the catastrophe he’d caused. He could feel their souls floating by him—Sarah Glass, Jack Benitez. Could touch them again, feel their agonies. It was bliss. He could feel something about to happen here, too. He was warming up to it, could feel his skin starting to heat up again. He exhaled, his breaths coming in light gasps. It was enjoyable, in its way.

His hands were on her hips, on her ass, pulling tighter to her, then away as he prepared for another thrust. He had a good grip and the pre-show was about to begin …

He felt her jerk, saw her back tense in the moonlight that peeked between the red curtains. She made a noise but it was muffled by the gag. He could hear it in his head, though.

A scream. Of pain.

He gripped her tighter and clutched her close, felt himself grow stiffer within her. She was clawing at the bed, trying to reach the headboard. Trying to get away.

Silly bitch. No chance. Not against a demon.

She clawed at the sheets and he could hear her nails rip into the fabric. He held on, tighter, his fingers breaking the skin as he kept thrusting.

He grunted, as loud as he reasonably could. Moaned, louder still, to cover her noises. He could feel the desperation as she clawed to get away from him. Felt it. Fed on it.

The thrill overcame him and he finished, could feel the pulse of it, the discharge. He spurted for the first time in a live human being, and he could hear her scream in his head, even though it was muffled by the gag.

“Yeah, baby,” he moaned as she struggled against his grip. His fingers tore into the flesh of her hips. He could feel the blood running down them. She didn’t seem to notice. She had other problems.

The first sizzling noise presented itself to his ears. He could hear his ejaculate burning through her, out her belly. She went limp in his grasp, unconscious from the pain. He could feel himself still climaxing, the power of it stronger somehow, by the proximity and the act.

His breathing grew heavier and his discharge continued. He could feel it tunneling deeper into her now as she sagged limp in his arms. It had ruptured her intestines, her stomach. She was out from the pain, but he could still feel the agony tracing its way through her in her dreams.

He lay her gently upon the bed, facedown. He could hear the sizzle as his jizz burned its way through the mattress. And he did not care.

“There, there,” he said and he stroked her ass. He stayed in her, though he could barely feel anything at all now. Everything close to his member inside had been burned away, seared into ash.

Gideon slumped on top of her, felt her clammy skin against his own warm flesh. He was still coming, her pain a fresh, delicious sweet for him to savor. Being in contact with her skin was like nothing he’d even felt. He didn’t even have to touch himself to keep going. His ejaculations continued unabated, just by being this close to the source of the agony.

He felt his fiery emission creeping deeper and deeper within her, felt her nerves reacting even within her unconscious form. She was so close to death, so close … and he was so close to her, he could feel it, taste it, touch it … it was right there …

When he felt her die, shuddering one last time beneath his fat belly, he came again, this time so hard he could hear it burning all the way up through her sternum and her neck.

When it was over, Gideon rolled over onto his back and fell into deepest sleep. The sleep of the utterly untroubled.


14.


“Beg pardon?” Erin asked. She was standing there, outside Arch’s place, and the redhead was staring at her with those dead, dark eyes. Her hair looked like it was on fire in the light. Crazy shit. Some damned nice product at work there. “What the fuck did you say?”

“I am here to speak to you,” the redhead said. The chill didn’t seem to be affecting her, because she was wearing a tank top. A little too revealing for Erin’s taste. It wasn’t like she hadn’t worn less, of course, but usually only at a beach or a swimming pool. Or in bed.

“About what?” Erin said, her hand resting comfortably on the grip of her pistol. She hadn’t wrapped her hand around the Glock yet, but her palm was resting on the butt of the gun. It wouldn’t take long for her to pull if something went awry.

Erin felt her face pinch as she frowned. Why was she even thinking about drawing a gun? It wasn’t like this woman had done anything to her. She pulled her hand away.

“About the future,” the redhead said.

“Oh, well that’s exciting,” Erin said. The future what? “First thing’s first—what’s your name?”

“Starling,” the redhead said.

“Last name?” Erin asked.

“Just Starling,” the redhead replied.

“Is that your stage name?” Erin said with a smile. “I bet the guys at Moody’s Roadhouse just go nuts when you take your top off.” Starling just cocked her head at her, looking bemused. It probably wasn’t as cute as she’d thought it was. “What about my future or the future or … whatever? Make yourself plain, will you? And while you’re at it, explain why you’re sneaking up on Arch’s door?”

“I told you, I am here to see you,” Starling said in that same dull voice. “And I have no idea what ‘Moody’s Roadhouse’ is, nor what sort of top I would be taking off there.”

“I was calling you a stripper,” Erin said. The shit she was saying did not seem to be dawning on this Starling. Maybe the girl was slow. “Get on with whatever you wanted to say about the future.”

“Your future is not what you think it is,” Starling said in a low voice, almost intoning.

“That’s … inspirational,” Erin said. “My future is not what I think it is? Incredible. Say,” she went on, “you’re not one of those tarot card readers that hangs out back in the woods off Larren’s Pike Road, are you? Because you hill folk really ought to stick to home; this town stuff really doesn’t work out well when you—”

“Your future lies in a different direction,” Starling said, and this time her voice seemed to come alive, stirring something in Erin. “You will protect the people.”

“I’m a cop,” Erin said, a little short. “That’s what I do.”

“You sit behind a desk,” Starling said, eyes looking off into the distance. “You fetch coffee and sandwiches, answer radio dispatches. But you are called to a higher purpose.”

Can I arrest her for lurking? That was the thought on Erin’s mind after the last little gem came flying out of the redhead’s mouth.

There was a clicking noise of a door opening and Erin turned her head to look. Arch stood framed in his doorway, gun in hand. “Erin?” His soft voice seemed to echo in the empty night. “What are you doing here?”

“I was talking to your friend Starling here—” Erin raised her hand to indicate the redhead, but she was gone. “What the fuck?” She turned and looked around, studying the dark outline of the bushes. “She was just here.”

“Yeah,” Arch said, and he sounded weary, “she does that.”


***




Arch had heard voices outside, and lately he couldn’t be cautious enough. He had his gun in one hand, switchblade ready in the other in case it was a demon. It was kind of a relief to step out of the stuffy apartment—Alison had turned the heat up again before going to bed—and into the cool night. It wasn’t like this usually. Not even in late summer.

When he’d seen Erin outside, it was even more of a surprise. He wouldn’t have been shocked to find Reeve. Man did his own dirty work, and Arch was surprised he hadn’t called Alison at least. He was still working on what to say to explain everything that had happened.

“So what are you doing here?” Arch asked Erin, who was still staring off into the night, like she could catch a glimpse of Starling in the bushes and drag the red-haired girl out to prove she’d been there. Arch was sure she had been; how else would Erin have known who she even was?

“I told you,” Erin said, and she sort of snapped, “I was talking to your friend Starling.”

“Yeah,” Arch said, patient by virtue of not having the energy to get irritable, “but I presume you were at least driving by the parking lot of my apartment building before that …”

“Oh,” Erin said, and she stopped peering at the hedgerow of bushes and trees. “Well, yeah, I was looking for you.”

“Here I am,” Arch said. He holstered his Glock. He kept the switchblade clutched in his palm, though, the cool plastic and metal against his skin. “Found me, you have.”

“Yeah, I—” Erin stopped, her short blond hair bobbing as she angled her head at him. “Did you just quote Yoda?”

“Sort of. The actual quote is, ‘Found someone, you have—“Arch felt a slight tinge of embarrassment. “I like Star Wars. So what?” He’d taken some heat on the football team in high school for liking geeky things sometimes, not to mention those rolled-eye looks from Alison. Didn’t stop him from liking them, though.

“Reeve is looking for you,” Erin said. She was at a distance, standing up the walk a ways toward the parking lot. “He’s hopping pissed that you turned off your phone.” She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “I told him I’d seen you up on the overpass with Hendricks and Starling.”

“He’s pretty mad, I take it?” Arch felt the burn on that one, too. Dereliction of duty, he thought it was called in the military. Something Hendricks would probably know. He felt a burning on that one, too, and wondered again what to do about the cowboy.

“He ain’t happy,” Erin said. “We got all this shit coming down, plus Tallakeet Dam is gonna start running over tomorrow.” She shook her head, made a little angry noise. “I thought your God said he wasn’t gonna flood the earth again.”

Arch felt that tinge of annoyance for again having to explain away something that seemed obvious to him. “Despite what Reeve may think, the Caledonia River Valley doesn’t constitute the whole earth.”

Erin made a half-amused noise at that and coupled it with a smile. “Don’t tell him that.” Her expression darkened. “What the hell you got going on here, Arch? Hendricks and Starling, and …” She looked behind her, like she was checking to see if the parking lot was clear. “Do you believe in demons?”

Arch felt the air turn colder. It was a not a question he was prepared for. He stalled. “Like fire and brimstone?”

Erin laughed. “I know, right? Crazy stuff.”

Arch didn’t smile, thinking of the cow-turned-demon that had hurled fire at him only a week ago. Perception changed fast. “Sure. Crazy.”

She was watching him, though, and she caught it. He could tell by her expression. “Shit, you believe that stuff, don’t you?”

What was the truth? He stuck close to it and started talking. “The Bible does say there are demons and—”

“Yeah, the Bible also says that the world is six thousand years old, and we’ve got some pretty compelling evidence to the contrary.”

Arch wasn’t really in the mood for a full-on, theological debate. “I’m not arguing the merits of Archbishop Ussher’s chronology of the Bible at four a.m. for a variety of reasons, the least of which being I don’t believe the Irishman was right and the greatest of which is that I’m too tired. You don’t believe in demons. Why are you asking me about them?”

He saw her expression subtly change. He thought it turned a little … spiteful. “Hendricks has books on demons in his hotel room.”

“He showed ’em to you?” Arch felt his head reel a little at that one. He hadn’t figured Hendricks would have been so dumb. Her mention of his name was more than a little salt in the wound, though, since Arch still had no plan for getting the cowboy back. Sitting around wasn’t helping.

“Not exactly,” Erin said, and Arch was prepared to call her out on dodging until she said something else. “But I just confronted him about them outside his motel and—”

“Wait, you just saw Hendricks?” Arch felt his body tense. “When?”

“Just a little bit ago. He was just getting back to his hotel with those two guys in suits.” She blushed. “We … uh … had it out right there in front of them.”

“Did you?” Arch murmured. He turned and fumbled for his keys, locking his door.

“Where are you going?” Erin asked.

“I lost track of Hendricks earlier tonight,” Arch said, already heading down the walk toward the parking lot. “Just want to … make sure he made it home okay.”

“It’s four a.m., Arch,” Erin said as he started to pass her. She pivoted, and the look she gave him was incredulous. “If I were you, I might go make peace with Reeve for blowing off work in the midst of the single biggest crisis Calhoun County has seen.”

“Yeah,” Arch said, “I’ll go do that, too.”

“Seriously?” Erin said from behind him. “That’s the line you’re gonna give me? You gotta go check up on a twenty-five year-old bad boy that you barely know? Why the hell are you bullshitting me, Arch?”

Arch thought about looking back as he answered but decided it would be counter-productive. “I’m not … doing that,” he said, neatly avoiding repeating what she’d said, “to you. I just got business to attend to.”

“You might want to attend to your job,” Erin said. She was following him now into the parking lot, but not very fast. She wasn’t trying to catch him. It was more like she was content to argue with him at a distance. “While you’ve still got one—”

He slammed the door and her words were lost under the roar of the Explorer’s engine. He triggered the wipers once and goosed the gas pedal, heading out of the parking lot a heck of a lot faster than he normally would have.


***




Hendricks heard the squeal of tires outside his room. He was sitting there on the bed, Lerner in the chair by the window, tapping his fingers on the table. Duncan was standing by the door, staring straight ahead. He’d been doing that for a while, trying to get a handle on something, Lerner had said. Hendricks thought it was fucking creepy, but then again, he was hanging out in his hotel room with two demons with a boner for law and order of some sort.

Lerner looked up to Duncan, who stirred. “It’s his cop friend,” Duncan said, nodding at Hendricks.

“Arch,” Hendricks said with a flash of annoyance. Couldn’t they use proper names for human beings? Then again, he probably wasn’t too hung up on using a demon’s proper name. But of course he’d always thought they were killing machines, from top to bottom.

Also, his body and head still ached. Thinking wasn’t on the top of his priorities list at the moment.

There was an insistent knocking at the door. “Open it,” Hendricks said to Duncan.

“What’s the magic word?” Lerner said, smiling at him with that smartass grin.

“Brimstone,” Hendricks said. The mattress was soft against his ass, calling out for him to just lie down and go to sleep. It wasn’t like they were doing anything else.

Lerner looked at Duncan and shrugged. “Good enough for me.” Duncan opened the door.

It was Arch, sure as shit, and he jumped a little upon seeing Duncan behind the door in his purple suit, which was obvious by the motel room’s light. Arch hesitated outside the door, and Hendricks could see his hand go to his holster.

“It’s all right,” Hendricks called out. “They’re uh …” he looked at Lerner, “… friends. Sort of.”

Arch stepped inside and Duncan closed the door behind him. Hendricks watched Arch size up both Duncan and Lerner. They were both tiny compared to the big cop. “So … who are your friends?”

“Lerner and Duncan,” Hendricks said, nodding to each of them in order.

“First names or last names?” Arch asked.

“Assumed names,” Lerner answered, keeping Hendricks from having to awkwardly try and guess which it might be. “In our world you don’t give your name out all willy-nilly. Names have power.”

Hendricks could see Arch just bristle, like he was a cat that had had a static-filled sheet of polyester run over him. “Demons?”

Duncan stared at him. It was Lerner who answered. “Yeah. And?”

Arch went a little bug-eyed, like he was gonna just wade into Duncan and start mopping the floor with him. “And nothing. Demons—”

“It’s all right, Arch,” Hendricks said. Though he had to admit, he wasn’t sure it was. “Apparently there’s a little grey area here. They’re with the Office of Occultic Concordance. Law enforcement for the underworld.”

“And still demons?” Arch asked. Hendricks could hear the urge to fight in the man’s voice.

“You say that like it’s an inherently bad thing,” Lerner said from his spot by the table. Arch shot him a look that would have melted the pavement on an overpass. “I don’t go killing you just because you’re human, y’know.”

“They’re after the guy,” Hendricks said, trying to insert himself back into the conversation before it got ugly. Arch had a mad-on for demons. Which Hendricks could understand, having had one for about five years himself. He paused. Still kind of did. These guys acted different, though, not like the ones that changed their faces and came at you with fangs and whatnot. He’d seen—and killed—plenty of that type. “The one that caused that massive pile-up.”

“And what are they gonna do when they catch up with him?” Arch asked, surveying both Lerner and Duncan at once. It was interesting to watch the deputy try and keep his head constantly swiveling to keep an eye on them. “Pin a medal on him?”

“We don’t give medals for killing humans,” Lerner said with that same grin, though it went a little smarmier. “Just like you don’t give medals for shooting fish in a barrel.”

That one killed the conversation for a minute.

“We’re going to send him back when we catch him,” Duncan said after a pause. It was an uncomfortable silence, Hendricks recognized, and Arch was being damned stoic. Hendricks suspected that meant he was weighing whether or not to ventilate the essence out of Duncan and Lerner.

“Back to where?” Arch asked, and Hendricks saw him relax a little. “Hades?”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Lerner said with a laugh. “You can’t bring yourself to say hell, so you gotta use the Greek god of the underworld’s name?”

“I don’t swear,” Arch said, and Hendricks thought he bristled less this time. He was probably used to deflecting that inquiry.

Lerner just frowned at him, one side of his mouth up in a sneer. “True believer, huh?”

“Leave him alone,” Hendricks said. “Let’s talk about this syger-whatever.”

“Sygraath,” Lerner said and the frown went complete. “Fine.”

“Why were you waiting here?” Arch asked.

“Because he was nesting next door,” Duncan said, leaning against the mauve-taupe wall.

“Was?” Arch asked, and his eyes got big.

“We think he got spooked,” Lerner said, dredging up some civility. It occurred to Hendricks that the demon would have been completely in place in a forties noir film. All he needed was a cigarette and for his hair to be a little more slicked back. “Someone might have tipped him we were in town.”

Hendricks ran a hand over his face to scratch an itch and caught a scent of muddy stink clinging to him from when he’d been clubbed by Duncan. Whenever that had been. A couple hours ago? A lifetime ago, maybe.

“You could have called and told me you were okay,” Arch said, and Hendricks looked up to see the deputy staring accusingly at him.

“Sorry,” Hendricks said. “It’s been kind of a blur since I got back here. I don’t think I’m operating on all cylinders.”

Duncan glanced at him. “You’re suffering from fatigue and your body is trying to heal the cuts and bruises you’ve received in the last few days. Also, you’re operating on a deficit of sleep.”

“So, what’s the deal here?” Arch said, staring at Duncan.

“He’s a reader of some kind,” Hendricks said. “Sees into people. Their essence.”

“Yeah, they got a lady up in the hills that can do that, too,” Arch said, none too amused, from the tone of his voice. “But I meant what’s going on here? You’re watching for this … Sygraath together? You’re working together?”

Hendricks looked from Duncan to Lerner. “Actually, they kind of bushwhacked me, interrogated me about Starling, and then dragged me back here.” He shrugged at Lerner, who shrugged back. “I don’t know about working together, but this Sygraath has got to go.”

“He’s broken the laws of the Pact,” Lerner said abruptly. “In absolute violation of the Edicts of 1608, 1705 and a few other subsections. Sygraath are innocuous enough most of the time. They’ll feed on death, but they don’t cause it. They just savor it. You could make an argument they’re making the last moments of the dying more miserable—”

“Which sounds like reason to kill them,” Arch interrupted.

“—but they don’t actually do the killing,” Lerner said. “So we let ’em do their business. Now this one, he’s crossed the line. He’s killing people in a hotspot that’s already hot enough to boil over. So, yeah, we want to punch his ticket.” He glanced at Hendricks. “What about you, demon hunter? You want him bad enough to let us sit here for a while until he either shows up or we get another lead on him?”

“Why can’t I just kill him myself?” Hendricks asked. He tried not to get too snotty about it, but he’d killed more than a few demons in his time, hadn’t he? He knew how this shit worked. Plus, he’d just taken on one partner; two more was a level of ballooning that he hadn’t ever figured on.

“You’ve been living next door to this guy for a week without even knowing it,” Lerner said. One of his eyebrows popped up. “You’re a hell of a demon hunter, you know that?”

“Also,” Duncan added, quiet and droll as always, “this Sygraath is a greater and would likely put a fine sheen on your bones by dragging you all over the parking lot at this point. You’re injured and weak and thus easy prey for even a non-fighter like him.”

‘Greater’ was a term that Hendricks knew all too well. He exchanged a look with Arch, whose mouth was a tight line. “What do you think, Arch?”

Arch was damned quiet, and Hendricks thought that told him a lot about the cop’s thought process. “You gonna throw in with demons?” He was still watching Duncan and Lerner both.

“They put up a fair argument,” Hendricks said. It was true; they did have a point. He was not in mint condition for a fight with a greater, that much he was sure of.

“I don’t truck with no demons,” Arch said, and he was back to bristling again.

“Arch,” Hendricks said, trying to figure out how to get the man to see reason, “Hollywood was a greater and he damned near rolled us even with the help of our mysterious sniper friend. Ygrusibas would’ve shredded us if we hadn’t had Starling’s help—”

“Did you say Ygrusibas?” Lerner asked. For the first time since Hendricks had met him, he looked dead serious.


***




Erin sat quietly in her cruiser. Funny how she’d already started to think of it as hers after only a day. The heat was still blowing, she pushed her hair back and rubbed at the tiredness in the corners of her eyes.

Arch was a good man; she had never really doubted it. Whatever he was in or up to with Hendricks, though … it couldn’t be good. Not only was Hendricks a lying, cheating sack of shit, but he might be crazy to boot.

Not only that, but he hung around the weirdest people. Who the fuck was this Starling? And could she get any more bizarre? Talking in a dead, emotionless voice about futures and shit, like one of those astrology-loving nutbags. Erin remembered some of the girls talking about that shit in school. Actually, she could have sworn Alison Stan was one of them. She always did hide some weird tendencies under that pretty, cheerleader facade.

What the fuck had Starling been talking about? Just crazy talk, surely.

Erin shook her head. “If I see that redhead again …”


***




“You know what?” Arch said, and waved a hand at the three men—one man and two demons—sitting in the hotel room. “Talk it over however long you want. I got other stuff to do.”

“Arch—” Hendricks said, and the cowboy started to get up off the bed. Tried, anyway. It didn’t go so well and he cringed at the pain.

“You don’t have to explain anything to me, cowboy,” Arch said with a mirthless laugh. “Demons are real. Straight out of the bowels of Hades—” He saw that one demon—Lerner—roll eyes at that, “—and now you want to conspire with two of them to take down another. I might have thrown away my job today—”

“You didn’t have to do that,” Hendricks said, and this time he made it to his feet, though he was hunched a little, like an old man.

“Yes, I did.” Arch didn’t quite yell it, but he put force behind it. “Because I believe that demons—with the slaughters, and the accidents and whatnot—are a grave threat to the people of this town.”

“They are,” Hendricks said and took a shuffling step toward him. Arch backed toward the door, keeping an eye on Duncan, the one next to the door. He wasn’t moving, though, just standing there.

“But now you’re working with them,” Arch said. He could feel the bile, the fury, rising inside him.

“Come on, Arch,” Hendricks said, taking a limping step closer. “Surely even you can see that … maybe they’re not all bad?”

“Are they demons?” Arch asked and turned his head to look at the one called Lerner. He looked right back, smug. “Are they from hell?”

“That’s the word,” Lerner said. Still smug. Arch wanted to wipe that right off his face with a fist.

“Arch—” Hendricks said.

“Call me if you find this guy,” Arch said, and fumbled for the door handle, “you know, if you and your demon buddies can’t handle it.”

He slammed the door as he left, indifferent to the noise it made in the night.


***




Lerner watched the cop go with little interest. He was a big fellow. Had kind of a scary look to him when he was mad. If you were human. Lerner didn’t fear humans. Why would he? Most of them didn’t know how to release an essence.

Lerner honed back in on the cowboy, who was standing just a few feet from the bed in his room. Which was a shithole exactly on par with the one that the unnamed Sygraath had been holed up in. At least the motel was consistent. “You mentioned Ygrusibas.” He caught Hendricks’s attention with that one. “How do you even know that name?”

Hendricks looked like he was just coming back to himself, and Lerner felt a little bad for having hit him earlier. Man looked like an empty shell of flesh sagging in on itself. “Because we killed—” Hendricks paused. “Because we sent him back to hell over a week ago. Whatever you call it.”

“No, you couldn’t have,” Lerner said with a quick exhale. He meant it to sound amused, but he was in control of his facade enough to know it wasn’t amusement but fear. The name of Ygrusibas had not been spoken aloud by a human in thousands of years.

Or at least it shouldn’t have been.

“Yet we did,” Hendricks said, shuffling back to the bed. He sat down slowly, and it made Lerner wonder if his ass was hurting for some reason, too. “Guy named Hollywood summons him up—”

“Not a real name, I presume,” Duncan said. Lerner shot him a look which he thought was pretty clear. It said, You don’t actually believe this shit, do you?

“Probably not,” Hendricks said. “He comes to town with a book, kills some people on a farm on the outskirts with the intention of summoning Ygrusibas. Wreaks havoc.” Hendricks adjusted his cowboy hat down, annoying the fuck outta Lerner. Why was the guy wearing a cowboy hat? He didn’t even have a car, let alone a horse. Lerner looked around the room again real quick. Or a pot to piss in. “Releases Ygrusibas into a cow—”

“Whoa,” Duncan said.

“Bull. Shit.” That was Lerner’s reaction. No fucking way was the other part of it, but he kept that to himself.

“More like cow shit,” Hendricks said, bumping his hat back. What was up with the coat, too, Lerner wondered? “Anyway, the cow-demon starts going crazy, eats Hollywood, goes on a rampage, and Arch and I stop it before it gets out of the pasture.”

Lerner didn’t keep from rolling his eyes, not at this. “One of the ancients gets summoned up and two humans kill it in a cow pasture?” He faux-yawned, just to be an ass. “Yeah. Sure. You guys must be the Big Swinging Dicks of the demon-slaying scene in this fucking backwoods hell.” He cast a sidelong look at Duncan and stopped. “You’re not fucking serious.”

Duncan was looking ahead, wide-eyed, watching Hendricks. “He believes it. And it could be. There were signs that something was seriously amiss, and it’s not like we get a lot of communication about these sort of things from—”

Lerner made a low, rattling noise in his throat. “You think an ancient—” He cut himself off, because it sounded so fucking ridiculous. He stopped himself from repeating the ‘You can’t be fucking serious’ thing again.

“It’s … possible,” Duncan said with another light nod. “Things are moving fast up here. Faster than anyone back at home office could have predicted.”

“Yeah,” Lerner said. “Okay.” He knew he wore a sour expression now, like he’d taken a sip of lemonade. And he hated that shit. No way would he believe it, though. The ancients didn’t get out; not from where they were held.

No chance.


***




Arch pulled into the sheriff’s station parking lot and killed the engine. He had that pit of dread in his belly, and it only seemed to grow as he opened the door and started toward the entrance. The night was heading toward dawn pretty quick, and he wondered—just a little—about what the morning would bring.

He grasped the cold, fixed steel handle of the door and pulled. The metal frame surrounded a Plexiglass window; there was condensation forming on the inside of it. Even though it was cooler outside now, it was still humid.

The interior of the sheriff’s station was quiet, not a soul in the area behind the desk. Arch didn’t quite make it to the counter before he saw movement in the sheriff’s office and Reeve himself appeared at the door.

“Jesus Christ,” Reeve said, and his face was blooming with thunderclouds. “Where the fuck have you been?”

“I couldn’t handle it,” Arch said, listening to the prepared words spilling out of his mouth. He’d gone over his options, and knew exactly where the truth would land him—up to his neck in quicksand. “I saw those bodies, that mess this morning and …” He shook his head, keeping it low, bowed. “… I just couldn’t handle it.” He chanced a look up at Reeve.

Reeve was staring at him, mouth hanging slightly open. “You couldn’t handle it.” He repeated it back, and Arch wondered if he’d actually stopped the sheriff’s tirade before it could begin.

“Yeah,” he said. “There was so much … blood. The bodies were just …”

Reeve ran a hand over his lip, stroking it. “Uh huh.” There wasn’t enough tone for Arch to tell what he was thinking. “So … you, uh …”

“Cut out on my patrol,” Arch said. “Shut off my phone. Shut off my radio. Just went quiet for a while, went up in the woods and … sat there.”

Reeve stood at the entrance to his office and leaned a hand on the frame. When he stood like this, his protruding gut was obvious, hanging over the belt of his pants. He took a long, loud breath and sighed, then puffed his lower lip like he was thinking over something awfully hard. “We needed you today out there, Arch.” His words were laced with quiet disappointment.

“I know,” Arch said and gave as contrite a nod as he could. However upset he was with Hendricks—and he was powerfully upset—and the demons, he tried not to let any of this show in the moment. “I hate that I let the team down.” It always came back to football for him, and he’d learned long ago that a coach more readily accepted an apology. They’d still chew you out, but it usually cut it down a little. Only a truly vindictive person would continue to harp on someone after they’d accepted an apology. “I’m sorry.”

“Well, shit,” Reeve said, nodding. “I can’t say that … sight this morning … didn’t send my stomach in a few different directions. Still, we had a hell of a lot go wrong today, Arch. And yeah, you did let down the team.” Reeve straightened in his doorway. “But hell, you’ll be paying for it later today with the rest of us.” He waved at Arch, and Arch headed toward him tentatively. “Come on in. We got things to talk about.”

“Oh?” Arch asked, taking slow steps toward the sheriff.

“Yeah,” Reeve said, and then turned back into his office. “Just when you think the shit can’t hit the fan any harder, another fucking turd splatters every-goddamn-where.”


***




Gideon awoke just before dawn. He could see the first hints of it peeking out from behind the red curtains. He sniffed as he came to consciousness, and the smell was all burn, flesh roasted and flambéed. It wasn’t a bad smell; it, reminded him just a little of cooked meat. He rolled slightly to look at the hooker. She was still there, facedown on the bed. Other than being pallid as all hell, she looked like she was sleeping in a doggy-style position, face down in the pillow. He rolled her over just to see what kind of damage his jizz could do to the human body, and holy shit, motherfucker—

Gideon rolled off the bed. He’d seen some foul deaths in his time. It was part of who he was, after all. Car accidents that rendered people wide fucking open or decapitated them. Homicides by serial killers who knew how to make the agony last. This, though—this might be one of the more grotesque things he had seen.

The hooker was burned clean through from her pelvis all the way up to her gullet. A three-inch wide trench stretched from just below her mid-throat down, down to where her vagina had been. It was seared inside, crispy and bloodless, cauterized through and through.

He’d left her hollowed out and he could see it. Her lifeless eyes were as empty as her insides now.

Gideon hurriedly dressed, peeking at the spot on the bed where his emission had burned through her. The sheets were seared and blackened, and he leaned over to look down. There was hole straight through the mattress, the box springs. He got down on all fours to look, and saw a black scar under the bed, barely visible as the sun’s rays were starting to shed light through the curtains.

Gideon ran a hand into the scarred floor and felt concrete an inch or two down. A subfloor. In a bedroom? He wondered if it was meant to be soundproofing or just the lucky results of a renovation. Whatever the case, it had stopped his spooge from burning its way through into the first floor below. He didn’t know where that might have ended, but it probably wouldn’t have gotten him any more sleep.

When he was finished pulling on his socks and shoes, he looked around the room quickly. He hadn’t brought anything with him except the rune and his cash, and those were both safely in his pockets. He opened the door to the hallway and looked out. There was no one visible, so he crept out and closed the door behind him.

He walked toward the stairs, his feet making little noise as he took care to mind his steps. He went down the carpeted stairwell and reached the bottom, about to grab the gilded handle to the front door when a voice stopped him.

“Did you have a relaxing night, Mr. Gideon?” Melina Cherry called out to him from behind and Gideon turned to see her standing in the frame of a door under the stairs, still wearing that same silky robe that was split open.

“Oh, yeah, great—uh—night of sleep,” Gideon said. He had the handle in his hand. The door was right there.

“Was Colleen to your satisfaction?” Melina asked and arched her arms out, one hand on each side of the door frame. The gesture split her robe open wider, and Gideon stared at her breasts for just a moment. He really didn’t see any appeal in them. They were just round lumps of skin with a discoloration in the middle.

“Oh, she certainly satisfied me,” Gideon said with a nod. His hand clutched tighter on the handle. “I think I might have worn her out, though.” He tilted his head toward the stairs. “She was still sleeping when I left.”

“Of course,” Ms. Cherry gave him a smile that was all politeness. “I hope you’ll grace us with your presence again, Mr. Gideon. Colleen would certainly enjoy spending time with you in the future.”

“Sure she would,” Gideon said without any inflection.

“And if your tastes were to change, I or my other girl would love to help you fulfill all your fantasies,” Ms. Cherry said with that same smile. “Good day to you, Mr. Gideon.”

“Good day,” Gideon replied stiffly. He opened the door and walked out. The air was heating up already, felt humid. He looked up and saw a sky half-filled with clouds. By the time he’d reached the bottom step of the porch he thought for sure he’d be sweating any moment now. Had to be.

He got to the car and started it up in a hurry. He looked up at the whorehouse, the faded panels and worn siding. He hit the accelerator and knew he’d have to get a new car. Soon. Real soon. He rolled the window down and stared up at the second floor window where he had spent last night. Where he’d done something he’d never done before.

Taken a human life when he was RIGHT THERE. It was a new kind of high. He was discovering lots of those lately. It was an awakening for him.

As he was pulling away, he heard the screaming start. He steered a left at the end of the street, headed out toward the edge of town. It wouldn’t do for him to get caught now. Not yet. He had one last thing to do before he left this town for good.

And it was gonna be the biggest high yet.

He was sure of it.


15.


Erin killed the lights and sirens on the patrol car as she pulled onto Water Street. She could see Arch’s Explorer, the doors just opening. She’d gotten the call when she was a good ways out of town but hauled ass to get there. She’d heard of the whorehouse here, but knew that Reeve hadn’t ever gone after them because they’d kept their noses clean of complaints.

As she let the car drift to a stop, she suspected his days of letting it slide were pretty well over.

Reeve and Arch were getting out of the Explorer, which was an interesting pairing. She wondered how far up the sheriff’s shit list Arch was sitting at this point.

She opened the door and felt the warmth of the semi-cloudy day shine down on her. The air reeked of weed. She looked down the street and saw a guy standing out on his porch with a joint in his hand. She gave him a hard stare and he put the joint behind him. Dumbass.

“I’m gonna go talk that possession charge waiting to be booked,” Reeve said as he stepped up to the curb. “See if he saw anything.”

“Be gentle,” Erin said, “he looks dumb.”

“He’s smoking reefer on the street in broad daylight with two police cruisers in plain sight,” Reeve said, giving her a look that expressed his annoyance and called her a dumbass all in one. “That don’t exactly scream out ‘brain trust.’” Reeve turned and started making his way up the grey concrete sidewalk.

Erin turned to look at Arch, who was waiting by the curb, staring up at the whorehouse like it was gonna reach down and bite him. “You make your peace with Reeve?” she asked.

“We came to an understanding, yeah,” Arch said.

“Uh huh,” Erin said, watching him. He looked a little shifty to her, and that was odd because shifty was not in Arch’s character.

“Let’s get this done,” Arch said, and started up the walk.

The house was a rambling, old-style Southern home. Looked like it could have been a haunted house, even, just based on the outside appearance. It wasn’t quite Addams-family style, but close. The gables were peeling even worse than the paneling on the rest of the house, but once upon a time it might have been white. A long time ago.

Arch reached the front door before her, his long legs allowing him to outpace her without any trouble. She thought about hurrying to catch up but she didn’t want to seem too overeager. This was basically day two for her, after all, and she wanted to get it right.

The door was already cracked open, but Arch knocked lightly. She almost shoved him out of the way but thought the better of it. “You’re too damned polite,” she said and pushed it open.

There was a woman waiting in the front hall, a white silk robe laid open and her chest and belly exposed in a strip right down the middle to her crotch. Erin could see a well-groomed pubic mound, waxed like it was a spot that saw regular visits from the hedge trimmers. The woman was dark of complexion, like she was of Mediterranean extraction, and the raven hair on her head matched the minimal carpet.

“Uhh, excuse us, ma’am?” Arch sounded all tentative, a step behind her, like he was afraid to cross over the threshold without an invitation. That drew to mind the thought of vampires and demons, which she quickly dismissed once more as utter stupidity. It did set her blood to a quick boil, though.

“Come in,” the woman said, and her jaw was set like it had been sculpted into place. She had a figure like a statue, too. Erin felt a little swell of envy. If she looked that good in her early forties, she’d be surprised; she’d gained ten pounds in the year since high school graduation and was doing her best to ignore it. She knew she still looked good anyway.

Maybe not as good as this lady, though.

“My name is Melina Cherry,” the woman said, her expression near blank. Her eyes looked like they might have been a little puffy.

“Ma’am,” Arch said in acknowledgment. At least he didn’t hold out his hand to shake it. Erin checked. He was hanging just a couple steps behind her now, examining the white crown molding that ringed the walls. Doing anything but looking at the nearly naked woman in front of him. Reeve would have been gawking. Politely, jaw firmly closed and tongue reeled in, but he’d have been gawking. Ed Fries wouldn’t have bothered to even try and look polite. That fat boy was a perv.

“You called and reported a murder, ma’am?” Erin asked, trying to awaken the woman out of the trance she appeared to be in.

“Yes,” Melina said, focusing her striking green eyes on Erin. Erin wondered if they might be contacts, they were so incredibly bright and vivid. “One of the girls that lives here,” Cherry paused, presumably waiting to see if Erin would interrupt to call her a hooker or worse. Erin didn’t, just kept her lips buttoned tight and listened. “She had a gentleman caller last night.” Cherry’s eyes flashed. “She went to bed with him. After he left this morning I went to check on Colleen and found her …” Ms. Cherry’s dark complexion lightened for a moment, “… found her as she was.”

“Dead?” Arch asked.

Melina Cherry turned and gave him a scalding, you-idiot look. “Yes. She’s fucking dead, Officer. Which is why I called to report a murder and am talking to you now about her rather than the other girl that lives here that is still alive.”

Erin made a mental note to ask where the other girl was but first things were first. “Where’s the body?”

“Upstairs,” Ms. Cherry said, pointing up the banister.

“Are you sure she’s dead?” Arch asked. Erin looked back at him. He didn’t seem chastened by Ms. Cherry’s earlier berating. She figured Arch probably had thick skin for that sort of thing, having probably had his ass chewed a few times.

Ms. Cherry gave him a withering look. “Yes, I’m sure,” she said, her voice below freezing.

“All right,” Arch said. “One of us should go look at the body.”

“Yeah,” Erin said with a nod then turned back to Melina Cherry. “One thing first. Where’s your other employee?”

Ms. Cherry gave her an insincere smile. “You mean the other girl that lives here? This is just a boarding house, you realize.”

“Of course,” Erin said, rolling her eyes. Ms. Cherry pretended not to notice, but her own eyes narrowed marginally. “Where is she?”

“She didn’t see anything more than I did,” Ms. Cherry said.

“Still,” Arch said, “we need to question her.”

“Lucia,” Cherry called out, tilting her head toward the open parlor just to their left, “come here.” She smiled, a little more warmly now. “Lucia is new in town, hasn’t been here for more than a few weeks. She’s already quite popular, though …” Ms. Cherry turned her head as a woman appeared at the entrance to the parlor. “Lucia, these officers want to ask you some questions.” Cherry smiled insincerely again. “And since they haven’t bothered to introduce themselves, let me just go ahead and handle this by reading you their names off the name plates on their uniforms. This is Officer Harris,” she pointed to Erin, “and Officer Stan.” She turned back to the entrance to the parlor and Erin turned with her.

The woman standing in the entry to the parlor was taller than she was, with pale skin. She wore a tank top under an overshirt and tight jeans, and looked like she might have just gotten dressed. She wore no makeup, and her eyes were downcast but blatantly green, maybe even more vivid than Ms. Cherry’s, from what Erin could see.

And her head was fire red, glimmering in the glow of the morning sun peeking through the windows of the whorehouse.

“Starling,” Erin whispered.


***




Lerner let a long, slow exhale cause his lips to sputter against each other, making a THBBBBBBT noise. It annoyed the shit out of Duncan, he knew, but he did it anyway. Besides, Duncan was trancing against the wall, taking a listen to the things going on outside of the motel room. The cowboy looked like he was ready to pass out on the bed.

“I think I need to sleep,” Hendricks said, slurring his words.

“You shouldn’t have taken those painkillers if you wanted to stay awake,” Duncan said from his spot on the wall. His suit clashed with it horribly, the colors wrestling for dominance of Lerner’s sight.

“I didn’t see him take any painkillers,” Lerner said. He hadn’t. And he’d been watching the cowboy pretty close.

“He did,” Duncan murmured, eyes closed. “I saw it.”

“Maybe if you fuckers hadn’t aggravated my injuries, I wouldn’t have needed them,” Hendricks said. He was slurring worse now. “Do you know what it feels like to have broken ribs?”

“No,” Lerner said. “I don’t have any ribs.”

“Right,” Hendricks said, and nodded. His cowboy hat was beside him on the bed, and his eyes were fluttering.

“I don’t think he’s coming back,” Duncan said from beside the door. Lerner looked over at him and Duncan went on. “He’s gotten wind of us. It’s only the reason he’d mask himself. That means he won’t come back here.”

“Unless he’s trying to bushwhack us,” Lerner suggested. It could happen. It had happened before to their people. No one really loved being policed, after all.

“You’re thinking like he’s a fully-formed criminal mind,” Duncan said with a shake of the head. “He’s not. He’s evolving right now. Awakening.” He paused, closed his eyes again. “Something’s going on across town. Lots of agitation.”

“Another … incident?” Lerner asked. He glanced over at the cowboy. Hendricks’s eyes were closed now.

“Another dead body, yeah,” Duncan said.


***




“No, no,” Melina Cherry said as Arch stared at her. “Her name is Lucia.”

Arch was desperately uncomfortable. The whole place smelled heavily of perfume and was decorated on the inside in high Southern style. He supposed it was all to make the johns feel better and more comfortable, but it was having the opposite effect on him. He had a sense of what this place was supposed to be like—the brothel had been here since he was a kid, after all, and his teammates had come here in high school—and this wasn’t quite it. He imagined it smokier, like a speakeasy, a place where illicit dealings happened in a glamorous setting.

“Right,” Erin spoke up, nodding. “Lucia.” She turned to “Lucia” and pursed her lips. “We could use a word.”

Arch stole a glimpse at Lucia again. She was Starling, there was no doubt in his mind about that. He’d seen enough of the woman, even in the dark places she usually appeared, to know what she looked like. This was surely her, though her eyes looked different.

Plus, she had an actual expression on her face. Lips quivering, eyes darting a little tentatively from Arch and Erin to Ms. Cherry. Arch would have guessed she looked a little … intimidated. That was certainly new.

“Anything you have to say to her you can say in front of me,” Melina Cherry said. She didn’t move, but Arch had a mental image of a mother thrusting herself in front of an attack on her baby.

Or a criminal trying to keep an accomplice from getting rolled by the cops. That was probably more likely.

Evidently Erin saw it that way, too. “We’re not here to investigate any unrelated crimes that may have taken place here,” she said, focusing in on Ms. Cherry. Arch could see she was trying to be reassuring. “We only want to talk about the murder.”

Ms. Cherry seemed to relax at that. “Why don’t you go take a look at the body? We’ll wait for you here, and you can talk to us however you’d like afterward.”

Arch caught Erin’s look back at him, and he could tell she was thinking the same thing. “Ma’am, we can’t leave the two of you alone right now.”

Ms. Cherry rolled her eyes. “I am a pillar of this community. I’m not going anywhere and neither is Lucia.” She must have caught their hesitation, Arch thought, because she immediately backed down. “We’ll follow you up the stairs and wait outside the door.” Ms. Cherry held up her hands in a show of surrender. “We are willing to cooperate in any manner possible.” Her face hardened. “To make sure justice is done for Colleen.”

Arch looked to Erin as she looked back at him. “Fair enough, ma’am,” Arch answered for both of them. This time he couldn’t tell what Erin was thinking.

Arch took the lead, walking up the carpeted stairs and ignoring the white French insignias that were stenciled on the walls. What were they called? He couldn’t remember. Flower something. He kept his hand on his holster even though he knew he was heading up to see a body. It was unsecured scene, after all, so technically he could have been running into anything.

“Just stay a couple paces behind me,” Erin said to the two women. Arch couldn’t bear to think of them as anything other than women. He didn’t want to consider their jobs, because it wasn’t the sort of thing he cared to dwell on. He knew plenty of others willing to cast more than a few stones their way, but he didn’t do that sort of thing. Mary Magdalene had walked their path once upon a time, after all.

Every step Arch took up the stairs made him feel the nerves more and more. He took a quick breath and let it out slowly, blowing it out quietly between his lips. When he reached the top of the stairs he took careful steps, as though any squeak of the floorboard would wake the dead. If that happened, he’d have bigger problems than breaking the news to Hendricks that Starling was actually a woman of the night in some sort of disguise.

He frowned. She’d always seemed stronger than a normal woman to him. He kept himself from glancing back at her, didn’t want to blow her cover with her employer. Something about this whole thing was awfully bizarre, though. Nothing about Starling had ever seemed coy or shy. She hadn’t ever blinked away from him like she did downstairs.

But then again, he’d never had a conversation with her in the brothel where she apparently worked, either.

Arch reached the door. It was open just a tad, and he reached out and pushed it further with his elbow. He could hear Erin just behind him, now, could almost feel her breathing down his neck. He inched inside one slow step at a time.

As soon as he was clear of the frame he took a step to the left and just stood there. What was waiting on the bed was every bit the horror he was coming to expect since the demons had come to his town. He knew the girl on the bed; she’d been a freshman when he’d been graduating. Colleen something.

“Damn,” Erin said from next to him, standing in the middle of the door. “Colleen Hudson. Her daddy works at the mill.”

Arch nodded. She was all burnt up on the inside from what he could see, like she’d swallowed a cup of molten lava and it had all bled out of her. He wanted to cover her up, though there wasn’t much left of her that was improper to be shown, but he knew that’d interfere with the crime scene. “I ain’t never seen nothing like this,” he said.

“It’s kind like she got blowtorched,” Erin said. “From the inside.” Her voice was hollow and she sounded to Arch like she was somewhere else.

“What’s that on her mouth?” Arch asked. He started to take a step toward her, but Erin’s hand on his shoulder stopped him.

“It’s a gag,” Erin said, and she only met his eyes for a second. “He gagged her so no one would hear her scream.”

Arch stared back at the body for a moment before turning away. He’d seen about all he could stand of this. So many dead yesterday and now another one on the pile. This one wasn’t even close to human in its execution. More demons. Maybe the same one, the … Sygraath. They’d found that burning stuff on the pavement, after all.

Arch wheeled around and looked again. She wasn’t Colleen anymore, that was certain. Her face was ashen and her eyes rolled back. If her mouth was gagged, and something burned her from the inside … His eyes roamed the corpse, and he cringed as he did it. Not because of the gruesome state of it—though it was—but because he was looking at a naked woman who wasn’t his wife.

She was not burned at the neck, not really, but all the way through the chest and down to her pelvis. It seemed obvious to him, though he was hardly a coroner. There was a black, burnt strip on the bed next to her and he lowered himself to his hands and knees so he could see that it had carried under the bed.

Another strip of burnt-out wood. Something glimmered in there, like oily liquid, and Arch knew. He knew.

It was the same guy.


***




Gideon took the car onto the bumpy dirt road and braced himself with every shock. He needed to stay off the highways now, and he’d figured out the back roads, the ones between him and his ultimate goal. He’d found another route after that, one that would lead him out of town via some old, scenic highways. They’d carry him to Knoxville, and from there he’d be able to rent another car and head north. Maybe to New York. He had a good feeling about New York again.

He turned the A/C down as he pulled up in front of the farmhouse again. He stepped out into the morning heat and looked up. The dark clouds were coming again, and that wasn’t bad. Storm coming to a head but still some sunshine making its escape before it got blocked. He could smell the rain in the air.

He liked it.

He turned the handle and didn’t experience the disorientation this time when he stepped inside Spellman’s storefront. He decided that it must have been some sort of conjuring that Spellman had done here, that he wasn’t actually in a farmhouse in Tennessee. He could feel the shift this time as he crossed the threshold. Most people wouldn’t notice that. Fewer would care. Spellman probably moved shop with the hotspots, but he didn’t really have to “move” anything. Not literally, anyway.

The smells and sounds were still muted from the cage room to his left, but he could detect them this time. Gideon ignored them; now didn’t seem like the moment for him to take interest in the misery of others, not when he’d learned just how amazing causing said misery could feel.

He walked down the hall, listening to the echo of his shoes against the floor. He came around the corner into the dining room to find Spellman sitting there, hands folded, as though he were expected. “I told you midday.”

“I know,” Gideon said. “I’m not here to pick up yet. I just figured I’d wait here until it’s done.”

Wren Spellman’s eyes watched him, a little smile perched upon the man’s thin lips. “You have nowhere else to go.”

Gideon shrugged. “I could go shopping in town, but …”

“No, you can’t, “Spellman said with a knowing look. “You’re lying low because of what you’ve done. Refuge will cost extra.”

Gideon smiled. “Money I’ve got.”

Spellman’s smile matched his own. “Indeed you do.”


***




Erin hadn’t seen anything like Colleen Hudson’s corpse before, not ever. Not in all the year’s she’d slaughtered animals, not in the time she’d spent on the internet looking at pictures that were designed to gross her out, not anywhere. It was disturbing in a way, all the more so because she could not figure out how the hell it had happened.

She was hardly a forensic pathologist, but it looked like Colleen had had some molten liquid poured into her vagina or anus, and it had just dribbled down and opened her up. It was hard to tell without stepping up and getting closer, but that seemed like the sort of shit that would require something elaborate to carry.

“This gentleman caller,” she said, making herself loud enough to be heard out the door. “Was he carrying anything with him when he came in?” She talked to direct her voice out into the hall, but her eyes never left the body.

“No,” Melina Cherry called back. “He wore cargo shorts and a t-shirt, a pair of tennis shoes. I doubt he had anything with him, why?”

“Just checking,” Erin said, lower this time. She was already back to thinking about the body. She looked sidelong at Arch. “What’s your friend doing here?”

“I don’t know,” Arch said, voice low. “I didn’t know she worked here.”

Erin paused, waited a second. “Does Hendricks know her from here?” She watched Arch freeze and started to ask him something else, but there was a noise out in the hallway.

“Reeve, maybe?” Arch asked. He looked a little relieved, like he might have been spared the question he didn’t want to answer. She’d hit him with it again later, even though she was beginning to wonder if it even mattered at all anymore.

“Hello?” A voice from the door caused Erin to turn. It wasn’t Melina Cherry, nor Lucia or Starling or whatever she called herself. It was a woman in middle age, blond hair that was too blond to be natural, dressed in a tweed skirt and suit jacket. She was smiling, look in the door as if there weren’t a burned-out corpse just over Erin’s shoulder. “How do you do?” she asked and took a step into the room. She was wearing black shoes, expensive ones, high heeled, and they clicked on the maple floor. “My name is Lex Deivrel. I’m Ms. Cherry’s attorney.” She proffered a business card, waving it in Erin’s face.

“Well, that’s just fucking great,” Erin said, and she didn’t even care who heard it.


***




They’d done a bank transfer because it was easier, Spellman had said. Gideon didn’t care. He had plenty of money and if everything came out like he hoped it would, he’d be able to replenish the coffers and more after today. Not that he cared about that part; he just liked to be comfortable, even though he usually ended up in the lower rent neighborhoods.

He went where the death was, after all.

Now Gideon was just sitting in the chair and Spellman was across from him, staring at him blankly. Really blankly. Like there was no one steering the ship, actually. “Pardon,” Spellman said after a moment, the light coming back into his eyes. “You’re talking to a shell I use to conduct business. I’m presently working in the … back room, let’s call it.”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Gideon said. He wasn’t looking for someone to entertain him. He was just building anticipation for the big event anyway.


***




Lerner and Duncan had left Hendricks sleeping. Why bother the poor guy? It wasn’t like they needed him anyway. They headed toward the disturbance Duncan had mentioned, Lerner at the wheel, Duncan next to him with his eyes closed, directing him.

“This whole thing has got me thinking,” Lerner said. Duncan grunted, a low noise that indicated he was listening, so Lerner went on. “If left to their own devices, without us to ride herd on them, would every Sygraath out there eventually start scrounging up their own meals?”

Duncan made a hmm-ing noise. “The world is a little more peaceful in the last few decades than it has been before.”

“And the murder rate in the U.S. is at a forty- or fifty-year low,” Lerner said, feeling himself warm to the subject. These were the kind of discussions he loved to have, but Duncan was all too reluctant to participate. “Fewer war deaths worldwide this decade than in decades past. Fewer plagues. Longer life expectancies.”

“I’ve heard tales about Sygraaths gone bad as far back as the 1600s,” Duncan said. “Which means there were probably more before that. This isn’t something new.”

“No, but the state of the world might be changing them,” Lerner said. “Less death means less for them to feed on. Just like scarcity of food makes wildlife migrate. A starving man will do desperate things, right?”

“They’re hardly starving,” Duncan said, still with his eyes closed. “Chicago alone last year had some four hundred plus murders. Plus the normal mortality stuff couple with larger overall populations.”

“But you know what I mean,” Lerner said. The A/C was blowing in his face.

“Rarely.”

“I’m wondering if this guy is pushed to the edge by societal change,” Lerner said.

“Most human societies would view fewer murders and deaths as a good thing.”

Lerner sighed. “But a Sygraath wouldn’t, and that’s the point. Now he’s sparked his own little habit and doing some seriously fucked up things to hit his high. I mean, really,” Lerner said, “who knows what he’s capable of?”


***




Erin was still trying to absorb what was going on with the lawyer when Reeve came in. They’d already moved back down the stairs into the foyer, and Deivrel had the madam and her hooker in the parlor. She was standing in front of the door holding court like she was guarding the passage. The place still stank of cheap perfume, and Erin was trying to decide whether she was more sick of the smell or the lawyer who’d been politely but firmly rebuffing and steering them for the last five minutes when the door opened and Reeve came breezing in.

“Turns out it wasn’t just possession, but also a probation violation from one of my favorite repeat offenders,” Reeve said as he strolled in. He stopped when he realized there was someone standing before him that wasn’t expected. “Well, shit. There goes my day.”

Lex Deivrel still wore the uncaring and cold smile of someone who was putting on a face for their audience. “Well, Nick, I hope it was that dead body upstairs and not me that did it.”

“Lex,” Reeve said, making a clicking noise with his mouth, “every time you come to my county, it seems like hell rides in behind you. I didn’t see you park your pale horse out front.”

“Oh, Nick,” Lex said, and Erin could hear the slyness, “from what you say about me behind my back, you don’t think I ride a pale horse, you think I ride a broom.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Reeve said, staring her down. “You giving my deputies problems with their duties?”

“Just trying to make sure my clients are given the fairest treatment possible,” Deivrel said, her fake smile not so much as flagging. “There’s a lot of room for them to be wronged here, you see.”

“Yes, well,” Reeve said, “I can see where they might be concerned with that, being hookers and all—”

“Why, Sheriff Reeve,” Deivrel said in utter shock, “that’s an unsubstantiated allegation.”

“Oh, it’s well substantiated,” Reeve said without amusement. “It just hasn’t been proven in court.”

“Which is the guidepost you should use in your conversations with my clients,” Deivrel said coldly, “Lest you find yourself on the wrong end of a slander suit.”

“Do you get a percentage of the recovery on something like that?” Reeve asked, and ran a head over his balding head.

“Of course,” Deivrel said with that same faux smile.

“I knew I should have been a lawyer,” Reeve said under his breath. “All right, well, the crime scene unit from Chattanooga ought to be here soon—seeing as they have to take the regular roads, they can’t fly straight here on a broom,” he gave a nod to Deivrel, who just smiled. “Why don’t we move this on down to the station house so we don’t have to do this on the front lawn while the mercury is heading toward ninety?”

“I’d rather not,” Deivrel said, and Erin got the impression that she was a wall, standing between her clients and Reeve. “It’s going to rain again soon, anyway. Cool the whole town off.”

“Your ‘rather’ and mine are about to come in conflict,” Reeve said and looked sideways. “I need to consult with my deputies for a moment. I also need you and your … ‘clients,’” he said it with enough differentiation that Lex Deivrel scowled at him, fake smile gone in a second, “to step outside. Away from the crime scene.”

“Fine,” Deivrel said, and her smile came back. She recovered quickly, Erin thought.

“Deputy Harris, Deputy Stan,” Reeve said, and beckoned to her and Arch, “a word, please.” He nodded to Deivrel. “You ladies, too. Let’s get out of here.”


***




Lerner and Duncan were parked just down the street. It was easy to see when the house started to clear out. The big black deputy came out first—Lerner was bad with names, but hadn’t Hendricks called him ‘Arch’ or something? Yeah. The cowboy’s girlfriend was next, pert little blond, followed by a woman wearing nearly nothing, a lawyer—Lerner could smell that for himself—and a redhead. “Hello,” he said. “Look who we have here.”

“Coming out of the whorehouse, no less,” Duncan said, eyes opened. He was wearing a frown. “I can feel her.”

Lerner looked over at him. “Really? Are her tits real or fake?”

Duncan ignored his classless remark. “She’s definitely there. Not like last time at all.”

Lerner stared at her, dressed just about the same as when last he’d seen her, save for an overshirt. “Well, well, well. This is getting more and more interesting.”

“You think so?” Duncan asked, eyes closed. “Because for me it’s taking a turn into WTF territory.”

“Pffft,” Lerner said. “Stop trying to talk like the human kids. WTF. Just say ‘what the fuck’ like a man.”


***




“Arch,” Reeve said once they were off the porch. Dark clouds were accumulating in the sky, but the sun was still backlighting them. Arch could feel the heat, and the rain would be nice to help cool it off. “I put that pothead in the back of your car. Mind taking him to the station for me?”

“Sure,” Arch said then frowned. He and Reeve had hashed things out—sort of. This seemed like a peculiar peace offering, though. “I’ll get him down there, booked in, and head back.”

“No,” Reeve said with a shake of the head, and he stepped closer to Arch. They stood on the lawn, a good twenty feet from where the two ladies—Starling and Ms. Cherry—waited with their lawyer. Erin was hovering just a few feet from them, keeping her eyes on the porch. “Listen, you’ve seen a lot these last few days. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off?”

Arch felt a curiosity burning now. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Reeve said, and he was all sincerity as near as Arch could tell. “No one ought to see the shit we have these last few days. Just go on home, get your head on straight, spend some time with your missus if she has the day off,” which she did, Arch vaguely recalled, “keep your phone on and close by. I’ll whistle you up if we run into a shitstorm.” He looked up. “Which we probably will if those fucking idiots from the TVA don’t get down here to start sandbagging the river soon.”

“I’ll get this taken care of,” Arch said, gesturing toward the car. He could see a man in the back. Even from where he stood, the fella looked mighty sullen. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t mention it,” Reeve said, waving him off. “Now get that taken care of, will you? And don’t go disappearing on the way to the station house.” The sheriff wore a grim smile as Arch looked back at him. “I won’t be as forgiving a second time.”

Arch didn’t really find much to say to that, so he just started back to the car. The lights were still flashing on it, and he couldn’t remember if he’d left them that way or if Reeve had turned them on to justify his diagonal parking job, but either way, he was taking up a good portion of the street. He made his way around the back of the car and stopped when he saw a sedan parked less than a hundred feet behind his Explorer.

It was the demons.


***




Erin watched Arch walking toward the car as Reeve started coming back toward her. “Where’s he going?”

“Back to the station with the prisoner,” Reeve said. “Come on, we got work to do.”

“Doing what?” Erin asked. “Trying to slink past some fancified lawyer so we can question a couple hookers about someone who died in a way that’s pretty damned impossible based on what they’ve told us?”

“I can hear you,” Lex Deivrel said, her arms folded as she stood on the edge of the porch, looking down at them. “I’ve warned you twice now, Nick. Any further prejudicial comments by yourself or your deputies toward my clients and—”

“Yeah, yeah,” Reeve said, “day in court, et cetera. I got it. We’ll play nice.” He turned to give Erin a look but ended up smiling through his admonishing glare.


***




Arch strolled over to the sedan, glancing around at the run down, ramshackle houses up and down the street as he did so. There were still gawkers out, but none of them were smoking anything funny, at least. Gawkers were just a normal part of life in a small town. Rumors about what had happened at the brothel were probably already burning up the phone lines in Midian.

“Gentlemen,” Arch said as he strolled up to the window of the sedan. The quiet one—Duncan, he thought—was just sitting there, waiting for him, already had the window down. Like he was ready for a conversation. The mouth of the operation, Lerner, was looking across from the driver’s side.

“Good day, deputy,” Lerner said with a wink. “Another tragic victim of the bad influences on your lovely little burg?”

Arch felt like reaching through the window and knocking the smug right off his face, but he didn’t. Instead he went for an alternate topic of conversation. “Where’s your new best friend?”

“I assume you mean your pal Hendricks?” Lerner said, still a little smug. “He’s sleeping it off back at his motel. Your boy’s in a lot of pain. Maybe he should find a less hazardous occupation.”

“Someone’s gotta keep a watch on what your kind is doing ’round here,” Arch said, and after he said them, he wished he could shove the words back into his mouth.

The irony didn’t seem to be lost on Lerner, and the smug smile stayed fixed where it was. “Heh. The more things change, huh?”

“Hendricks is fine,” Duncan said in a soft voice, changing the topic of conversation. For some reason, Arch believed him when he said it. “Though he should take it a little lighter on the painkillers.”

“You talk to him about it,” Arch said. He didn’t want anything to do with that conversation lest he have to involve it in some way with his job.

“You mind telling us what’s going on here, Officer?” Lerner asked. The smugness was reduced but not gone.

Arch sighed. Why not? “Dead woman in there. Looks like she got burnt up by some demon’s … uh … emission.”

The smug vanished off Lerner’s face in a heartbeat. “You’re fucking joking.”

Arch glared at him. “I assure you I’m not.”

Lerner let out a low whistle. “Oh man, looks like our old Sygraath learned a new trick.” Lerner paused, like he was doing it for comic effect. “And tried it out during a trick.”

Duncan didn’t laugh. “That’s not funny,” he said. Arch had to agree.

Lerner sighed. “Whatever. We’ve still got a Sygraath off the chain here and presently untraceable.”

Arch cast his eyes toward the house. “You don’t think he’s gonna come back to the scene of the crime, do you?”

“Unlikely,” Duncan said in that quiet way he had.

“We think he’s planning something big,” Lerner said. “He’s probably laying low until then.”

“Something big?” Arch asked. “Bigger than the mass murder yesterday morning? Or the traffic pile-up yesterday afternoon?”

“He didn’t do the mass murder,” Lerner said with a shake of the head. “That was a group of Tul’rore. We sent those back the night before last.”

Arch frowned. “You did?”

“Yeah,” Lerner said, like it was no big deal. “We got that taken care of for you.” He smiled. “See? We’re not all bad.”

Arch wasn’t quite ready to concede that just yet. “I gotta go drop some parole violator off at the station.”

“Watch out for the lawyer,” Duncan offered helpfully as Arch stood up, his back cracking as he removed himself from where he’d been leaning down to talk to them.

“Why?” Arch asked. “Is she a demon?”

“Possibly,” Duncan said evenly. “Though not as many attorneys are demons as you might think. I just meant be careful because she’s a lawyer.”

“Not every evil thing on earth is done by demons,” Lerner said, and he was lecturing Arch now, which Arch found plenty annoying. “It’s not like there’s a shortage of morally vacuous humans on this planet.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Arch said and started back toward his car. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


***




Gideon sat at the table, thinking. It was what he spent most of his time doing when he wasn’t enjoying a death. There was nothing on the horizon, sadly, but that was all right. It was understood. He’d accepted that death just didn’t happen here with the frequency it did in cities. So instead of dwelling on that, he was trying to—gently—relive some of his greatest hits.

Surprisingly, they were all from the last few days.

It came as a shock when he realized it. He’d hated this town, after all, and how frustrating it had been for him. It was stifling, the lack of death for him to enjoy. Like starving.

Like starving in the middle of a buffet, though. That’s what he’d figured out here.

All he had to do was take matters into his own hands. And not masturbationally speaking, either, because he’d been doing that for years, obviously. No, he had take his destiny in his own hands, go after what he wanted. It was an important lesson.

Now he was a hunter. Now he didn’t have to wait for the satisfaction to come to him, he could seek it. And it was more thrilling than any of the other deaths he’d felt.

Spellman’s empty vessel was still across from him, staring blankly into space. He’d been like that for a couple hours now. It didn’t bother Gideon; it was like being in a room with a doll. Which Gideon hadn’t ever done, that he could recall, but it didn’t bother him.

There was a stirring, and Spellman’s hand moved. Something was in it, something he could see. It was a red silk bag, tied at the top, and big as his head. Gideon knew it hadn’t been there before, and it was embroidered with gold stitching on the sides. He wondered if he was paying extra for that fanciness, then realized he didn’t care.

“It is done,” came Spellman’s quiet voice, pushing the bag across the table toward him. Gideon grasped it like it was water and he was in the middle of a desert. “It still requires a few trifling components in order to activate, but it should be no challenge for one such as yourself.”

“Additional components?” Gideon felt the urgency rising within. He needed to get off. Soon. “What components?”

“The heart of human,” Spellman said, ticking it off on his fingers, “some blood, a scream. You should be able to get it all from one person, actually.”

“Where am I supposed to …?” Gideon looked at the bag. He hadn’t killed anyone before, not in the way that would pull screams and a heart from them. Not blood, either, really. “I’ll have to get my hands pretty dirty for this.”

“As though they were clean before?” Spellman asked, with a twinkle in his eye. Gideon got the feeling there was a double entendre thrown in there somewhere. “There will be security guards where you’re going, and they’ll be human, of course. Naturally, they will be no match for a greater such as yourself.”

“I have to kill them myself?” Gideon took a breath and felt a tightness, as if his essence was heating his breath to expand within him.

“Now, now,” Spellman said with that same glimmer in his eyes, “think of how much of a growth experience this could be for you. Especially after all the self-discovery you’ve had in the last few days.”

Gideon looked down at his pudgy hands. The incense smell in the air grew stronger around him. It could be fun, couldn’t it? It wasn’t like killing that girl last night hadn’t been a joy. This could be better, even, because he could make it last longer, make it more painful. It’d be like foreplay. With tremendous ejaculation involved. “All right,” he said and pulled the silk bag up as he stood. “All right. I can do this.”

“Of course,” Spellman said with a smile. “Now … I’ll need to do another bank transfer to cover the cost of this …”

“Do I have to wait for you to do that?” Gideon stared at the bag in his hands, and he found himself wanting to do nothing more than add the last components and place it where he wanted it to go. He wanted to get the party started. Now.

“I can handle it,” Spellman said with a vague gesture of his hand, “if you’re in a hurry.”

“Please,” Gideon said, turning to walk out “I’ve got business to attend to up in the hills.” He carried the silk bag at his side, and it bobbed with his motion. It felt kind of heavy to him, like he was carrying something of great importance. Which he was, he supposed. The next stage in his growth, in his awakening. Soon he could take the next step, and move on.

All he needed now was a blood sacrifice.


***




Hendricks was floating peacefully in the water when heard the knocking at his door. It was a recurring dream for him and it usually turned into a nightmare. This time it was different. It hadn’t yet turned into a horror story when the thumping jarred him out of it.

He came to with the comforter mashed against his face. It kind of smelled, like feet or body odor or both. He realized as he woke that his legs were hanging off the edge of the bed, that he had not in fact been in the water, nor anywhere near it.

There was another thumping at the door and he realized it was closed. Lerner and Duncan weren’t anywhere around, and he wondered for a moment if he’d hallucinated the pair of them. Demons that were out to help people? Bullshit, his common sense told him as he rose, wiping the drool off his chin.

He still felt the fog as he staggered to the door. He flipped the lock and opened it without even thinking about who might be behind it. It was only as it was swinging open that he considered it. Too late by then.

An unfamiliar man waited just outside, dark clouds behind him covering the sky. Hendricks wondered if he was a Jehovah’s Witness, and was trying to think of a polite way to say FUCK OFF when the man spoke.

“Good day to you, Mr. Hendricks,” the man said with a bow. He looked to be in his fifties, grey hair. He looked awfully alert, though Hendricks thought he might have been drawing an unfair comparison since he was still swimming in the wash of his own head. “Are your friends Lerner and Duncan still here?”

“What?” Hendricks asked. He really did feel like he’d just gotten pulled out of the wash. Since that had actually happened to him at one point in time, he knew it was a valid comparison.

“Lerner and Duncan?” the man asked again. “They’re not here right now, are they?”

“No,” Hendricks said, and he felt the weight of the sword in his coat. His gun was on his hip. “Who are you?”

“Ah, forgive me my lapse in manners,” the man said with an abbreviated bow. “My name is Wren Spellman.” His eyes glimmered, as though he had a secret. He put a finger into the air, and red sparks shot from it as though it were a firecracker. “I’ve come to talk.”


16.


Erin’s frustration tolerance was being tested to the point of ridiculousness. She was convinced that Lex Deivrel was, in fact, a demon, if such a thing existed. The blond lawyer had a perpetually smug smile, and it was driving Erin to the point where she wanted to just slap it off the woman’s face. She’d grown up with three older brothers and had no compunction about doing such things. Outside of the lawful consequences, of course.

Reeve, fortunately, was taking a more patient approach. They stood under dark skies, and it looked like the rain might cut loose at any moment. The road shimmered from the humidity, and it was getting past midday now. The crime scene unit from Chattanooga filled the street, and they still hadn’t managed to get Cherry or Lucia’s statements.

Erin reconsidered that helpful bit of face punching but doubted it’d do much other than land her in jail. And civil court, probably.

“We’re going to need to talk to your clients sooner or later,” Reeve said to Deivrel, “and we’re gonna do it at the station.” He’d been on and off the phone with the TVA all morning, trying to manage their flood response. In addition he’d fielded calls from the Highway Patrol regarding the mess on the freeway and also the crime lab’s initial report. Reeve was a busy man. Erin felt a little sorry for him.

The smell of the body in the house was wafting out now, the heat of midday causing it to ripen. It just smelled burnt to her, an appalling odor. She would have covered her nose, but for the fact it would have made her look ridiculous.

Instead, she sat there and listened to Reeve dicker with Lex Deivrel as she looked down the street. Just past the crime lab van she saw a familiar sight. It was the sedan that was parked outside Hendricks’s motel room, and the two guys that were with him were sitting in it.


***




Lerner and Duncan were still sitting outside the whorehouse, staring at the goings-on and had been for hours. What else were they going to do? “Laywer looks like she’s cockblocking everything,” Lerner pronounced with a note of sympathy. They had lawyers to deal with in their own work, though fortunately not as frequently as human law enforcement had to. The Pact from whence their authority was derived had a variety of interpretations, and lawyers tended to find lots of devils in the details of it.

“Deputy Harris has seen us,” Duncan said, calm on the outside, but Lerner could hear the alarm in his voice.

“That’s the little blond, right?” Lerner asked. “This could be good or bad, I suppose. For Hendricks, I mean; not likely it’ll have much effect on us.”

“She could make herself a pain in the ass,” Duncan said, about as succinctly as Lerner himself could have put it.

Lerner sighed. “Let’s hope she doesn’t, then. I’d hate to have to—” He stopped as Duncan’s head snapped up, eyes wide open. “What?”

“Someone just threw up a conjuring,” Duncan said, mouth hanging open when he finished talking. “A big one—loud, showy but without any substance, at Hendricks’s motel room. Someone’s with him there, now, and they want to get our attention.”

Lerner sighed again. This was not going to look good to Deputy Harris, taking off after she just noticed them. Probably seemed suspicious. He started the car anyway, put it into gear, and executed a three-point turn on the street to take them back where they came from.


***




Arch unlocked the door to his apartment and set his keys on the table just inside. He paused as the cool air hit him, and listened for a sign that anything was moving in his home. Not a sound. This was getting to be usual.

Alison sat there, on the couch, swallowed up by the boxes rimming the white walls. She was dressed in one of her halter tops with a pair of jean shorts that had been cut ragged. Her hair was all done up, he noticed.

When she turned to look at him, she wore that same aura of indifference, that cool, unemotional look that had become so common on her lately. He wondered if she was suffering from PTSD. They’d been through something traumatic, after all. “Hey,” he said, casually as he could.

“Hey,” she returned, without much in the way of enthusiasm. She was seated without anything in her lap. The TV remote was on top of the entertainment center, and he hadn’t even hooked up the cable yet. What had she been doing? Just sitting there? “I thought you were working again.”

“I was,” he said with a nod, taking a few tentative steps toward her. “Reeve sent me home. Figured I’d, uh … seen enough, I guess.”

“Oh?” She asked it with no more seeming interest than she’d devote to a coupon circular. “Nothing new going on, then.”

“Actually,” he said, almost regretful to spoil her image of the town back at peace, “there was another murder this morning.” He figured it’d get some reaction out of her, but she didn’t even blink.


***




Erin watched the sedan do its turn in the middle of Water Street and drive off. She wondered if it was because she’d seen them that they were taking off? She thought about going after them, but a peal of thunder overhead caused everyone to look up, and the first droplet of water hit her on the cheek.

“Goddammit,” Reeve said. “Can we please take this show on back to the station?”

“Aiming for a change of venue?” Deivrel asked, the same insufferable smile on her face. Erin still wanted to punch her.

“Aiming to not get soaking wet,” Reeve replied, hitching his thumbs in his belt. Erin couldn’t tell if he was doing it for some kind of effect or if he was holding up his pants under his gut.

Lex Deivrel seemed to ponder this. She’d been stonewalling them all morning, had come up with fifty different excuses thus far. “All right,” she said finally. “Back to your station. But my clients come in my car.” Her smile broadened. “Which seems to be blocked in by a crime scene van.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Reeve said. “I’ll take you in one of my squad cars—all of you. And you can watch to make sure I don’t say anything out of line.”

“I’m afraid my clients would be insulted by a ride in the back of a police car,” Deivrel said with a smile. “They’re not criminals, after all.”

“Sure,” Reeve said, deadpan, “there but for the grace of a prostitution charge or twelve, go I. Or you. Probably more likely you.”

Deivrel’s smile grew colder. “We can wait.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Reeve said. “Two of you with me—in the front seat, if need be, and one of you can ride with Deputy Harris.” He chucked a thumb at her. “You pick the arrangements, but I’ve had enough of this stonewalling shit, Lex. You got no ground to stand on here because I haven’t charged your clients with anything, they’re probably not guilty of anything I’d charge them for, but that is gonna change rapidly if you don’t stop fucking with me and help me get their goddamned statement on paper!”

Deivrel didn’t flinch, didn’t change expression one whit, just froze. “Fine. I’ll ride with you and Ms. Cherry. Lucia can ride with Deputy Harris.” She shot a look at Erin that was malice wrapped in razor blades. “Talk to my client about anything other than the weather and I’ll make sure it ends your career.”

Erin started to say something but Reeve held up a hand to shut her up. “I think we can live with that.” He looked back at her. “Right?”

“The weather,” Erin said, looking up in time to get hit in the face with another drop of rain. “Got it.”


***




Hendricks wasn’t sure how to feel about Wren Spellman, at least not until he frowned at Hendricks, waved a hand at him and produced something that looked like a cured cow’s bladder he’d once seen when he was younger. “Drink this.”

“Are you fucking kidding?” Hendricks retorted. Stranger shows up to your hotel room, tells you to drink something. Sounded like the perfect setup for him to be roofie’d. “No.”

“Suit yourself,” Spellman said with a shrug. “But it’d cure what ails you. I just feel bad for you, sitting there, looking like hell. I can tell some people have been less than gentle with you of late, and coupled with what I’m reading of your past,” his eyes flashed blank—like, white—for a minute, “I’m just feeling a spot of pity. Like I should help you.” Spellman pushed the bladder thing toward him, held out in a lightly spotted and wrinkled hand. “Drink this. You’ll feel better. Promise.”

Hendricks took the thing, not really sure why. It was kidney shaped, seemed kind of like leather, like something you’d see in a fantasy movie when the characters would drink on a long journey. “What is this?”

“The container is a cured cow’s bladder, as you might suspect,” Spellman said, talking with his hands. They came up in a looping gesture that turned into a palms-up shrug. “What’s inside is a tonic tinged with certain ingredients that are … otherworldly, let’s say.” Spellman grinned. “It’ll heal your injuries in the course of about thirty seconds. Call it a sample.”

“Uh huh,” Hendricks said, and stared at the bladder. “Why?”

“I told you, pity,” Spellman said. “Also, marketing. I have a store out in the country. You should come see me sometime if this works for you.” He held up a hand to his lips. “But don’t tell your friends,” he said in a whisper that felt … shrouded, somehow, like it had been breathed right into his mind.

Hendricks stared at the bladder, pondering if the Percocets he’d taken were still fucking with him, and how hard.

“Ah, here we go,” Spellman said mildly. “About time.”

“About time for what?” Hendricks asked, looking from the bladder to the unassuming man in the Nehru suit. Vaguely, he heard something outside, like tires squealing. He listened closer and heard car doors slamming then watched as Spellman gently opened his door for him.

“Let’s keep them from knocking down another door, shall we?” Spellman said. “I hate to cause any more expense for the owner of this motel. Concern, you know, from one business owner to another. It's tough enough out there without someone cutting into our margins.”

Lerner and Duncan came up seconds later, and Hendricks just stared at them as Lerner paused on the threshold, a rough look on his face, peeking his head inside like he was afraid he’d get whacked in the head or something. He had something clutched in his hand and Hendricks stared at it. It was a little cylinder that was an inch longer than his hand on the top and bottom, and he kept it by his side.

“What the hell is that?” Hendricks asked as Lerner scanned the room and stopped on Spellman, who was now standing by the table in the corner.

“Baton,” Lerner said and stepped inside. “Used for breaking shells. Who is this?” He pointed the baton at Spellman.

“My name is Wren Spellman.” The mystery man bowed to Lerner. “I’m here with some interesting information, as evidenced by my rather obvious attempt to get your attention.”

Duncan followed Lerner into the room a moment later, and Hendricks watched him. He wondered if Duncan’s suit had always been so purple. He couldn’t remember. “He’s clean,” Duncan said. “It’s just a screen.”

Hendricks waited to see if anyone would explain what that meant. They didn’t, so he asked. “Screen?”

“Empty vessel,” Lerner said. “Someone’s communicating through ‘him’ from somewhere else.” He waved at Hendricks. “Now take a seat, kid, and let the big boys talk, huh?”

Hendricks stifled the urge to pull his sword and show Lerner how the big boys reacted to consecrated metal, but Duncan gave him a sympathetic smile so he didn’t.

“You seek a Sygraath named Gideon,” Spellman said, hands neatly folded in front of him, same pleasant smile perched on his lips. “I am here to tell you where he’s going, what he’s going to do, and when he’s going to do it.”

“Why?” Lerner shot out immediately. Hendricks was wondering the same—once his brain translated it through the fog he was in. He figured he was on about a five second delay, but his head was so fuzzy it wasn’t really possible to be sure.

“Because,” Spellman said, “his plan is no good for my business interests in this area.”

Lerner seemed a little suspicious at that. “How is it bad for business?”

“Because,” Spellman said with little emotion, “he’s going to blow up the dam that holds back the Caledonia River.” Spellman made a helpful hand gesture to illustrate. “And when that dam breaks, everyone in this valley—including my potential customers—will all be washed away.”


***




Gideon pulled up outside the gate at the end of the dirty road. His car was really struggling at the end, and by the time he reached the guardhouse with the gate, he was worried it wasn’t going to carry him much further.

That was all right, though. One of the security guards probably had a pickup truck he could use. He ran a hand over his smooth cheek, scratching his flesh. He’d just need to ask nicely.

There was a yellow and black striped gate barring his passage. He suspected it was metal, but it really didn’t matter in any case. It was starting to rain, so he stepped out of the car just as the security guard was stepping out of the guardhouse. It wasn’t really a house so much as a six-by-ten-foot booth, roughly. Looked a little like a tollbooth to Gideon, like one of the ones that dotted every off-ramp around Chicago.

Gideon felt his shoes splash in the first puddle he came to. It drenched his sock. He felt the cool water wash down into his shoe, soaking him all the way to the toes. It was a sensory discomfort for him, but little else.

The booth had an overhanging awning that stretched a couple feet out from the roof, and Gideon felt the volume of rain soaking his t-shirt lessen as he stepped under it. “Ugly day out,” he said to the man who was coming out of the booth to greet him. The guy had on a khaki uniform and a polite smile, but Gideon had a feeling it wouldn’t last long.

“You look lost,” the security guard said. Like he’d had this happen before.

“I could use some directions,” Gideon said, stepping closer to the guard. The guard didn’t flinch away. Probably figured he’d have time to go for the gun on his belt if Gideon tried anything.

“Where you heading?” the security guard asked.

“Not far,” Gideon said and reached for the man. He had him gripped by the time the guy’s hand got anywhere near his holster. He broke the security guard’s arm, snapped it and jammed it hard so that the bone tore through the skin. The guard let out a scream, and it was sweet. He pushed the man down and looked in his eyes. He could feel the fear coming off him as he held him down with one hand. “I think I’ll go straight for your heart. Have you heard what the quickest way to it is?”

Gideon found out. Turned out, it wasn’t through the stomach. It was through the ribcage.


***




Erin sat in awkward silence with Starling—Lucia, she was constantly correcting herself—in the passenger seat. The redhead wasn’t saying a word, and she was tempted to let that rest. Tempted. “So,” she said, breaking the silence, “you want to talk about the future again?”

There was a pause, and it was almost painful. When Lucia answered, it was with a quiet confusion. “Excuse me?” She talked in a deep Southern accent that sounded nothing like Starling’s blank, unaccented speech had.

Erin wondered if she was being punked, or if this girl had some sort of multiple personality disorder raging inside her. She’d seen that shit on a movie before, and it was just about as crazy as what was happening around her lately. “Oh, you’re gonna play like you don’t know what I’m talking about, Starling?”

Erin watched Lucia go paler than her usual self. “Who’s Starling?”

And Erin got the feeling she meant it.


***




“Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit, fuck, damn,” Lerner said. Spellman had spilled it, really, answered the follow-up questions, and it smelled real enough to him. Based on Duncan’s expression, he felt the same. “A whole fucking town gone under. How’s he gonna do it?”

Spellman gave a sympathetic nod. “He has a conjuring that will damage the structure enough to break the dam open, I think, with the increased pressure from all the rain that’s been falling.”

“Well, goddamn,” Hendricks said in a little whisper.

“I’m afraid this one’s all on Gideon, actually,” Spellman said to Hendricks.

“And the guy who gave him the fucking conjuring,” Lerner said, hot enough that he would have let the air out of Spellman right here, if he hadn’t been a fucking screen. “Why didn’t you give him a fake if you’re so concerned about saving your damned business?”

Spellman shrugged lightly. “I have a guarantee. He ordered a product, I delivered it. Whatever happens to him after that is entirely out of my hands. I just wanted to make sure he didn’t leave a bad review on Yelp.” Spellman looked almost apologetic. “Those things will hurt sales faster than—”

“Oh, fuck off,” Lerner said, and he started to pace. “You put a bomb in the hands of a psychotic Sygraath, and now he’s—” He shot a look at Duncan. “Come on, let’s get to the dam.”

“I can’t see him,” Duncan said in a soft tone.

“I fucking know that!” Lerner said. “I need you to read the map and tell me where to go.” He snapped his fingers and made for the door. He caught sight of Hendricks heading toward him and held out a hand. “Not this time, junior. Sygraath’s a greater; he’ll pop your head off and drink your blood out like you’re a growler of ale. Sounds like he’s getting a taste for it, too.”

“You need all the help you can get,” Hendricks said, and he staggered and swayed as he took a couple steps.

“I need help from someone who can fucking stand up straight,” Lerner said, and he knew he’d snapped at the cowboy. He didn’t care. He had shit to do, humans to save, status quo to maintain, and some wobbly demon hunter wasn’t getting in his way. “Stay here and sleep it off.” He shot out the door and headed for the car.

He could hear Duncan pause in the threshold behind him. “Drink it,” he said, and Lerner wondered what he was talking about. But he didn’t wonder long because Duncan was out behind him a hot second later, and Lerner already had the car going. They peeled out of the parking lot as fast as the wet tires on the watery road would allow.


***




Arch heard the phone ring as he sat silently on the couch next to Alison. It was his personal cell phone, he could tell by the plain tone. Not that he had a different or fancy tone for his personal one, it was just a different default ringer. He looked at Alison apologetically, but she still wasn’t looking at him. She was just staring off into space, had been for the last fifteen or twenty minutes.

“Hello?” he asked. He hadn’t checked the number first.

“Arch,” Hendricks’s voice came over the line. He sounded frantic but slurred. “We figured out what the Sygraath is up to.”

“Great,” he said, giving his wife an apologetic look that she didn’t even notice and getting up to walk toward the bedroom. “What now?”

“He’s gonna blow up that dam you showed me the other night,” Hendricks’s reply came. “Flood the whole town, feast on all the souls passing into the … I don’t know, afterlife or void or whatever.”

Arch felt his eyes slide back and forth, real slow. “When?”

“Well, he’s already up there, I think, so—”

“On my way,” Arch said. He didn’t even have to think, it was just instinct. “I’ll pick you up on the way, so you better be ready.” He hit the end button and ran for the door. “Gotta go!” he called to his wife as he passed. He had no idea if she even noticed he was leaving.


***




Erin took the long way back to the station. She’d wanted to avoid some of the roads that were starting to flood over, figuring that with the rain coming down they’d be bad again, so she’d gone up and caught the interstate on the far edge of town and was following it back to the Old Jackson Highway exit. The rain was constant, pelting the windshield as her wipers squealed in a steady rhythm to keep it clear enough for her to see.

She’d settled into an easy silence with Lucia, and was still trying to work out in her head if the girl was lying, nuts or actually telling the truth. The latter seemed crazy, but she was a dead ringer for Starling, and—

Erin stopped at the light at the top of the exit ramp as she heard tires squealing to her right over a crack of thunder overhead. Pulling out of the Sinbad’s parking lot was the sedan that those two peckerwoods who had been parked outside the murder scene were driving. They blew down the Old Jackson Highway in one hell of a hurry, violating the speed limit as they headed toward the hills—the opposite direction from where she was supposed to be going.

She took a long breath, trying to decide what to do. Unconsciously, her hand reached down to the switch for the siren and lights and she flipped them. “Hold on,” she said to Lucia, whose face was a mask of uncertainty as Erin jerked the wheel to the right and headed after the sedan.


***




Hendricks stared at the thing in his hand. He had some doubts about drinking out of a cow’s bladder.

“It’s been boiled,” Spellman said, watching him. “You needn’t worry about cow urine. Not that it would harm you in any way if you did drink some.”

The dude had seemed to go blank for a few minutes after Lerner and Duncan had left, with Duncan exhorting him to drink it. He wasn’t sure why, but he trusted Duncan. Sort of. “How did you know I was thinking that?” he asked Spellman.

“It was written all over your face,” Spellman said mildly. “Or somewhere.” He went blank again, like someone had cut the power to him.

Hendricks started to move toward the door. Arch would be here in minutes, and he needed to be outside. If Lerner and Duncan could handle this, fine, and all the better, but … if they couldn’t …

He grunted in pain as his ribs screamed at him. “Fuck it,” he said. There was no way he’d be ready for a fight, not in his present condition. He’d limp into a greater and get his head popped off like a cork, just the way Lerner had said.

Hendricks pulled the stopper out of the bladder and upended it, chugging it down. He caught movement from Spellman out of the corner of his eye, like someone turned the power on to him again. He looked pleased. Unsettlingly so.


***




Lerner had shot off on a back road at a ninety-degree angle, tires skidding across gravel. He could hear the heavy thunks and tiny plinks of rock hitting the car, and wondered how much it would cost to fix it at the body shop. The accountants would have his ass in a sling for that. Maybe literally.

Duncan was reading the map next to him, and his usual calm was gone out the fucking window. “Uhhhhmmm … it looks like there’s a turnoff up ahead …”

“Left or right, numbnuts?” Lerner asked, gritting his teeth as he felt the traction slip on a curve.

“Right, I think,” Duncan said.

“You think?” The rain was pounding the windshield, trees were zipping by outside. They were blurred by the lines of water falling down the windows.

“Yeah,” Duncan said. “This map … I’m not sure how accurate it is.”

Lerner felt the car slalom around a lazy S-curve and tried to keep from jerking the wheel too hard to compensate. “Lovely.”

“It might be easier to read it if the car wasn’t bumping all over the place.”

“You’re just eighteen different kinds of fucking helpful, aren’t you?” Lerner asked. He kept going, though.


***




Erin saw the sedan make the turnoff toward the lower dam and followed. Lucia was still sitting pale next to her, and she tried to give her a reassuring smile. They were ahead far enough that they might reasonably be able to claim they didn’t see her coming up on them with sirens wailing and lights flashing. She needed to get closer.

The brothel thing could wait. Right now she had her teeth into something else, and oddly enough—and she did kick herself when she thought of it this way—it felt like her future depended on catching them.


***




“Get in the car!” Arch called out the window as he slowed down. Hendricks was already in the parking lot, running through the wash. Arch was pretty sure the parking lot had dried out yesterday after the rain quit, but it was already back to flooding. Bad sign for the town. Maybe an omen of things to come.

Arch watched out the open window as Hendricks hustled toward the Explorer, splashing all the way and holding on to his hat. His black drover coat seemed to be keeping the rain off him, but his black cowboy hat looked like it was soaked and drooping just a little after being out for only a few seconds. It was a gully-washer, no doubt, and he hit the switch to roll the window up as Hendricks opened the door, jumped in and slammed it shut in seconds. The cowboy took his hat off and shook it toward the floorboard. “Let’s go,” he said, and Arch obliged, gunning it.


***




Gideon had gotten the guy’s heart, but he was so caught up in the moment that he hadn’t bothered with a scream. By the time he remembered he needed it, the security guard was already dead. Double damn.

He threw the body into the woods with ease, like he was Cubs fan tossing a baseball. It landed about ten feet from him, in some underbrush, with a cracking noise. Not like it mattered. The guy wasn’t going to feel it anymore anyway. Gideon hadn’t even caught his name as he passed through.

He’d saved him for later. Stored away that pain, that screaming agony in his essence. He’d never done that before, preferring to pleasure himself right when he got them. It was a curious feeling, a churning, constant arousal inside.

He flipped the gate switch in the guardhouse, got back in the car and started up the road again. He could feel the pleasure from this kill welling up inside him, stirring. He was already rock-hard, but he didn’t have time to satiate himself, not now. His erection caused his cargo pants to tent, just a little, as he sat in the rental car and pushed his foot to the pedal. The engine in the sedan whined as he started up the hill’s incline. He could see the dam out his window.

There were more souls coming, and soon. He could almost taste the anticipation of having so many of them to chew on, to savor. He’d have a feast of them to satiate himself with, and he could jerk off for weeks on what he’d get once the dam went down.


***




Lerner hit the brakes when they got to a guardhouse. There was a fence blocking them from going any further, and the gate looked strong enough to at least fuck up the front of the car, if not stop them. Lerner wasn’t all that sanguine about trying to bust through. When he saw the security guard come walking out, he suspected he might not need to.

Lerner slowed the car and crept it up to the gate. Stared down the slate grey hood as the rain washed over it, and rolled his window down halfway. Big, heavy drops of water drenched his left arm and started to soak the pleather interior of the door panel.

“How y’all doing?” the guard asked by way of greeting. An awning above the guardhouse was shielding him but not by much. His security uniform was already showing signs of dampness.

“Anyone come through here lately?” Lerner asked. “Anyone who didn’t have permission?”

The guard just sort of frowned at him, like he didn’t get asked penetrating questions by total strangers every day. “No. You’re the only ones to come through here in hours. All the employees go up to the top of the dam; we just block the bottom because the Department of Homeland Security says we gotta.” He shrugged. “Terrorists, y’know.”

“Oh, fuck,” Lerner said. He could see the dam up ahead, barely, in the distance, through the rain, over the trees. He put the car in reverse without even bothering to roll the window up or say so much as Thank you to the guard, who was looking pretty damned confused at this point.

“He wasn’t lying,” Duncan said, “and he didn’t have any kind of gap to indicate he was being fiddled with.”

“I figured that out on my own, genius,” Lerner snapped. “Clearly this Gideon bastard is going to the top of the dam.” He smacked the wheel lightly, careful not to do it any harm. Which he could, easily. “Why didn’t you steer us to the top?”

Duncan stared down at the map, concentrating on it like it contained the secret to all existence. Lerner had read in a human book once that the answer was forty-two. It made about as much sense as anything else he’d heard. “I don’t know how to read a map. I just followed the road that led to Tallakeet Dam—”

“Well, find another one!” Lerner exploded. “Fuck,” he breathed as he finished his one-eighty and saw flashing lights of blue and red blurring as the windshield wipers cleared the rain and another torrent covered it again.


***




“Got him boxed in,” Erin said, almost to herself. The rain was coming down hard now, and she wasn’t looking forward to getting out in it to write this ticket. But part of her was.

“What if he runs?” Lucia asked. Erin glanced at her; the girl looked terrified. And she really did look like a girl right now, not a woman, damned sure not a hooker. She looked like a scared girl, no more than twenty-two. Older than Erin, sure, but … fearful. For whatever reason.

“They only run on COPS and in movies,” Erin said. She said it with enough feeling that she saw Lucia relax a little. She had a little of the perfume smell from the whorehouse on, and Erin had to admit the fragrance was kind of growing on her. Maybe she’d ask what kind it was later.


***




“It’s Deputy Harris,” Duncan reported, matter-of-factly.

“Yes, I fucking know it’s her,” Lerner snapped again. He could feel his essence bulging him at the seams. He did not have time for this shit, not now. Maniac on the loose, what did you do? Lerner shifted the car into drive and gunned it. The sedan slipped a little as he darted to the right and went off the road.

“Home office is going to be pissed,” Duncan said. Lerner could hear the strain in his voice, and did not give a single flying fuck.

“Let them come do this job,” Lerner said as he slid on the grass just off the road. He cut it close and watched his driver’s side mirror smash into Deputy’s Harris’s as he blew past her and skidded back onto the road.

Lerner caught a glimpse of Harris as he went past her window. She looked appropriately shocked, he thought.

The redhead in the passenger seat, though? Not so much. Lerner tried to decide whether that should worry him or not, and figured he’d just say fuck it all and deal with it later.


***




Erin watched the sedan shear off her driver’s side mirror with enough shock that it’d rival whatever the hell Tallakeet Dam generated in a day.

“He ran,” Lucia said, calm as dead. Like she was Starling.

“I saw that,” Erin said, shaking as she put the car in reverse and floored it backward. She whipped around and saw the sedan’s taillights disappearing into the curving trail, dropped the cruiser in gear and took off after him.


***




Gideon had forgotten the scream twice more at the top of the dam. A couple engineers were surveying cracks or something on top of the dam, watching the water roll over the top. He’d heard them scream, sure, had felt them churn as they died.

But he’d forgotten to catch a scream into his red silk bag of conjured goodness. He didn’t see anyone else on top of the dam, and he wondered how far he’d have to walk to get another. At least there was a good reason why he’d missed that last one. Something totally unexpected.

His essence was just churning now, and his skin was burning up with the heat of the souls he’d stored up. He’d never waited this long before releasing before. He hadn’t even known he could. Usually his hand went straight to his cock when death approached. That was the advantage of staying in his own apartment all the time, just watching at a distance. He was always ready for death’s approach and the gratification was instant when it arrived.

Here he’d felt something new, and as he tasted the acrid smoke on his tongue from what he’d just found out, he had to reflect … it was pretty cool. Definitely something he could use in the future. The fear and terror had been so worth it, even though it had scared the hell out of him at first.

Not as bad as that second engineer, though. Not even close.

Water was running over the top of the dam. It was big enough for a two-lane road, Gideon figured. He wondered if there had been one here at some point; it looked like there had been, faded lines under an inch of water that washed from the reservoir side to his right down the face of the dam at his left.

He had a good two or three hundred yards of walking to get to the other side of the dam, and he’d left his car behind for obvious reasons—he didn’t want it to get washed away when he set off the conjuring. Still, in the mad rush he figured he’d be able to sit on top of the dam—what was left of it—and savor the death for a while before anyone came looking for him. It’d feel good to take matters in hand once more. Let some pressure out of the system.

His shoes splashed as he walked and the ripples from the current washing down and over the face of the dam was mixed with the impact of the rain coming from above. Down below, some four hundred feet he could see the sluice gates open, the water churning white as they drained the reservoir as fast as they could. Gideon glanced back at the water streaming over the top. Not nearly fast enough, apparently.

All he needed now was a scream. Gideon breathed deep, smelled the fresh air as a thousand raindrops hit him in the face and head, and over the rush of the water he could hear a car in the distance.

He turned and saw headlights. He peered through the haze of the falling rain and realized he knew that car. It was a cop car, the one he’d seen outside his motel. The cowboy got out of the passenger side, looking fresh as a daisy. A hell of a lot better than when last he’d seen him. The black cop got out of the driver’s side, and both of them looked serious.

Gideon just smiled. He wouldn’t have to walk very far for that scream after all.


17.


Hendricks got out of the Explorer first, before Arch had even parked it. He just felt good, revitalized, like his body was all in working order again and he’d gotten the best night of sleep he’d ever had. He couldn’t remember feeling this good even in the Marines, when he was at the top of his physical conditioning. His boots hit the puddle as the Explorer parked just past the sedan that the Sygraath—Gideon—had had parked outside his motel room when last he’d seen the fucker.

The rain was coming down in sheets as he started to run down the road toward the dam. He could see Gideon out there, just staring at him. He didn’t wait for Arch because he didn’t need to. Hendricks pulled his sword as he went, and he felt fucking invincible. Whoever this Spellman guy was, he knew his shit.

“Wait up!” Arch called from behind him. Hendricks heard him and estimated he was at least twenty paces back—a couple seconds, maybe. He didn’t slow down because there wasn’t time.

A wind buffeted Hendricks, but his hat stayed on and that was all that mattered. He kept his grip on the sword as he ran. Gideon just stood there, and Hendricks could have sworn—yes, that fucker was smiling.

“I’m going to wipe that goddamned grin right off your shit-eating face,” Hendricks said, low and menacing, when he was only about ten paces away. He did not give a fuck that Gideon was a greater. Up close, the dude looked like his vision of an internet troll—bald, overweight and dressed like he should never leave the house.

“You’re going to die screaming,” Gideon said, and Hendricks was kind of amazed at the high pitch of his voice. The demon wasn’t small, but his voice made him sound a lot less intimidating.

The rain just poured on around them as Hendricks closed the last steps between them.


***




Lerner jerked the handbrake and sent the car into a skid. Like some shit right out of The Fast and the Furious, that’s what it was. Lerner had seen those movies on cable. They were mindless, but so was everything else that humans watched, and he had a lot of downtime between jobs.

He heard the gravel rattling on the undercarriage as they kicked up rocks. He kept the car from fishtailing, though. They’d hit a switchback, a sharp damned S-curve going back up the hill toward the top of the dam, and it taxed his driving skills. He would have considered it a minor miracle that he’d made the turn, but his people didn’t believe in miracles.

At least not for them.

“How much longer?” he shouted at Duncan.

Duncan took it well. “I don’t know. Five minutes? Ten?”

“You suck at reading maps,” Lerner said bitterly.

“I’d rather stick to reading,” Duncan said. Lerner knew what he meant by reading, and it wasn’t Fifty Shades of Grey. Though instruction in the best uses of whips and chains was occasionally useful in their work.

Lerner jerked the wheel as they came around another bend in the road. The rain was just slamming them now, making him drive half-blind. Which was an easy formula for disaster in these conditions.

As they came around the corner, Lerner caught a glimpse of the top of the dam. It was hard to see, but someone was up there. No, two someones. Then he saw a third.

“Looks like our cowboy showed up after all,” Duncan said. Lerner didn’t have to look to see if his eyes were closed; they were. “And his cop friend.”

“Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch,” Lerner said. He really wasn’t, though; he didn’t even have a mother.


***




Erin was a couple turns back from them, she was pretty sure. She’d catch glimpses of them here and there as she went, and it wasn’t like this road had any turn offs. They were racing up the curvy fucking path to the top of the dam, and it was as direct a route up into the hills as you could get without climbing up at a near ninety-degree angle.

“Ummmm,” Lucia said from next to her. She spared a look for just a second as they hit a straightaway, and the hooker was green in face. She was holding real tight to the Oh shit bar, and Erin sent them around another corner in a skid. Lucia bounced in spite of her seat belt; she was just too small for it to hold her effectively. Erin sympathized; she had the same problem.

“Yeah, I know,” Erin said, spinning the wheel back to the left, “your lawyer will probably call this coercion or scaring the witness or some kind of shit like that.” She white-knuckled the wheel, and the car felt like it was perpetually an inch from sending them both over the edge. “I’ll take complaints later.”

“Who are these guys?” Lucia said, almost hiccupping as she spoke. Like she was gonna heave.

“I have no fucking idea,” Erin said, the frustration bleeding out as she floored it down a straightaway. Rain washed over the windshield. “But I’m damned sure gonna find out.”


***




Arch watched Hendricks do the windup as he came at Gideon. The cowboy wasn’t moving nearly as slowly as he had been when Arch had last seen him; it was like he wasn’t hurt at all. Arch would have wondered if he’d been faking it, but he’d seen the bruises. And if he wasn’t mistaken, Hendricks now had both eyes open and looking absolutely normal.

He didn’t have time to wonder, though. Hendricks failed to lead with his sword and took a body blow from a backhand Gideon threw out just casually. The cowboy went flying. He landed a few feet away, almost skidding over the edge but catching himself just in time.

Arch felt a frown take hold on his face. He had his gun drawn but knew how little effect it had on these things—and that was just the lessers. He tried to remember how much impact Hollywood, the last greater he’d faced, had shown from bullets. He had lost an arm to a big rifle.

“One of you is gonna scream for me,” Gideon said in a high voice. Arch thought he had a northern accent, but didn’t know enough about northern accents to place him. “Which one of you wants to volunteer?”

Arch raised his gun, a Glock 22, filled with sixteen .40 caliber bullets, drew a bead on Gideon’s torso, and started to fire.


***




Lerner took what he hoped like hell was the last curve. He blew past a guardhouse like the one he’d seen at the bottom of the dam doing about sixty, shooting up the hill with the pedal mashed to the floor. The road was straight from here anyway.

“The party’s started without us,” Duncan said, and Lerner knew he was reading. The engine was revving like it would blow any minute.

“I hope our friends,” Lerner slung the word friends like it was toxic, “last until we get there. I’d hate to see the guest of honor rip through them and get done with what he needs to do before we get a chance to intervene.”

“Don’t forget the party favors,” Duncan said. Lerner hadn’t forgotten. Their batons didn’t do shit against greaters.

That was what the bag in the trunk was for.


***




Hendricks took the impact on his shoulder and rolled out of it as best he could. Gideon hit harder than most demons, and he wasn’t even really trying, Hendricks didn’t think. The wet splashing noise he’d made as he landed coupled with the sudden rush of water down the neck of his shirt was a rude fucking awakening.

Arch stood off with Gideon gun raised while the demon said something about screaming. Hendricks could have heard him over the rain but he wasn’t paying any attention. He was too busy going for his own gun.

Arch started firing and Hendricks tried to match him. He had a 1911, made by Colt. He’d heard the story in the Marines about how it was actually designed by legendary gunmaker John Browning for the U.S. Army in the wake of the Spanish-American war. It had some hard-hitting rounds, big .45s. Bigger than what Arch carried, anyway.

But not as many bullets. He blew through all seven rounds in the magazine plus the one in the chamber about the time Arch was hitting his stride. Hendricks had a spare mag and changed it out quickly, fumbling a little from where he still lay in the water.

When he had the slide safely locked back into position and ready to fire again, he looked up. Gideon was just standing there, a look of discomfort on his face, like he had gas and nothing more troubling than that. It turned into a smile as Hendricks was getting to his feet and holstering his gun. He tightened the grip on his sword.

“Okay, boys,” Gideon said, grin showing some crooked teeth, “now that you’ve fired at me, let me return the favor.”

And he opened his mouth and blew fucking fire at Hendricks in an eight-foot jet of flame.


***




Erin was on the sedan in the home stretch, saw it crest the ridge at the edge of the dam road and disappear from sight. She could see a couple cars parked up there—one of them was Arch’s Explorer, she noted with surprise. “What the fuck?” she whispered.

“Another cop up here?” Lucia said, like she was looking for affirmation.

They were seconds behind the sedan in cresting the top of the hill. The road dipped down at a low angle after that, leveling out where it met the dam. The sedan had stopped in the middle of the road just in front of them and the two guys were already out, already running onto the dam where something—she squinted—what the fuck—?

There was Arch, she realized in a flash, with his back to the two guys getting out of the sedan. Just a few feet in front of him was another guy, a pudgy one, but it took a second to realize he was even a guy because he had a jet of fire coming out of his mouth that stretched out toward the steep edge of the Tallakeet Dam. At the end of it, jumping sideways toward Arch and rolling, kicking up water as he did so, was a man in a black coat and a cowboy hat.

“What the …” Lucia whispered in quiet awe as Erin hit the brakes, stopping the cruiser behind the sedan they’d been chasing like it was life itself only a moment before. “What IS that?”

“Holy fuck,” Erin said in raw shock, a cold, clammy feeling crawling over her skin as she watched the fat man breathe fire again in a long, blazing line at Hendricks, who was scrambling to avoid it. “It’s a fucking demon.”


***




Gideon was boiling over, the hot desire unspent and burning out of his mouth in the form of flames. He could spray it in a jet, he’d figured out with that engineer, and had seared the man to ashes from the waist up.

The rain was pounding as he unleashed it aiming for the cowboy, his motel neighbor. Served the demon hunter right; he was clearly looking for a fight.

Now he had one.

Gideon had never been a very physical person. Most Sygraaths weren’t. They lived in isolation, didn’t deal with people. Now Gideon had no idea why. It was so good to touch, so good to kill while you were up close. He’d always known being closer made it more intense, but this was taking it to new heights.

He chased the cowboy along with his breath of fire. He could hear the rain hissing and turning to steam as it hit the flames.

The cop kept shooting at him, but he shrugged it off. Like pinpricks, they were. The noise was the worst part.

Then a gun roared from somewhere behind the cop, up on the hill, and he felt a hell of a lot more than a pinprick.


***




Erin heard the shot crack down from somewhere behind her, watched the fire-breathing demon stagger from the hit. The jet of flame that had been following after Hendricks stopped immediately as the tubby bastard reeled, arms pinwheeling from the impact.

Erin stared at the scene taking place through her front window, then blinked to make sure it was really happening. It was.

She threw open the door and shouted, “Stay in the car!” to Lucia, who was watching wide-eyed through the windshield herself. Erin pulled the keys as she got out and stormed around to the trunk to pop it open.

Ka-ching.

The department had lived a little larger in the days before the recession. That was in the heyday before the budget cuts came, eliminating overtime along with some necessary equipment and training. That was before Erin’s time, but because she spent her days in the office with the sheriff, she got to hear about it. Ad nauseum.

The good news was, some of those one-time expenditures from the heydays were still good five or ten years later.

Like the AR-15 rifle that the sheriff carried in his trunk.

Erin snugged the stock against her shoulder and clicked the red dot scope on. It produced a little circular targeting reticle in the middle of a square display. It looked straight through into the magnifying scope just beyond on the top rail of the rifle, giving her a nice 4x zoom on what she was looking at. It didn’t have the power of whatever that person was shooting from up in the woods, but it’d spray some hurt, she figured.

And it’d be better than sitting in the car waiting to see if Arch and Hendricks survived their encounter with some fire-breathing creature from hell.

She didn’t want to think about how Hendricks had been right—and not crazy—about this one thing. She didn’t have time for it right now. She felt the stock against her shoulder, cranked back on the charging handle and palmed the forward assist for good measure. Then she thumbed the selector switch to three-shot burst and ran down the hill toward a fight she damned sure didn’t understand—but instinctively knew which side she was on.


***




Lerner was hanging back until the rifle shot echoed and Gideon staggered. Even a greater could get knocked down by enough force, and whatever that person was wielding looked like it had the oomph to do the job. Lerner had been shot before, by handguns, mostly, and he didn’t like the sensation. He wasn’t a greater, though, because those fuckers could shrug off a pistol shot like it was nothing.

He saw Duncan across the hood. Duncan spoke first. “You get to the trunk, I’ll—”

“Okay,” Lerner said, and Duncan was already in motion, drawing his baton as he charged at Gideon, who was falling back a couple steps from the impact of that shot.

Lerner fumbled with the keys and slapped the right one into the trunk. He would have wished for an auto open, but his hands were shaking so bad he probably would have crushed the key fob anyway.


***




Arch still had a couple rounds left when the roar of a big rifle up on the hill was followed by Gideon nearly falling over. He looked back, instinctively, since the bullet had probably only gone about two feet over his head on the way to the demon. He couldn’t see anyone up in the woods, but that was the point of a rifle, right?

His eyes fell down and he saw a couple things in quick order—the first was Erin Harris with an AR-15 and a mean look in her eyes. She was just stepping onto the dam when he saw her, and he wouldn’t have wanted to be in her way.

The second thing was a blur as Duncan shot past him, that peculiar-colored suit flapping in the breeze as the demon launched himself at Gideon. A baton popped in his hand as he went past, snapping to a three-foot extension like a miniature sword, and he brought it down on Gideon’s skull like he was an old-time lawman clubbing a protestor.


***




Erin watched as one of the suits she’d been chasing closing on the demon. He produced one of those spring-loaded batons and hit the thing in the head with it, causing the demon to stumble again and shake his head. He didn’t look pleased.

She came up on the sedan she’d been chasing as the other guy, the driver that she’d gawked at as she watched him smash her sideview mirror, opened the trunk and snatched a big black gym bag out of it. She started to tell him to stop, but he moved faster than anyone she’d ever seen, leaving the trunk open and her in the dust as he ran off across the dam toward the melee.

Erin cut across to the side of the sedan’s hood and got behind it. She’d seen that flame and didn’t really want to be on the receiving end of it the way Hendricks nearly had been. She parked herself there, pulled up her gun, looked through the scope, and waited.


***




Hendricks was getting up as Duncan came into the fray. He pushed off the flooded surface of the dam and brought his sword up as Duncan rained a hell of a blow on Gideon’s head. If it had been a normal skull, the crack he heard would have been bone splitting open.

As it was, all Gideon did was shake it off, take a step back, and blow a bellow of flame that sent Duncan into the air, on fire, and past Hendricks over the edge of the dam. Hendricks felt the wave of heat overcome him, and he flinched away.

It caused Hendricks to whip his head around to watch, involuntarily. Duncan shot past him like he’d been hit by a car, a ball of nearly unrecognizable flame as he plummeted four hundred feet down the sheer surface of the dam.


***




Lerner saw Duncan go over, was close enough to feel the heat. There was a hiss as the falling rain turned to steam and obscured his view.

Lerner felt some additional heat, though, a burning rage down deep. He started to drop to his knees in the mist of steam, grabbed hold of the zipper on the black gym bag in his hand, and he started to tug on it.

A jet of flame shot at him, lighting its way through the mist. Lerner rolled to dodge. The fire came at him so fast that he lost his grip on the bag as he evaded, throwing himself hard left. It only took a moment for him to realize he’d gone left when he should have gone right, and he fell off the dam just the way Duncan had gone. He snagged hold with one hand and dangled there by his fingertips while the flames roared over his head.


***




Arch saw Lerner go over the edge just a few seconds after Duncan. His first thought was that if the OOCs (or whatever) had sent their A-team, this whole thing was going to end badly for everyone but Gideon.

He didn’t dwell on that thought too long, though, instead popping the switchblade he’d been carrying in his pocket for the last couple weeks and charging at Gideon. The demon was focused on spraying the edge of the dam with flame, which was forcing Hendricks to dodge again; the fire was separating him from the cowboy.

Arch ignored the rain pelting him in the face and each splash of the water soaking his pants legs as he ran at Gideon in a tackle. Any second the demon could turn back, and Arch had to do some damage first.

How had they killed the last one? The heart, that was it. A blazing light in the chest of Ygrusibas—that cow-thing. He’d stabbed it himself, watched the thing burst into flames.

Arch bent lower for a tackle. He was going to hit Gideon right in the gut, blade first. Then he’d cut up, see if there was a light in him like there had been in Ygrusibas.

Then Gideon turned right at Arch, and Arch saw the light. But it wasn’t any sort of inner light, the beating heart of the demon.

It was Gideon’s breath of fire, hitting him squarely in the face.


***




Hendricks saw Arch disappear into the flames as Gideon swept around to counter the cop charging at him. Hendricks had been stuck in place, separated from Arch by the flames as Gideon chased him with the fire. He’d seen what it had done to Duncan, and getting hit by it was not on his priority list.

But when it hit Arch, Hendricks felt the cold, clutching fear wrap itself around his stomach and pull down like he’d had a weight tied to his gut. His knees felt like they wanted to buckle, and he could feel his jaw drop.

The fire blazed, pouring out of Gideon’s mouth, billowing like an orange cloud that was tall as a man and just as wide. Arch was swallowed up by it entirely.

Hendricks could feel the anger course through him, and he raised his sword. He charged as he heard another thunder crack of a bullet whipping down from the hills at the same time a burst of gunfire came from behind Lerner and Duncan’s sedan at his right.


***




Erin watched Arch disappear in the mammoth burst of flame, swallowed up by the demon’s breath, and it took her a second to catch her own. She’d known Arch for years. Since long before they’d worked together.

Everyone knew Arch. He was the local hero, the guy every other guy wanted to be in high school, and the one every girl wanted to date.

Plus, he could have been a real dick, but he never was. He’d stayed humble, and though he wasn’t a social butterfly, he never talked down to anyone like he was better than them, never got pushy about his faith, even back then, and was always decent to everybody. Even those jealous, racist fucks who said shitty things to him for being a black man dating a pretty white girl.

Erin pulled the red dot scope up and centered it on the demon’s face. She could barely see it, through the hiss of steam. She could feel the heat, even from here, and she pulled the trigger and let a burst fly just as the big gun up in the hills opened up again.


***




Hendricks saw one of Gideon’s arms go spiraling through the air and he thought, damn, whoever was at the business end of that fifty cal rifle was a pretty fucking good shot. Not Marine Force Recon good, but pretty fucking good.

Not that it mattered, because Arch was almost certainly still burnt to death.

Hendricks let that thought fuel him as he came at Gideon. The fucker had killed the one guy who he’d confided in. Five years he’d been doing this. Five years he’d submerged himself in it, in over his head every goddamned day.

Sure, he’d talked to other demon hunters, but rarely. Arch was the first person he’d connected with, other than Erin, since he’d started down this road.

Hendricks let his feet splash across the flooded surface of the dam as Gideon staggered backward, the flames in front of him dissipating into steam as another three-shot burst of rifle fire pelted him in the chest. He raised his sword and slammed into the demon, burying his blade into Gideon’s belly and following with all his weight a moment later.

His momentum hit the demon while he was already off-balance. Hendricks saw the sword slide into the demon’s fat gut as his pudgy face registered surprise. As his shoulder hit Gideon, he felt himself leave the ground and they both fell back, over the edge of the dam, and Hendricks felt a splash as they hit the flooded reservoir below and began to sink.


***




Lerner pulled himself up on one arm, an easier feat for a demon than a human, he knew. Dangling over the side of the dam, picturing the drop that Duncan had just taken, it wasn’t something he wanted to ponder too long. As soon as the flame vanished over the side, he started to reel himself up using his wiry arms.

Water was sluicing over the edge, the overflow of the reservoir running over the dam and raining down on him. Lerner cursed it, cursed Sygraaths, cursed his fucking job and cursed the home office for sending him here. As he came up over the edge of the dam, water pouring onto his face, he cursed Duncan, too, for being a brave, dumb son of a bitch and doing what he’d done.

The black bag was still sitting there, just a few feet away from him. Lerner pulled himself up as Hendricks hit that fucking shitbird Sygraath with the sword, plowing into him and knocking him into the reservoir. Lerner could barely see it from behind the wall of steam that Gideon’s flame breath had made. Lerner had a feeling it was pointed at someone, and that meant said someone was dead. Duncan might have been able to survive that shit—maybe—but a human? No way.

Then the smoke started to clear, and Lerner saw who was at the middle of it. It wasn’t until he saw the state of them that he whispered, “Son of a bitch.” And he almost forgot to finish pulling himself up over the side.


***




Erin was standing there, stunned, the rain dotting the end of the scope as she watched Hendricks plunge a sword through Gideon and then tilt with him into the reservoir. It wasn’t exactly a long drop, maybe a foot or two, but because of the steam from Gideon’s attack on Arch they disappeared within a second. It took her a second more to realize that what she’d seen was real, not the product of the steam or the drops of rain gathering on the scope.

She heard movement behind her and turned with the AR-15 to cover the approach of whoever was coming.

It was Lucia, her bright red hair wet, and her white tank top soaked to match. Erin lowered her gun then turned back to the edge of the dam, where she’d just seen Hendricks go over. The steam was starting to clear, but something in her mind flared before it did—

She spun back around to Lucia and stared at the girl’s eyes. They weren’t green anymore, they were dark, indescribable, shadowed. “What the fuck?” she whispered, all thoughts of Hendricks and Arch momentarily forgotten. “Who are you?”

“Starling,” the girl answered and walked past her like she hadn’t even seen her. “Follow me.”

Erin turned to watch the redhead go, beating a steady path to the edge of the dam where Hendricks had disappeared. And she would have followed, but the steam finally dissipated, and she caught a glimpse of Arch, crouching down, his uniform top seared and burnt, nearly gone—

But his skin was flawless, drops of rain beading on it and running down his muscles like he was some model posing for a photo shoot instead of man who ought to have just burned to death.


***




Arch hadn’t even felt the fire as it surged around him. He’d looked down as it blazed and watched with almost absent interest as it burnt his uniform shirt to embers that flaked off, melted the radio that was clipped to his shoulder into plastic slag that ran off his back like droplets of rain, burning holes in his pants as they fell.

He was on his knees, not from the impact or the heat, but because he’d reacted by dropping down. It was a natural position for him, the same one he adopted as he prayed his prayers each night. Just as he’d done every night since he was a child and had learned to pray and speak scripture.

He had murmured one as the orange fire of hell had nearly blinded him—with its light, not its heat. “I sought the Lord, and he answered me; he delivered me from all my fears.” Then the flames disappeared, and he started to stand, his eyes still blinking away the light of the blaze.


***




“Out of the way, Shadrach!” Lerner called as he pushed past Arch. He shouldn’t have been surprised the cop was still standing. He’d seen this kind of thing before, once or twice.

That didn’t matter at the moment, though. Lerner peered over the edge of the dam into the reservoir. The water was right there, in front of him, and Hendricks had already disappeared beneath the dark, rippling surface, sunk from sight.

Lerner felt a presence next to him as he started to jump in. He caught a glimpse of red hair and thought, Son of a bitch, it’s the hooker, before he plunged into the cold water.


***




Erin halted after watching the man in the suit and Starling both jump into the water after Hendricks. Arch was standing there on the edge of the dam, looking in, and looking like he was still trying to catch his breath.

“You all right?” Erin asked as she came up behind him. She had the AR in her hands, cradled, pointing it down the dam automatically, her finger off the trigger but ready in case she needed it.

“I’m fine,” Arch said, but he sounded a little dazed. She couldn’t really blame him for that; it wasn’t like being immolated alive was an everyday thing. “Where’s Hendricks?”

“He pushed that—” she stumbled with the word, “—that demon-thing into the water. Tackled him in, I guess.”

Arch stared into the black water after him, and Erin wondered for a moment if he was going to jump. “Damn,” he said finally.

“What?” she asked. Hearing Arch say damn was like hearing Reeve drop the c-word; it didn’t happen, at least not in her presence.

“I don’t know how to swim,” Arch said.


***




Hendricks could feel the cool water seeping into his coat, saturating his shirt and flooding his boots. Gideon was right there, in front of him, he could feel it, even as the world went weightless around him.

Gideon tried to hit him, but his blow was reduced in power, slowed by the water. It felt like a hard slap and that was it. Hendricks smiled, a hand anchored on the hilt of his sword. He pulled it hard to the side across Gideon’s belly.

Air bubbled out and the water warmed around Hendricks. He knew he was getting somewhere and even in the frenzy of the water bubbling around him he could swear he heard Gideon scream.

Hendricks ignored another ineffectual blow from the demon and turned the sword right, then pulled it up. The blade sawed its way up to where the demon’s sternum would have been and stopped. Hendricks could barely see him in the water, and the light from above seemed to be growing ever dimmer.

There was a low thrumming all around him, mechanical and steady. It was audible somewhere around the level of his heartbeat.

Hendricks felt hyperaware, time slowing down as the water flooded into his nose and mouth. It was just like this the last time, too, that drowning feeling, except this time he wasn’t helpless when he plunged into the water. He didn’t stagger into trouble by accident, dragging an innocent person with him.

He’d pulled Arch in with full knowledge, and he’d gotten the man killed.

Hendricks ripped the sword through Gideon even harder, and he felt the heat wash off in waves as the water bubbled up around him. He’d been in Ygrusibas at the end, felt the flames of hell licking at him. They were real, he knew that much, wherever they came from, and they were hot enough to boil the water around him if he didn’t find the heart soon.

Gideon hit him again, a punch that didn’t even make him blink. The mighty demon, reduced to something that felt comically like a slap fight. Gideon clearly hadn’t been in any fights; if he had, he’d have grabbed Hendricks around the neck and just crushed his throat. He had the strength for it.

Hendricks stared down at him, and Gideon flailed his remaining arm at him one last time. Hendricks ignored it and tugged once more on the sword. He brought it diagonal this time, and broke through where the ribcage would be on a human.

Where the heart would be, if Gideon had any such thing.

The effect was immediate; the water turned from warm bath to scalding hot in an instant, and Hendricks felt his skin start to sear. This was it: he was going to burn too.

Just like Arch.

But at least he’d taken this fucker with him first. And before he could drown the town.


***




“What’s that?” Erin asked, her eyes catching on a red silk bag. It was pretty and stitched, and floating in the rapidly rising water that was running across the dam.

Arch seemed to stare at it with unblinking eyes as it washed to the middle of the dam. “I think it’s … it might be that thing that Gideon—the demon guy—was going to use to blow up the dam.”

“He was gonna blow up the dam?” Erin said, blinking. Holy shit. She didn’t say it, just thought it. What the fuck was going on here? She didn’t say that either. She just watched as the red silk bag washed off the front of the dam, making its long drop down the sheer face before she or Arch could even move to stop it.


***




Gideon felt the blade cutting into him, felt it and fought back. He was slow, though, from the wounds, and from the water holding him back from using his full strength. He could feel them sinking, here in the depths, and as the sword cut through his chest, a dim feeling of awareness that came over him, even as he tried to lash out at the man in the black coat.

He’d felt this feeling before. A thousand times. Ten thousand times. But from the other side.

Death.

When the blade tore through into his heart—the beating central nexus of his massive essence—it didn’t kill him right away. No, just like a knife to the heart—or a heart attack, he thought ironically, remembering that guy a few days earlier—what was his name? The first one that he’d felt die here in Midian?

It was like that. Agony in the chest, a sick feeling spreading through his limbs. He lost control of his hand first, and with a last spasm it went limp. He could still feel the heat rising off his body, like blood flowing to his extremities in one last burst.

Gideon drifted down and looked up to the face of the cowboy. He was missing his hat now. Didn’t look right. Not like the time he’d seen him in the parking lot.

It was the black hat that sold the look for Gideon. Without it, this guy just looked human. He realized that now as he stared him in the face. Before, he’d been a demon hunter. Now he was just a guy.

A guy who’d killed him. But still just a guy.

There was anguish at the thought of his long life being squandered. All those years and he’d never awakened to what he had in the last few days. It could have been so much better if he’d known. He could have had so much more if he’d just pushed beyond what he’d always been told.

But now it was too late.

He wanted to rail against it, would have if he could have moved his arm or his legs. But he couldn’t. The heat was rising, the cowboy hanging over him like death—real death, finally—and dark wings sprouting up on either side of him.

Gideon was going to burn, he didn’t have any illusions about that. He was lifeless, but the life hadn’t quite fled yet. When it did, it would be a spectacular burst of hell's fire that would flash-boil the water around him for twenty feet.

And maybe—just maybe—he could burn the cowboy up as he went. One last one, for the road.

Show him who death really was.


***




Hendricks felt strong hands grabbing his arms, dragging at him as he hung there in the wash. In the river? Water had flooded into his nose and mouth, was drowning him now, just like it had last time, and he was ready. Oh, Renée

, how he was ready.

One last death, and he was settled up. Not really, but it was as close as he was going to get in this life.

He wanted to fight against the hands that had him, but he couldn’t. He thrashed, but they were far too strong, both of them, and he was far too weak, and his lungs were crying for air, and—

When his head broke the surface, it felt like had the last time he’d been pulled out of the water. He hadn’t wanted to come back then, either, but he’d been at peace—or something close to it—when he had. Now he was kicking and screaming as he was lifted up onto the concrete, sputtering and spitting the water out of his nose and mouth.

Hendricks landed on his forearms and knees, and he felt it when he did. He rolled to the side shortly, then to his back, and felt water tap-tap-tapping him on the face as he lay there, spent.

“Hendricks?” The female voice was lighter than the last time. He knew it, too. Not because it sounded like something born of infinity and familiarity, but because he’d heard it before. Whispering in the night. Urging him to fuck her.

He opened his eyes to see Erin leaning over him, an M-16 in her hands. And he could have sworn he saw Arch just behind her shoulder. “I’m not married,” he whispered as he looked at her. “Not anymore.”


***




Erin stared down at Hendricks, a little surprised by his first words after Starling and the guy in the suit had fished him out of the water. “Uhm … that’s good. It looks like you were right about there being demons, too.”

“Heh,” Hendricks said, still looking up at her like he was dazed. “I guess I’m not a fucking liar after all.”

“No,” she agreed, “just a fucker.”


***




Arch stared down at Hendricks over Erin’s shoulder, and finally saw Hendricks’s eyes alight on him. “Arch?” the cowboy said.

“I’m here,” Arch said. He was still feeling more than a little dazed himself. And cold, the rain beating down on him with his shirt gone and all.

“Where are your clothes?” Hendricks asked. “Why do you keep losing your clothes?”

Arch sighed. He really didn’t have an answer for that.


***




Lerner stood on the edge of the dam closest to the reservoir. The redhead was next to him, watching Harris and Arch hanging over Hendricks like he was dead. They were all wrapped up in each other, but he was watching the redhead.

He’d seen her at the whorehouse, at a distance. Her eyes were normal, then. And Duncan could read her just fine.

Now, her eyes were dusky as all hell. Indeterminate color. And he was looking real hard, trying to figure it. This wasn’t some shit he’d seen before, and he’d been on the job a long time.

Which meant she was something new? Or something that predated his years of service?

He kept watching her, and she kept watching the little scene playing out in front of them.


***




Hendricks almost felt well enough to get to his feet. Almost. Arch threw him a helping hand and he took it, and the cop pulled him up. He ran a hand up his own face and up to the top of his head before he realized something was missing.

“My hat,” he said.


***




Arch saw it drifting toward the other edge of the dam. He went toward it at run and caught it before it went over the edge. He looked down—all the way down—and took a quick step back. It wasn’t a plunge he thought anyone could easily survive—human or demon.


***




Hendricks felt the smooth felt of the wet hat as Arch handed it back to him. He dumped it out and set it back on his head, felt it settle just right. The brim drooped from the effect of the water, but that had happened last time, too. It dried out in time.

“Thank you,” he said to Arch. “I can’t …” He stopped before his voice broke.


***




Erin heard the quaver in the way Hendricks spoke, and while part of her said to stay back, another part urged her on, and she placed a hand on his back, unasked. It felt right. He made a slow turn around to look at her, and she caught sight of something in his eyes. A pain in the depths, something she’d never seen all the times they’d been together.

She leaned in and kissed him. It just felt right, too.


***




Lerner was still watching the redhead watch everything unfold. She was a cool customer. Beyond cool, actually. It wasn’t until the cowboy kissed Deputy Harris that the ice queen melted, just for a second. But when she did, it was obvious as hell to him. Him and no one else, because she only wavered for a blink before she went back to her normal even self.

But he saw it, the flash of it, for the half second of existence it had. Saw it and recorded it in his mind for later. He knew that emotion. He’d felt it himself only a few minutes earlier when he watched Duncan go flying off the top of the dam.

Rage. Pure, hate-filled rage.


***




“This is a beautiful denouement,” Hendricks heard Lerner say as he broke off his kiss with Erin. Her lips were soft, and moist. He was still dripping wet and could feel it as he stood there, his clothing absolutely soaked under the weight of his coat. His sword was on the ground where he’d let go of it when he got thrown out of the water, and he stooped to pick it up and sheathe it. “But I need to go check and see if my partner survived his plunge off the dam,” Lerner finished. “Adios.” The demon sketched a rough salute to them and started off toward the sedan.

“You owe me a mirror,” Erin said. She didn’t sound angry, more weary. She was still clutching an M-16 in her hands. It took him a second of staring at it to realize it was probably an AR-15. Cops didn’t carry M-16s.

“Bill me for it,” Lerner tossed over his shoulder without looking back. He stooped to pick up a black gym bag that was still resting on the surface of the dam, two or three inches of water running around it. It didn’t so much as move until he picked it up. “Better yet, bill your boyfriend,” Lerner went on, holding the gym bag in his hand like it weighed nothing. “I did just save his life, after all.” Lerner got into the car without once looking up and backed up off the dam in the sedan with a little more speed than Hendricks would have thought safe given the location.

Hendricks looked at Arch, who was still standing there, shirtless, the rain coming down around them. He met the cop’s gaze, and neither one of them said anything for a minute. “Need a ride home?” Arch asked him, finally.

Hendricks thought about that for a minute then looked at Erin. There was something in her eyes that told him what he needed to know. “Nah, I think I’ve got that covered,” he told Arch.

“Shit,” Erin said, snapping her fingers. She let the rifle in her hands sag. “I’m supposed to drop Lucia—I mean Starling—off at the station.”

Something about that prickled at Hendricks. He looked around the surface of the dam. “Hey, wasn’t Starling here just a minute ago …?”

“Son of a bitch,” Erin said. Hendricks agreed with part of that assessment, anyway. The dam was empty from side to side, except for the three of them. Hendricks peered at Erin’s patrol car, parked just a little closer than Arch’s cruiser. It looked empty. “Man,” Erin said, “Reeve is gonna have my ass for this.”

“Why?” Hendricks asked, frowning. “What does the sheriff have to do with Starling?”

He could see the pained look on Erin’s face. “That’s … kind of a long story.”

“Tell me on the way home?” Hendricks asked, and felt her wrap an arm around his waist. He put his around her shoulders and they started back along the dam, side by side. The rain had slackened, finally.

“Yours or mine?” she asked. And he didn’t have an answer for her. Not right away.


***




Lerner made his way back down the winding hill road almost as fast as he’d made his way up. This time, he didn’t even have a cop in pursuit; something more important was at stake. The shift of the car’s transmission as he revved up and down bothered him not at all. He almost tuned it out as he raced around tight corners and taxed his wet tires well past the point he knew he should have.

He knew he was home free when he hit the last straightaway, knew that the guardhouse was ahead less than a mile. The Caledonia River was running to his left, the source up over the dam somewhere ahead of him. He kept one eye on the road and one on the water as he drove like mad.

It was the eye on the road that eventually found him. Lerner hit the brakes as he approached, squealing the sedan to a stop and jamming the PRNDL switch into park without bothering to even pull his keys out of the ignition. He had the door open and was half out of it when the naked figure rushed in front of his headlights and opened the passenger door, sliding into the front seat.

“You scared me almost worse than hell,” Lerner said as he got back in the car.

“Occupational hazard,” Duncan said. He looked like he was shivering, but he wasn’t. He was shaking. “We won, of course.” It wasn’t even a question.

“Yes. We did,” Lerner agreed, and put the car in reverse. He turned around so he didn’t accidentally back into a pine tree while he pulled the car about. He liked that Duncan didn’t ask what he meant about the we thing. “The redhead came back.”

“Did she?” Duncan asked. Lerner could see the puzzlement. It was just barely there under Duncan’s almost inscrutable expression. “I didn’t … I couldn’t see her there. When I looked.”

“I figured you wouldn’t,” Lerner said, nodding to himself. He was driving slowly, now. Crisis passed. He took a breath and let it out. “When she was the hooker coming out of the whorehouse, her eyes were normal, some human color, and you could read her, right?” He didn’t need to wait for Duncan’s nod, but he did. “The same girl shows up on the dam, her eyes are some dusky hue I can’t place, she looks … just different and feels off—and you can’t feel her at all.” He smiled and looked at Duncan. “You ever heard of anything like that before?”

Duncan didn’t answer at first. That was a bad sign, Lerner thought. “Maybe,” he said finally. “But … it’s been a long time.”

“I was thinking it had to be something old or something new,” Lerner said, still nodding.

“Real old,” Duncan said. He paused. “You know, if those humans hadn’t been there—”

“Don’t …” Lerner said. “Just don’t. We’re OOCs. We don’t do team-ups.”

“You know we’re here for the duration,” Duncan said, and Lerner heard a little hint of something. Emotion. “Till the hotspot goes.”

“I know.”

“There could be worse things than having—”

“If you say ‘friends,’ I will kick your naked ass right out of this car and make you walk back to town,” Lerner said.

Duncan didn’t say anything for a moment. “I was going to say allies.” He let that hang for a minute, but Lerner didn’t reply. “That suit was one of my favorites,” Duncan said. Now he sounded like he was whining. As much as Duncan ever did, anyway.

“It was ugly,” Lerner said, and caught the faintly—very faintly—scandalized look from Duncan. “You’re right, of course. Not about the suit. But we’re gonna be here for a while. Maybe we play nice.” He didn’t smile. “They’ve got an in on some power—some thing—that we can’t place, with that redhead. That’s worth keeping an eye on, wouldn’t you say?”

Duncan didn’t say—at first. Finally, “We should definitely keep watch.” Lerner couldn’t disagree with that.


***




Erin pulled the cruiser into the parking spot in front of Hendricks’s motel room. They sat there for a minute in silence. They’d talked, on and off, on the drive down from the dam. Erin wasn’t sure she understood the whole demon thing, really, but Hendricks had shed a little light. Basic stuff. Every question she asked left them in silence, though, for a few minutes while she processed the answer and honed in one which was the next best question to ask.

She hadn’t run out of them, that was sure.

The hot air was blowing out of the car’s vents, and they were both still soaked. The sheriff’s cloth seats were drenched, and Erin had a suspicion that it was liable to leave a mildewed stink once it dried that would be just as obvious as the missing mirror. The hot air blowing out of the vents helped a little, though they both still shivered occasionally as they sat there in the parking lot.

“You want to come in?” Hendricks asked. Tentatively, like he wasn’t sure.

What the hell did he think she would say to that? He wasn’t married, he wasn’t crazy, and her head was swirling like a martini someone had just spun a swizzle stick in. Plus he was some kind of big fucking hero demon slayer who’d damned near gotten himself killed to save the whole town. She wasn’t sure what the proper protocol even was in this situation; whether she should run screaming away from him or just throw her panties at him. “Sure,” she said.

They got out of the car and drifted toward the door. At least the rain had stopped, though every step caused another ripple in the giant puddle that was the parking lot of the Sinbad motel.

He paused at the door and rummaged in his pocket before producing the key—along with a handful of water. “Guess I’m lucky I didn’t lose this,” he said.

“Guess so.” She tried to laugh, but it was a halfhearted effort at best. She stared at him. He was a hero. Saw Arch go down and just charged right at the demon knowing that it could turn him to ash. She wanted to say something of that sort to him, but he was fumbling with the keys, and she didn’t know how to say it.

So she kissed him. Long, slow. Her hand ended up on his chest, she felt the muscles under his wet shirt. She knew she was past running away, even as fucked up as things had gotten, and she wanted to throw her panties at him but something—some damned something—was holding her back, so she just kissed him until he broke it off.

She tried to go in on him again, could hear the door squeak on its hinges. She caught his lips and felt him press back, but only for a moment before he broke away again. She grasped his shirt in her hand, squeezing it and trying to pull him close but he stopped her. “Wait.”

She caught her breath as she paused, lips inches from his. This was what she wanted, right? He was good at it, they had fun together. She’d seen what he’d done, who he was, right? This was what was supposed to happen next.

It was what always happened next.

She held there, though, dripping, in the open door of his motel room, staring him in the eyes. He stared right back, and she could watch him think. It was still cute, but something nagged at her. She waited for him to say something, get something out or off his chest before he resumed kissing her the way he always had. He already knew how to get her started, get her wet, even after a couple of weeks and just a few times. And this time, she was ready. She should have been ready. It was like makeup sex, right?

Except it wasn’t, she realized, and after a moment of staring into his eyes she realized he felt it, too. It was the anchor that was holding him back, keeping him from leaning in and kissing her the way she was so sure he would. She suddenly felt the burn of shame, and she started to pull away but he caught her hand. “Wait,” he said. “Don’t go.”

“I …” She thought of a thousand excuses, then a million of them. None came out. “I should go.” That was what came out.

“Stay,” he said, and he said it like he’d said “wait”—like he was taking a breath. With hope and purpose, and there was no rejection in it. “Stay,” he said again, and she realized she wanted to.

“What …” She realized, as wet as she was, soaked from head to toe, her mouth was bone dry, like the dust. “What would we do?” It was an answer she didn’t have. She had a hint of it, though, and now she wanted to see what he’d say.

He didn’t say, not at first. He just licked his lips, like he was buying a minute to compose his thoughts. She gave it to him and waited like he’d asked—maybe because he’d asked—and he finally said, “Why don’t we just … talk … for a while?”

She thought it over for only a second before she answered, with her gut instead of her head. “Okay,” she said, and followed him into the room. And he shut the door behind them.


***




Arch opened the door to his apartment like he always did now, tentatively. He listened and heard movement somewhere in the bedroom. He shut the door behind him and tossed his keys onto the table. Fortunately they hadn’t been in his shirt, or he might have had to beg a ride with Erin, too.

Alison emerged from the bedroom, wet hair draped over her shoulder, a white terrycloth bathrobe clinging to her figure. She didn’t look surprised to see him, he thought. Then he took a breath. “Hey,” he said, low-key and casual, while he took a minute to gather his thoughts.

“Hey,” she returned to him. She lingered in the short hallway between the bedroom and the living room, a good twenty feet from him, and made no move to get closer.

“How are you doing?” he asked, lamely, he knew. He was searching for something to say—anything, really—to postpone what he knew he HAD to say.

“Just got out of the shower,” she replied quietly. Like she did everything lately. Since—

Since he’d—

Arch crossed the distance between them and fell to his knees like he had when the fire had come at him. He’d thought in that moment that his life was over, had been almost certain of it. He’d prayed, sure, had cited scripture, absolutely, but he’d left one thing undone.

He reached up and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry for the way things have gone lately,” he said. “I’m sorry for how bad things have gotten, how distant I’ve been, how much I’ve … I’ve let you down by not talking.” He saw a flicker of emotion in her eyes. “I’m sorry I’ve let things outside our house take me away in the hours I needed to be here and own me even during the times I was here with you.”

She didn’t say anything, just watched him with a stricken look, and he went on. “I’m sorry I failed you as a protector and let those animals violate our home. I’m sorry I let them lay hands on you.” He clutched at her hands, held them in his, and looked up at her. He wasn’t welling up, though somewhere down there it felt like he should be. His voice was thick with emotion. “I’m sorry I’ve failed you as a husband, and I’m sorry I haven’t been here for you in any capacity at all. I will change,” he said, with certainty. “God as my witness, I will. I am your husband, and I will start acting like it again.”

He could see a little waver from her now, a twitch of her lips. He brought her hands to his mouth and kissed them, then rubbed them along his face. He could feel the smooth skin against his cheek, feel the softness of her palms, could smell the—

Smell the—

He froze, her hand against his face. “It’s all right,” she said finally, and he looked up at her. She stared down at him and the coolness was gone. She looked a little warmer at him, still a bit reserved, too, but warmer than she’d been since the day she’d been attacked. “It’s all right, Arch. We’ll get through it.” She gave him a hint of reassurance and rubbed his cheek. “It’ll be okay.” Her wet hair hung limp over her shoulder, spotting the white robe where it dragged. “It’ll all be okay.”

He said nothing.

“I’m going to go get presentable,” she said, and brushed his cheek again. “And maybe,” she said, “after I’m done, we can spend some time together like a husband and wife should.” She paused, and he looked up in her eyes. “If you’d like?”

Still he said nothing, but after a few seconds, he found it in himself to nod. She smiled and withdrew her hands. Slowly, gently, and without taking her eyes off of him. She smiled all the while, that same gentle, lightly happy smile. She disappeared into the bedroom again, and he heard the closet door open as she rummaged for something to wear.

As soon as he heard her clacking the clothes hangers together, he fell onto his haunches. He sat there, eyes unfocused, staring at white walls of the apartment. He felt the hard linoleum floor under his buttocks through the seat of his pants. He could taste something in his mouth, something bitter from where he’d put his lips to her hands and smelled—

Arch drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. She hadn’t asked about his shirt. He was before her, shirtless, begging her forgiveness and she hadn’t said a word about it. He’d thought when he came in maybe she was too distracted, but she hadn’t said anything even before he launched himself at her in apology.

And now he knew why.

He held his hands up to his nose and sniffed again. They smelled of gunpowder from where he’d shot his Glock, over and over at Gideon while trying to stop him. It was distinct, it had a tang that hung in his nose, an aroma that couldn’t be mistaken.

When he’d held Alison’s hands up to his nose he’d smelled gunpowder of a different kind than was on his. Sharper. Stronger. As if from a gun that had far more power—and powder per cartridge—than his piddly handgun.

He heard the clack of the coat hangers moving in the closet as she stood there—like she always did—trying to figure out what to wear. The same old Alison.

But to his ears, every time the plastic hangars clacked together, he heard the roar of a sniper rifle barking down from a hill above him.

Where his wife had stood, raining hell down on his enemy from on high.
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Mick had picked the girl up on his way through town. She was tall and pretty, long hair and long legs, shown off by a pair of jean shorts that cut off mid-thigh to reveal smooth, tanned skin all the way to her ankles. She’d told him her name was Mandy. Mick liked that. Liked Mandy.

He’d met her a few days earlier when he first got to town, walking around through the square. He’d seen her while he was killing time away from the carnival after setup was done. She still had that baby-faced look, that little bit of childish chub in her cheeks coupled with innocence in her eyes, even though she said she’d just turned eighteen. That was what had done it for Mick, drawn him in like a fly to one of those new zappers. That innocent look.

It was awful hot, like it got in Alabama in summertime. Mick felt the sweat creeping down everywhere but mostly along his back and forehead. He gave Mandy a half-assed smile, but he could see she was sweating a little, too. They walked along toward the field outside of town where the carnival had set up. It was getting toward late as they approached, field full of cars all the way to gates, where the lights were already all on.

The Ferris wheel was a big one; took a truck to move it even when it was disassembled. Mick had helped put it up, unpacking and getting the pieces and shit together. It was a good day’s work, but now it was done, and it lit up the night as it made its slow spin. The sound of laughter carried on the hot wind. Last week, the carnival had been in Mobile, and the wind had come off Mobile Bay with a little cool air. Here it was dead and stifling, like someone had opened the oven and fanned the heat out at him.

He started to say something to Mandy but stopped. Turned and half-opened his mouth before he caught himself. Didn’t have nothing but dumb things rolling through his head, and it was driving him nuts. Here was this pretty young thing next to him, and Mick’s brain couldn’t come up with nothing but stupid to spit out.

“How much do you travel?” Mandy asked, breaking the silence between them.

He glanced over and saw those sweet cheeks—man, what was it about cheeks? Her eyes were nice too, kind of a green that still had a little dancing to it, like she hadn’t been out in the world and seen how shitty and mean it got. They kind of bounced, like she was excited about things still. And her Southern accent was pretty good, too. Slipped off her tongue and made everything double sweet, like it was rolled in sugar and fried.

“We get around a lot,” Mick answered, and his voice sounded deeper and huskier than usual, like he was trying to sound all grown up instead of half-scared out of his goddamned mind. “Every week, it’s somewhere new.”

She looked past him. “That sounds amazing.”

Mick could feel his chest puff up inside, as if he’d taken in a real deep breath and was holding it, pride threatening to burst him open. It was amazing, wasn’t it? Living on the road. If it looked cool to her, it must be pretty good. “It’s not bad. Seen some nice places along the way.”

“Where are you going next?” Her singsongy words captivated him. That and the dancing green eyes now.

“I don’t remember,” he lied. “But we’re packing up tonight. Gotta get on down the road, you know.”

She looked away from him now. “I know.”

They walked across the fresh field, cutting between the cars. There were ruts here and there from where people had been parking the last few days, the smell of fresh upturned earth in the air all around them. Mick took her hand to help her over one rut that looked real muddy, still wet from a rain a couple days ago. She smiled at him, and he felt the tingle in his hand as he held hers. Once she was over the rut, he didn’t feel inclined to let it go, so he held on.

They passed out of the field and cut between two bright, red-striped tents where the freak show and the bearded lady were set up, and Mandy let out a little giggle as she saw the sign. Mick grinned, showing her some teeth. He liked the sound of her laugh, too, liked that she still thought the bearded lady was some kind of novelty. He’d been dealing with her for years, and she was a real bitch. He supposed he might have been, too, if he’d grown tits or something unnatural he couldn’t shake.

The lights were bright as they walked past the roller coaster. Mandy’s eyes got all big as she looked at it. “You never been to the fair before?” he asked.

“Not like this,” she said as the car came round a turn and a half-dozen screams filled the air—excitement and fear, all mixed up in that nice way that they got when they didn’t have something shittin’-your-pants-bad to deal with. There really were two different kinds of screams; he’d heard both kinds and damned sure preferred these.

Mick took her up, nodding at Wyatt who was taking the tickets. Mandy’s eyes flashed once when they passed Wyatt without so much as handing him a stub, and she smiled at him like they’d done something they shouldn’t have and gotten away with it. Mick just smiled back, trying to be cool.

They rode the roller coaster twice, and he listened to her scream. She clutched his hand hard when it started to move and didn’t let go the whole time. Mick just smiled; he’d been on the coaster more times than he could count, and it was old news by now. He could see the fear the first time, knew she’d never done anything like this before. The second time it wasn’t quite old hat but close, and she laughed between the occasional shout. Giggles between the screams.

When they got out, she took his hand again and smiled at him. He could feel the natural sway of their hands as they walked, and he caught the sly looks she gave him, the smiles, the abrupt “look away and push her hair out of her eyes” thing she did. He liked her hair, too, that honey color. They walked past the booth with the funnel cakes, heard Reg hawking them to everyone that passed. The smell was rich, and somehow it fed the moment, him smiling at her, her smiling at him. He stopped short and went for a kiss, and she returned it, pressure on his lips and the hint of her tongue somewhere in there.

When they broke, he smiled at her again. “That was pretty good,” she said.

“A-yup,” he agreed. “Wanna ride the tilt-a-whirl?”

They rode the tilt-a-whirl and went through the haunted house and held hands all the while. There wasn’t much conversation, but there was breathless excitement after each experience, and more kisses, here and there, breathless as the first but more satisfying. He started to slip her the tongue, that so-called French kissing, and found it was real good. He’d never tried that before. She got a little too enthusiastic about that, but it was okay. She couldn’t stop smiling, and that was okay, too.

“Ferris wheel?” he asked her as they almost passed it, still walking hand in hand. He was getting dirty looks here and there from the people who knew her, but he didn’t care. He liked the faint smell of her sweet shampoo that was now a little eclipsed by the fresh smell of sweat. He took a sip of the Coke they were sharing and felt the sweet, syrupy taste linger on his tongue. It was so goddamned hot, but who gave a shit? He had a pretty girl hanging on his hand, it was a glorious damned summer night, and life was good.

“Let’s go,” she said, her eyes alight. They were always alight now, had been all night, and he loved it. Maybe he loved her, who knew? It was like the night was running away with them, and his head was swimming from it.

They passed Richie, who was manning the Ferris wheel, but by now doing that didn’t even get her to turn and look at him, it was just how it was. No ticket, no worries. The carnival was their damned oyster, whatever that meant. He helped her up into the box, and she smiled at him. The lights were bright outside and shining kind of dim in here. Mick caught Richie’s eye and gave him a nod, full of meaning. He got the look back from Richie and knew he was good to go. If their positions were reversed, he’d have done the same for Richie.

Mick held Mandy’s hand on the first few clicks up the wheel. He could feel the sweat now, slick on her palm, and he wondered if it was his or hers. They came up about forty-five degrees on the rotation—what Mick called first position—and stopped as Richie went to unload the people in the next car down below.

He had some time. Lots of time, thanks to Richie.

“Wow,” Mandy said, looking out the window. “It’s real pretty up here.”

“Wait ’til we get to the top,” Mick said, throwing it out there with the aura of assurance. “You ain’t never seen nothing like it, I promise.”

She turned her head from the window, and he caught her as she turned around, kissing her full on the lips. She returned the pressure and opened her mouth. She’d gotten used to this by now, he thought, and she seemed to like it. If he’d tried it on their first kiss she might not have gone for it, but now she pushed her tongue into his mouth like she was poking a finger in his eye. He ignored the abruptness and the force of it and tried to smoothly, slowly show her how to do it right.

They sat that way for a couple minutes until the car started moving again, and Mick broke it off, taking a deep breath as he did so. He had about ten minutes left as the car stopped in second position—three o’clock on the wheel. Richie was taking his time. “You know, I’m leaving tomorrow.” He said it quietly and a little sadly.

“Yeah.” Mandy nodded her head, and she was clearly a little sad too, no faking. He kissed her—gentle and brief this time, not giving her enough time to cram her tongue in his mouth like she was shoving a cat in a sack. “I know,” she said as their lips parted.

“You make me feel something, Mandy,” he said, trying to keep his eyes on hers. The trick was to not say it cheesy, like one of those big-city Lotharios that would lie to get what they wanted. The trick was to mean it, behind his eyes. He really did feel something for her. Something.

“You make me feel too, Mick,” she said. He knew she meant it. She had a hand on his chest, running over his light shirt. Felt good.

He kissed her again, tonguing her first this time, before she could beat him to the punch. He moved off her mouth and to her cheek, and she froze as he gently put a hand on her breast. It wasn’t bad, that’s for sure, and he could feel the bra just under the cotton shirt. He could feel her tense up, but she didn’t scream, didn’t swat his hand away, and that was a damned good sign.

He put a kiss on the side of her neck, sucking gently on the salty skin there. Ran his tongue over her flesh and felt her get goose bumps. He left the hand on her breast and squeezed gently against her bra. She was maybe a B cup on a good day, and the padding on the thing interfered with the sensation, but she moaned a little as he did what he did. Very good signs.

“Wait,” she said and brushed his hand off her. He withheld the cringe he felt inside as she did it and managed to smile through it. She took a second, caught her breath, and it rattled a little between gasps. “I … I can’t.”

“It’s okay,” he said, and ran a hand through her hair. “I just … want to show you how I feel.” He leaned in to kiss the side of her neck and she pulled away.

“I can’t … I just … I’ve never—” she said finally, and her eyes looked frightened now, like a scared animal about to bolt for the woods at the sight of a hunter.

But she couldn’t bolt, because he still had almost ten minutes left. And like he hadn’t already known she’d never done it before? It was as obvious as the innocent look in her eyes. “It’s okay,” he said again, and ran a caress over her cheek. “I understand.” Which he did. He leaned in and put an arm around her. “I just thought maybe we could …”

“It’s not that I don’t want to,” Mandy said, leaning into him. He could smell that sweet hair shampoo again, mingled with that little hint of sweat on her scalp as he kissed the top of her head. “I just … what if somebody found out?”

Music to his ears, like AC/DC out of a speaker nearby. “Nobody would have to know,” Mick said. “Just you and me.”

He could hear her swallow, could sense the gears turning in her mind. “I’d be so embarrassed. And if I got—”

“You won’t,” he said, putting all his soothe into it. He tried to make his voice low and confident. “I can make sure that doesn’t happen, a friend of mine taught me how.”

She glanced at him sideways. “Really?” That innocence was working in his favor.

“Really,” he said. Not really, though. Not a chance. But once she said yes and they did it, it wasn’t his problem anymore.

“O-okay,” she said, and that was all he needed, just that quick half nod. He could see the reluctance in how she held herself, still stiff and uncertain, eyes downward.

Mick leaned in and kissed her again, sucked on the side of her neck, and now she got tense from that and not the reservations pinging around in her head like the ball in that game he’d seen once on somebody’s TV, bouncing off the little lines. He ran that hand up her shirt behind, tips of his fingers running over that lightly sweaty skin, slipping their way up to the fastener for her bra.

She gasped when he popped it loose in one. Reached his hand up to the promised land as he helped her slide out of the seat and onto the bottom of the metal car. It was a little rough, true, but he felt her warmth, felt his weight against her. She was going along, but she had that look on her face, still scared. He smiled, trying to reassure her as he knelt down. She just lay flat on her back like she knew how it was all going to play out. Worked for him.

He leaned in and kissed her again, and again. She wasn’t the one forcing the tongue anymore, maybe because she was all nerves and no energy. That was just fine, though, and he slid her shirt up and pulled the loosened bra down to expose perfect, slightly browned nipples against her pale flesh. Her legs were all tanned, but she had dark lines that ended where her shirt collars came, and everything south of there was near-white, nothing like the brown skin of her arms outside the sleeves.

She drew a ragged breath as he looked her in her eyes—still innocent, still scared—and kissed her nipple gently. She sighed, and some of the fear melted into pleasure. Some. He kissed her more deeply, and she stirred, moaned. They’d clicked another forty-five degrees up, and Mick knew the Ferris wheel was like a ticking clock—but he still had plenty of time. He let his hand drift lower while his mouth stayed occupied, and he unfastened her jean shorts.

She helped a little, shifting so he could pull them down. He didn’t go too far with them at first, just to below her knees. He left her white panties just where they were. Damned things covered all, but it didn’t matter because now he could get some fingers down in there. It was sweaty and damp, maybe just from the heat, but Mick didn’t care. The moistness turned him on and he suckled harder on her nipple as he started to explore the crotch of her panties. Her moans got a little louder now as he took his time, warming her up gently, soothing on the outside before he even thought about dipping a finger in.

She was moaning within a few minutes as they clicked into the twelve o’clock position on the Ferris wheel. Mick could feel how damned hard and ready he was, but he wasn’t gonna take a chance and botch this. Rush and she might get cold feet. Warm up her pussy and everything else would stay ready for him when the moment came, too. She was getting into it now, he had one finger barely into her while he was rubbing her clitoris and had his lips on her nipple. She had a hand over her mouth, though, like she was trying to keep her heavy breathing from being heard by anyone. His tongue was occupied by her left nipple now, though, or he would have told her that nobody could hear them.

He could feel her desire rising and wondered if she ever did this to herself. If not, he was just giving her all the gifts tonight, wasn’t he? Doubtful she’d appreciate it, though, after he was gone. He glanced up and saw her bite down on her own wrist as she nearly cried out, and he knew it was time.

Mick let her breast fall out of his mouth and pulled away from her. He stared at her eyes, saw the reluctance, the Why’d you stop? He tugged her panties all the way down to her shorts and then wrapped his fingers around them as he pulled them down to her feet and worked them free of one of her white cloth shoes. He noticed the green grass stains on the shoe and smiled. She was helping him get them off and when he unfastened his pants and pushed them down to his ankles, she watched him the whole time with a hungry look.

He walked on his knees up to between her legs, awkward as the metal stung his kneecaps with each movement. He ignored it, because who gave a fuck right now? Other than Mandy. She was about to give a fuck.

Hopefully a hell of a fuck.

He could see her wince a little when he pushed in the first time, even though he tried to be gentle. There was only so gentle you could be and still break through, though; at least, that was his experience. He was leaned down over her, his pelvis on hers, weight on his knees which were letting him know they weren’t all that happy about the metal bottom of the car they were resting on. He still didn’t care.

He went slow at first. Felt her biting her lip because it probably still hurt. She was damned tight, tight and a little dry to start, but she got wetter as he went. By the time the wheel clicked down again to between ten and eleven o’clock, he could feel things starting to build. His dick was leaden, and when he thought it couldn’t swell anymore, it damned sure did, the pressure building. He was still a good ways off, though.

Mick felt his eyes roll as he kept going. It was all through him now, the pleasure. How could this feel so damned good? He didn’t know, didn’t care, just wanted it. His head was rushing, too, both of them, but the one atop his neck was getting into the act. Any minute now, it was going to open up, going to—

Here it went—

Mick felt his mind expand as he ground his cock into Mandy. Before it was like he could just feel her, here in the box and car of the Ferris wheel, locked in between ten and eleven o’clock on the arc. His dick was calling out its pleasure, every nerve shouting its enjoyment of the sweet slide in and out that he was grinding out on her. He could feel his pubic hair matted and pushing against hers with every thrust, could feel his balls slap just below her pussy.

But when his mind opened up, suddenly he wasn’t just living the pleasure in the car on the Ferris wheel.

He was elsewhere, too.

He could sense the girl in the car at twelve o’clock, twenty-two years old, sitting next to her boyfriend whose name was Mark. Hers was Caroline, and she had dark hair and small tits, and Mick could feel himself in her, too, like he was there. He could hear her moaning in his mind, her body slumped against the back of the seat with her boyfriend beside her. She smelled like peaches, tasted like cinnamon and sugar when his tongue met hers, and she wasn’t nearly so sweaty as Mandy. She’d fucked before, knew what it felt like, and she leaned into him as he put it into her. Her moans were stronger, her whole feel was stronger, and she was ignoring the boyfriend next to her in favor of the strange sensation of amazing pleasure sliding into her, blotting out everything else around her—

It was the same in the car below, with a woman married twenty years to the same man. Her name was Gail, and Mick could feel her too, feel her at the same time he could feel Mandy and Caroline. She had an older-lady perfume, but he didn’t care. She was ready as he entered her, throwing her head back and moaning as he did it, her eyes glazing over as he kissed her neck the way he did with Mandy. Her husband was next to her, said something to her, but she didn’t even hear it because she was completely wrapped up in Mick and what he was doing to her.

Mick could feel his mind expand away from the Ferris wheel, covering the ground around him. He was with all those women at once, every one of them, and it felt SO. AMAZING. Like it had with Mandy by herself but times a hundred, then two hundred as more and more of them found their way into his path. He could feel his brain expanding like a balloon getting blown up and more and more women feeling him inside. Too many to name, even though he tried. Jillian, Cathy, Michelle, Patty—old, young, who gave a shit? It felt so damned good.

So.

Damned.

Good.

The Ferris wheel started to move again as Caroline above them moaned so loud Mick could hear it with his waking ears down below. He wondered if Mandy noticed, but he didn’t care as his mind expanded again to the town around them. He could feel them all, all the women who’d had any awakening, who’d felt this kind of passion, he could feel every last one of them, and he was inside them, could smell the perfumes and the sweat and the night air and taste their skin and tongues and salty sweetness as he moved toward that explosive climax—

When he came, he didn’t pull out, not at all, just felt himself jerk in Mandy and keep going until it was done. He could feel the cum shoot out, squirting like he’d had his balls in a tight grip and then someone had loosened it. His body went slack, and he lay his head down on the girl’s shoulder, sweaty hair against the sheen of perspiration.

The world shrunk around him, and he said goodbye to all the women he’d just loosed himself in. His breathing was heavy, and he was still in her, still in—what was her name? Mandy—and he didn’t want to move even though his knees hurt like fucking hell.

His crotch was sticky and damp, pubic hair matted down where it touched hers. He felt the soft cloth of her t-shirt against his chin and wished he’d been able to take it off so he could rest his cheek on her soft, pale shoulder where the sun hadn’t tanned her skin. But they were clicking into the nine o’clock position now and he only had a couple minutes before they were down and Richie was opening the door to let them out.

It kind of tickled and kind of hurt when he pulled out, that sticky, dried out feeling like his dick had gotten glued into her. She cringed when he did it and he saw the hint of blood tingeing the swollen, red-purple skin around the head of his cock. “Damn that was good,” he whispered. She didn’t answer. He had a feeling she didn’t feel the same.

He got up on his knees and pulled his underpants up first, felt his dick stick to the cloth, still hard. He’d still be hard when he got off the Ferris wheel, there was no avoiding that. Walking around with a big old hard-on was embarrassing, but he had no concern about it. There was this dim sense of relief over him now, like all his cares had just gotten washed away—or more likely, gotten shot out at the end of their little tryst.

Mick fastened his pants and put his ass up on the seat. He didn’t spare a glance to Mandy, who was still lying flat on her back, watching him, with her jean shorts and white cover-all underwear hanging off of one foot, bra pushed down and her shirt up to expose small, pale breasts. “Ride’s gonna end soon,” Mick said matter-of-factly. “Might want to get dressed.” He let out a long, heavy breath and felt all the tension bleed out of him.

“Okay.” Her voice was small, and she extended a hand toward him so he could help her up. He glanced at it and ignored it, putting his eyes to the slatted window that afforded him a view of the fair beyond. They’d missed the view from the apex.

Mick could feel the last of his cum drying in his underwear like concrete. It always hurt to clean that off later, but it was worth it. After a moment of waiting, Mandy sat up on her own and fumbled to fasten her own bra. It took her a minute, and Mick wondered idly why they didn’t make them fasten in fucking front.

“Ohhh,” Mick said, like a man who’d just let a huge burden off. He had, really. He put his arms up and folded his hands behind his head, and watched Mandy fumble back into her underpants and shorts out of the corner of his eye while he sat like a fucking king who’d just gotten crowned. “Damn, that was good.”

Mandy was looking at him; he could see that from the little he was watching her. Looking at him like she was a dog he’d kicked, not sure if she should come around him again. “Was it?”

“It was,” Mick said, nodding. He could feel his sweaty, tangled hair against his hands, and the faint aroma of her pussy was still on his fingers, he could smell it all the way around the back of his head. The whole Ferris wheel car smelled a little like sex, and Mick fucking loved it. There was nothing like these moments after the urge was relieved. If he could have taken a nap right now, he would have and loved it.

“Was I …” Mandy’s voice was small, “was I … good?”

“Hell, no,” Mick said, almost laughing, “you were terrible. You just lay there, like a dead body or something. That ain’t sexy.”

Now he looked at her full on, and that innocence, it was all damned gone and replaced by a stricken look that turned to horror in the eyes that had been so sweet before. “I … I …”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said breezily as the car clicked down to the last position between seven and eight o’clock on the wheel. “It’s not like I needed you to be amazing or anything.” He thought about petting her on her tousled hair but didn’t want to move his hands from cushioning the back of his head against the metal car wall. “Still, learn to move, baby. Get into it so you’re not so boring for the next guy.”

“Next guy?” Her lip quivered with her voice.

He shrugged. He could say something fiercely mean and utterly truthful to that, but what was the point now? He’d got his rocks off, she’d let him use her to expand his mind, and it was all good for him. She was sitting there with her pants halfway pulled up, little trail of blood and other ooze working its way down her inner thigh. He stared, thinking about how he’d like to do that again but knowing he couldn’t because even if she’d wanted to—and he was under no illusions she would—he was leaving town in just hours.

“I thought you … felt something for me,” Mandy said quietly. It was all hurt from her, like she’d got shattered by what he’d said and did. Mick could pick up on it; hell, a deaf and blind man could have picked up on it from this distance.

“I did,” Mick said with a laugh, “and it was called a raging hard-on.” He waggled his crotch at her from where he sat. “Thanks for helping me take care of it.”

The Ferris wheel started to move that last time, ratcheting down to the six o’clock starting point. Full circle. She started to speak again, but the sound of Richie unlatching the door from outside stopped her, and she turned her head like a rabbit toward its hunter as the door opened.

“Hope you had a good ride,” Richie said with a knowing smile. Mick knew if Mandy had been a little older and a little wiser, she’d have figured out it was all a big setup. “Everybody out.”

She wasn’t that old, though, and she wasn’t that wise, though she was getting there now, Mick knew. She looked crushed as he stood up and hopped out of the car. His feet hit the solid ground, the subtle rocking motion he barely noticed anymore stopping as he landed. He didn’t put out a hand to help Mandy down, not this time, just walked away from her without a care or a goodbye. He didn’t need to look in her eyes to know that innocence he’d thought was so wonderful earlier in the evening was gone, blissfully and blessedly. He’d taken it. Taken it and loved every minute of it.

He passed Gail, the housewife that had been in the car below them, leaning against a railing on the edge of the platform. She was still flushed in the face, and her big, fat husband was next to her. “I just don’t know what came over me,” she was saying as Mick passed. She started to say something else but stopped and stared at him as he went past her. He didn’t say anything to her, didn’t even look at her, but he could tell she knew. He didn’t care, though. He got those looks all through the carnival as he made his way out—women being attended by the guys they were with, all of them wondering what the fuck had happened that had left them all weak in the knees and uncertain.

Mandy would probably feel it the worst tonight, though, Mick knew as he threaded his way between the Fortune Teller’s tent and a ball-throwing game. But he didn’t need the Fortune Teller’s crystal ball—she was a fraud anyway, that old bitch—to tell him that they’d all be feeling it tomorrow, and the day after, and in the weeks and months to come.


***




Mandy woke up the next day still feeling it. And for the next weeks, too. Her mother called it “being blue,” but she didn’t know the why. Not that it mattered; she thought it was just a little lovesickness. And then a regular sickness, when she started to throw up in the mornings a few weeks later. It took about a week for her mom to work it out after that.

It took another week for them to put together that every woman her age and older in the town who hadn’t already been pregnant was now. Married, single, even the divorced ones. Young and damned near impossibly old.

Mandy had cried for weeks, and when she found out she cried some more. When she found out she wasn’t alone, she cried again, like that wasn’t any consolation at all. It was still terrible, still a fresh wound, still the end of her world like someone had burned down everything and killed everyone that mattered to her.

But then, nine months later, all of Hobbs Green really did burn down, and everyone that mattered to her got killed.

And all that was left was Mandy—and she damned sure didn’t feel innocent anymore.


1.


“This is such a fucking goddamned mess and a half,” Sheriff Nicholas Reeve opined, standing in the middle of Berg Street. Arch might have shared that assessment, minus the colorfully added swear words, but he didn’t feel a need to voice it now. It was a mess and a half, no mincing words on that score.

“I know we’ve seen some weird shit this last week,” Erin Harris said, standing off the curb, straddling the cracking pavement as the sun beat down on the trio, “but this is monumentally fucked. Not quite the Mount Rushmore of fucked, but maybe like the Lincoln Memorial of it.”

“Ahuh,” Arch said, more than a little preoccupied, and not just by the grisly mess in the middle of Berg Street. There was blood every-dang-where, splattered all over the pavement like it had been dripped on a canvas by a painter trying to make a statement— the statement being, “Let’s drench this beast!” Though some avant-garde painter who covered an entire canvas in red probably wouldn’t use the word beast.

Still.

“I’ve seen a lot of traffic accidents in my day,” Reeve said, shaking his head, “but I ain’t never seen nothing like this shit.” He waved a hand at the remainder of the body. “If he didn’t have his damned wallet on him, you’d never even know that was Tim Connor.”

Arch nodded and caught Erin doing much the same out of the corner of his eye. Tim Connor had been a pretty active guy, always running. He wasn’t gonna be running no more, that was sure and certain.

“Whoever fucking did this had to be going a hundred and twenty on a residential street,” Reeve said. “Kids play here, people jog—like Tim.” He indicated the remainder of the corpse. “This is so goddamned reckless I can’t even define it.” Arch could tell Reeve was shaken because he was dropping the Lord’s name in vain at ten times the usual rate. Arch had gotten over flinching every time the sheriff violated the Third Commandment by now; if he hadn’t, dealing with Lafayette Hendricks would have been well-nigh impossible for him.

Arch shook off the thought of the cowboy-hat-wearing demon hunter and looked back at the sack of butchered meat that had been Tim Connor. He’d been a middle-aged guy, in good shape, always drinking protein shakes whenever Arch ran into him somewhere. He’d seen him at the diner a few days ago, and the guy ordered a bare fish, no fried topping.

“He was such a healthy motherfucker,” Reeve said. “Always running, eating right, trying to push the damned envelope.” Reeve unconsciously reached for his own belly, which hung over his belt. “Son of a bitch should have outlived me by a long shot, but he didn’t because some cocksucker ran him down going a hundred miles an hour in a thirty. This is whole fucking town is turning into a fucking slaughter fest out of goddamned control—”

“Sheriff,” Erin said, catching Arch’s eye as she spoke. Probably to avoid looking Reeve in the eye. “It ain’t your fault.”

“I’m the law in this goddamned town! When County Administrator Pike,” Reeve put a special sauce of sarcasm on that title, “gets wind of this, the blame’s gonna come one way, and it’s mine.”

Arch drew a breath and felt a certain tightness that had nothing to do with how well his shirt fit. Unlike Reeve, he did tend to do that whole exercising, eating right thing. Or had, until a couple weeks ago when things had got suddenly busy in his life. “Still ain’t your fault,” Arch said.

“I appreciate your support,” Reeve said without an ounce of sincerity, “but I doubt the voters are going to share your enthusiasm for the results of our law enforcement efforts this last month. Disappearances, kidnappings, entire families getting wiped out, some sort of crazy highway massacre, and a hooker that got burned alive from the inside. Not to mention those security guards up on the Tallakeet Dam.” Reeve pulled his hat off his head and ran his fingers through thinning hair. “Yeah, I can’t see how I could possibly be blamed for anything.”

“At least the town didn’t flood,” Erin said sympathetically. She shot Arch a sidelong look that was full of meaning—and the meaning was “What do you say at a moment like this?” Arch didn’t say anything because he didn’t know either. It wasn’t Reeve’s fault.

It wasn’t like he’d set out a sign inviting every demon in North America to Midian, Tennessee. Heck, he probably didn’t even know that was the source of his problems. It wasn’t like mass murders and slaughters and burnings of people alive automatically brought to mind the idea that demons were real and walking among humans like regular people. That was crazy talk.

But then, these were crazy times.

Arch glanced at Erin and found her looking at him. Thought maybe she was thinking the same as him—that they were both crazy and bound for the same asylum. “How long ’til the corpse wagon gets here?” Erin asked, drawing her gaze back to Reeve.

“Who fucking knows?” Reeve said, and for a moment, it looked like he was gonna spike his hat.

“We should probably get back out on patrol,” Arch said, shrugging his shoulders. “Unless you want us to stick around to help you guard the scene?”

“Get the hell outta here,” Reeve waved his hat at them. “Maybe you can do some good elsewhere, because there ain’t nothing going on here other than me trying to keep the lookiloos from peeking at the hamburger someone made of Tim.”

Arch’s gaze danced over to Connor’s body again. Hamburger wasn’t far off. Limbs were missing, knocked clean from the body. There was a straight line of blood from the site of the impact some fifty feet or more from where the body rested now to where it had started, and the terminus of that line near the corpse was filled with the evidence of a long, skidding roll that it had undertaken before it came to rest in its current position. An arm was missing at the elbow, and one of the legs was hanging by a string of flesh so narrow it looked like an onion straw. But drenched in blood.

Nope, that wasn’t a good way to go.

“Get on out of here,” Reeve said again, waving his hat at them. “Go patrol, just … get the fuck outta here.”

Arch didn’t need to be told again. He’d never really seen Reeve in one of these moods before.

He thought about trying to say something else reassuring, but he still couldn’t think of anything. So instead he just fell into line with Erin as they headed toward the barricades set up just past the site of Tim Connor’s launch. They stayed quiet all the way ’til they were on the other side of the first blood splatter, and Arch knew that was as far as he was gonna get before Erin said something.


***




“What the fuck do you think did this?” Erin asked. She had the sick feeling in her stomach that came from knowing something the sheriff most assuredly did not but being totally unable to voice it to him. It made her feel bad, made her feel—if she admitted it to herself—a little bit excited, too, like she was on the inside for a secret that no one else knew.

“No idea,” Arch said, the big, stoic man that he was. He was stalking away from the scene in a hell of a hurry, his eyes hidden darkly under the brim of his hat. She couldn’t tell if he was trying to be shadowy and shit or if he was annoyed with her.

“But it was a demon, right?” Erin asked a little louder than she intended and realized a moment later there were people out on their porches all down the sides of the street.

Arch played it cool and didn’t even bother to turn his head to look, like she hadn’t just said anything. He was a cool customer, Arch. “Probably,” he said in a low voice that was probably more appropriate to the situation than hers had been. Erin kicked herself mentally. She should have been a little more circumspect, she knew. “But it’s not like I know enough about them to tell what kind.”

Erin thought back to that book of Hendricks’s that she’d pilfered a couple days ago, before the dam. It had all types of demons in it. Crazy shit. She was sure it meant he was crazy, too, but then she’d seen a guy breathe fire out of his mouth like some kind of dragon, and suddenly the ex-Marine didn’t seem quite so insane. “You think Hendricks would know?”

Arch just looked tense now. “Maybe. If not him, maybe his new buddies.”

“You mean Lerner and Duncan?” Erin shot him a coy smile. Lerner and Duncan seemed all right, even though they were demons. Or Officers of Occultic Concordance, as they’d pronounced themselves when she’d gotten the full intro. Lerner had said it with a swagger. Duncan hadn’t said anything at all.

“Yeah,” Arch said tightly as they crossed through a gap in the barricades to where their patrol cars were parked on the other side. “Them.” Arch’s Explorer’s lights were flashing, and so were the dashboard lights in Erin’s car—which had until really recently been the sheriff’s own. She didn’t exactly consider this a moment appropriate to smile, considering how straight-to-shit things had gotten in Midian lately, but the thought of having her own car was almost worthy of one, even under the circumstances. Even if it was still missing the driver’s side mirror.

“How did you explain that mirror to the sheriff?” Arch asked, like he could read her fucking mind or something.

“I haven’t,” she said. “Figured if he had time to notice it, it’d be the least of his problems. He hasn’t said shit about it yet.”

Arch paused next to his car, lowered his voice. “What about those spent shells from the rifle in the back?” He kept his cool gaze on her. “He find out about those yet?”

“The gun’s clean,” Erin said. To this she smiled, though politely and coolly rather than with any kind of satisfaction. “Cleaned it myself after I took it to the range. Bought some replacement ammo while I was there, so no need for anyone to be the wiser about that little ordeal.” Because losing a mirror was one thing but discharging an AR-15 in a gun battle with a demon on top of Tallakeet Dam was the sort of thing Reeve might pay attention to, even in his current state. “What about those big .50 cal rounds hiding up in the tree line near the dam?”

Arch didn’t even flinch. “Picked ’em up myself the day after.” He opened his driver’s side door and got in. He shot her a little half-assed look of pure chagrin. “No need to leave that thread hanging out for anybody to yank on.”


***




Hendricks was running down the goddamned hill at a high enough speed that it ought to have scared the shit out of him. Maybe it did a little, but after clearing doors in Ramadi a few times, the fear factor for running down a steep hill turned down a few notches. It was like being afraid of getting in a bicycle accident after learning to drive a car at a hundred and ninety miles an hour; it could still happen, but it wasn’t something you gave a lot of thought to.

Tree branches whipped at him as he descended the slope, hauling ass and all else while whipping around tree trunks and shit. He wasn’t winded, not yet, but he wasn’t in near as good a shape as he’d been in the Marines, either, so it was bound to catch up with him soon. He thought that, anyway, as he ducked his head slightly to avoid a low-hanging branch and nearly fucking toppled. That would be an embarrassing thing to have to cop to—yeah, I rolled down a fucking hill while chasing after a demon. I’m a serious demon hunter, all right.

He’d busted down the front door of the demon’s home as impolitely as he could. About like he imagined Arch would do, crashing in some meth dealer’s house if he had to. Knocked it off its hinges before his companions could volunteer to do it for him; he was always more of a DIY guy, hating to delegate shit. Do it yourself it gets it done right. He wasn’t an officer, after all.

Now he was damned near pinwheeling his arms to keep from getting that weightless sensation as each foot left the ground. It was a steep fucking hill—foothill, he guessed—somewhere near the bottom of the King Daddy mountain in these parts, Mount Horeb or something stupid. His mind defaulted to calling it Mouth Whore-ebb, though that wasn’t exactly how the locals said it.

All this kept flashing through his mind as he ran. Busting down that door, sword in hand, ready to deal damage to a demon only to have the scrawny bastard flash those eyes at him and cannonball out the nearby picture window into the gulch below the house—all of it played along with a commentary in his head that said, Holy shit, what the fuck am I doing?

And the answer was: Trying to make this town a safer place, one demon sonofabitch at a time.

The wind kicked up a little as he came over a slope. He grunted and adjusted his feet to compensate. He still felt like he was out of control, but his legs were keeping up so far. It was a crazy fucking feeling, not quite as bad as tear-assing down a steep road on a bike but close, and his quarry was at least a hundred feet ahead of him, busting branches of the trees with his arms as he ran. Hey, it cleared a path for Hendricks, and he wasn’t choosy about the kind of help he was getting, especially lately.

Especially lately.

He didn’t have enough breath to shout insults at the thing or he would have. All he had was the focus to keep his eye on the damned ball, on the damned demon, and his mind out of the possibilities for all the shit that could befall him should he fall. He wasn’t sure if there was a tonic that could undo all the fucked-up damage his body would take if that would happen, and he didn’t want to find out.

The wind kept a coming, blowing in his eyes and making him squint. It was a hot damned day, and he was sweating like he was on Parris Island again, just wishing it was some morning PT. It wasn’t quite as bad as Iraq, though, that was certain. The ground was all dried up, too, which was weird as hell, he thought idly as he went, because only a couple days ago it had rained hard enough to flood the fuck outta the whole county.

“On your left!” came a voice from—big surprise—his left. Hendricks would have tossed a look of disdain but instead he tucked his left elbow again, even as he kept dodging down the slope, his big black drover coat billowing behind him and his cowboy hat still clinging to his head.


***




Lerner surged past the cowboy without much effort. Hendricks had a good lead time because the dumbass had jumped out the window behind the fleeing demon—a quantel’a, as near as Lerner could see—and Lerner wasn’t willing to do something that stupid. It wasn’t exactly a point of pride, like he was too good to go leaping out a window. It was more like he just shook his head at the two of them for being fucking morons and made his way down with his partner, Duncan, in tow. Like civilized people and not fucking animals.

They were running like animals now, though, he and Duncan. And cursing like men. Well, he was, anyway. Duncan was still stoic and approaching on Hendricks’s right, though he hadn’t bothered to announce himself. He’d often pondered why Duncan was such a mild-mannered sort of fellow when he really could have cut loose—like Lerner did every now and again. He hadn’t come up with any answers on that front, not even after a hundred-plus years. That was probably some sort of answer in and of itself, but as long as Lerner had pondered it he hadn’t gotten to the bottom of it in any way that satisfied.

Now Lerner was watching the world whip past him as he ran down what felt to him like a mountain, hoping he didn’t take a misstep. Smashing into a tree at this speed could be potentially career ending for him. And by career ending, he meant breaking open the shell that held his happy demon essence in that rough covering he called a body. It would not make for a joyful day, not for him. He could kind of imagine showing back up in the underworld, earthly form busted and burned up, and imagined the reception he’d get. It made him watch his steps just a touch more carefully.

The fucking quantel’a that had started the whole foot chase wasn’t getting away, but the strung-out dipshit was damned sure making a good show of it. Whatever he was on was letting him run a lot farther and faster than he should have been able to. Fear would probably do that to a quantel’a. Fear and meth.

“You getting a reading?” Lerner called out to Duncan and saw a shake of the head in return as Duncan passed Hendricks. The cowboy started to do a double take and halted as he cut left around a tree, its big-ass, low-hanging branches causing him to swing wide just behind Duncan. “Sons of bitches. I catch that fucking screen Spellman selling those fucking clouding runes to anyone, I’m gonna expose his empty-ass innards to the light of day.”

“Would it do any good?” Hendricks had started to gasp now. Lerner wondered how much longer the cowboy could run.

“It’d do my heart some good,” Lerner said blackly. That screen—just an empty vessel that could talk like a man, used as a veil by someone from the other side to transact business with earthly creatures—that sonofabitch was the cause of all his problems for the last few days. All of them. And they couldn’t even find his ass now, nor the asses of most of the other troublemaking demons in town, because the fucking screen had been selling runes that hid them from Duncan and his sensing powers. “Yours too, based on how much huffing you’re doing, meatbag.”

“I’m not used to running mountains every day,” Hendricks answered, and Lerner could hear him trying to rein in his heavy breathing. He hadn’t known the cowboy for more than a few days, and already he could see the pride just oozing off the bastard.

“Wouldn’t matter if you did,” Duncan answered matter-of-factly, missing Hendricks’s look of ire, “he’s faster than you.” Duncan turned on the jets and blew down the slope.

Lerner wanted to laugh at Duncan’s sudden burst of speed, but he had enough charity in him that he decided not to rub it into the cowboy. Poor bastard. Instead, he just sped up himself.


***




They were outpacing him like mad now, Lerner and Duncan, and Hendricks could feel his face burning not just from the heat of the run but from shame. Sure, they were demons, and they damned well ought to be stronger and faster than him.

That didn’t make it burn any less, though.

Duncan broke loose a tree limb ahead of him, sending it spiraling down the slope with a hard hit of the wrist. The crack echoed down the mountain. Hendricks could see a field somewhere through the trees up ahead.

He knew they had to catch this bastard soon. Duncan was closest, was closest and almost there—

The demon juked right as Duncan was almost close enough to lay a hand on him. Hendricks would have held his breath if he hadn’t needed every one of them at the moment. Duncan missed a step and tumbled, his shoulder hitting the ground hard enough to break bones.

If he’d had bones.

The demon burned hard right like a receiver in a football game. He snaked out of view for a second behind a low fir tree. Hendricks picked up on him again as he turned back down the slope.

Hendricks was beyond winded now, beyond tired. He wanted to go back to his hotel room and pass out and wake up without any of the pains he knew he was going to. Beyond any rationality, he wanted Erin to massage his hurts away, wanted to get down and nasty with her. That second bit would probably happen anyway, based on how often they’d been fucking the last couple days.

He filed that thought away for later as he rounded the pine and swooped down the slope after Lerner. He didn’t look back to make sure Duncan was all right. He was sure the demon was, though he’d probably messed up his lime-colored suit.

Lerner was a good twenty yards ahead of Hendricks by now, and about ten behind the demon. The fucker was doing everything in his power to not run a straight line, and he could have been going anywhere based on his movements. Hendricks half expected him to double back and head up the slope.

“Nowhere to run,” Hendricks breathed.

“He’s proving you wrong on that one,” Lerner tossed over his shoulder. Hendricks frowned. He hadn’t expected the demon to even hear him. What were they called again? Oh, right. Office of Occultic Concordance.

OOCs.

Lerner was closing the gap with the speedy, dodgy bastard. The slope got sandy and the ground went a little soft, forcing Hendricks to look for better footing. Lerner didn’t, though, and missed a step.

Whoosh.

The OOC went sideways down the hill, smacking into a tree with a noise that told Hendricks he did feel pain.

“And then there was one,” Hendricks muttered.

The trees thinned ahead and the demon was slowing. Whether it was because he thought he’d gotten away clean after dodging two OOCs or because he had smelled Hendricks coming and didn’t think he was much of a threat—well, it didn’t matter.

Hendricks passed the last few trees as the last boughs vanished and uninterrupted sky appeared above them. The demon wasn’t exactly pulling a Run Forrest Run anymore. He’d slowed and was jogging backward lightly, like he was just leading Hendricks on at this point, standing at the edge of a meadow that stretched all the way up to a fence beyond. There was activity there, but it was far enough off that Hendricks didn’t pay it a bit of attention.

“Moves like that, you oughta be playing for the Titans,” Hendricks said, slowing to a walk as he entered the meadow. The grass was ankle deep, green and uneven, whispering as he stepped on it.

The guy was all thin and rangy, had meth teeth and black-as-night demon eyes. “OOCs don’t let us play sports, can you believe it?” He grinned. “Damn near killed me when I found out as a teen. I was pretty good at football.”

“Yeah, well, you don’t really have the build to be taken seriously as anything but a kicker,” Hendricks said, keeping his distance. The sun was damned hot above now that the trees were behind them. The demon was just treading in place, looking more like a boxer practicing footwork than a runner about to sprint off. “So … we gonna throw down now?”

“Looks like a fair fight to me,” the demon said, still grinning with those spotted teeth. “Now that you’ve lost your friends.”

“Oh, they weren’t my friends,” Hendricks said. Draw the sword or draw him in? Guy could run, no doubt, and pulling the sword tended to make demons antsy. Wait too long, though, and this bastard was fast enough to put him in a world of hurt.

“You’re a human demon hunter hanging out with OOCs,” the demon said, shaking his head. “That’s not even strange bedfellows man, that’s like … a cat sleeping with a giraffe.”

“God, I hope I’m the giraffe in that scenario,” Hendricks muttered.

“You’re about to be the cat,” the guy said, and he lunged for Hendricks.

Hendricks knew in the second the guy came at him that he should have pulled the sword. The demon already knew he was a hunter, already had a feel for what he was capable of, and knew he was hanging out with OOCs. The rumors—they’d damned sure gotten around, and fast, considering he’d just met Lerner and Duncan a couple days ago.

Hendricks knew even as he got his hand on the hilt that the demon would be on him before it was out, would have his teeth buried in Hendricks throat before he could even—

BOOM.

The sound was louder than thunder, like artillery called in from the hill, like an airstrike dropping in from above. The demon that was coming at Hendricks dropped—more like flipped backward, upper body rocked like he’d been hit with God’s own hammer right in the chest. Not that Hendricks believed in God, but the way that fucker flipped, it might as well have been an act of His.

The sound of the shot faded as Hendricks closed on the demon. The guy was hurting, plain as anything. Hendricks thought about making light of it, but why? He drew his sword as he stood over the bastard, and smelled the strong scent of smoked meth hanging in the air.

“Not your friends, huh?” the demon asked, with black eyes.

“You know a lot of OOCs that carry a .50 cal Barrett rifle?” Hendricks asked. He smiled, shrugged, and slammed the sword through the demon’s chest.

Black fire crept out from the hole, from his eyes, from his mouth, and swallowed him whole like he’d been pulled back into the black depths of hell. The grass beneath him waved lightly with the passing of the storm of ebony flame, then settled undisturbed, the blades just a little shorter in the shape of the demon’s figure than the ones around them.

Hendricks watched him go, watched the hellfire recede, his outline still visible like an afterimage. He sighed, long and heavy, before he turned back to the hillside, where one, two … now three figures threaded their way down, not in much of a hurry since the job was done.

“Alison,” Hendricks muttered under his breath, low enough so that only the two OOCs could hear him.


***




Alison Longholt Stan wasn’t much for this wilderness stuff. Her daddy had taught her to hunt when she was young, but she’d never really taken to it. She’d mostly sit in the tree stand with him during the season because he liked it, but she passed up most of her shots to let him do it. It was the gutting and the blood and all that mess—just not for her.

The shooting, though? That she didn’t mind.

The Barrett rifle she’d borrowed from her daddy’s gun cabinet kicked like—well, like something kicked her. An elephant, probably. Something big. She braced it against her shoulder and carried a pad to place between her and the butt of the big rifle, but it still wasn’t no peach. Left a bruise on her shoulder that Arch had noticed when they’d had their confrontation after the dam.

She didn’t care. She wasn’t no little peach herself. No shrinking violet; she’d taken a shovel to a wild dog’s head one time when it had rabies and it got after her dog. It was all she had handy, so she did it.

Everything she’d seen since the night those animals had busted down her door reminded her of that moment when she grabbed the shovel. See a wild beast foaming at the mouth, you lay your hands on something heavy and hard.

The Barrett was a fair sight better than a shovel, but the things she was swinging at were a click or two meaner than a rabid dog, too.

She’d watched the cowboy, Hendricks—she was still getting used to him—poke the demon in the belly with his sword. For some reason she didn’t understand, that sword or the knife Arch was carrying or the batons those two demon fellows had were the only things that could pop a demon open. She hadn’t run across much that a .50 bullet couldn’t solve, seeing as it was bigger than her damned finger, but it only put these down—it didn’t put ’em out.

She’d come down the slope in the car the OOCs had driven up to the house. She’d waited for them in the back seat until the demon came busting out the back window, then she’d jumped to the front and started the car because it was GO time. She’d stopped about three quarters of the way down the slope and set up, prone, waiting to see if she’d get a clear shot.

Sure enough, they’d let the runner get onto the clear field, and he’d turned to get a load of Hendricks. It hadn’t even been tricky at this distance, less than a hundred yards. She’d just plugged him right in the ten ring, square in the middle of the chest. On a human, it’d have been a kill shot.

The fellow certainly felt it, but it didn’t kill him.

Alison slid off her belly and adjusted the pad to keep it from falling off her shoulder once the demon was dead. She didn’t have much interest in getting up close with one of them again, but greeting them from a distance to put a hurting on them? That was just up her alley, played right to her strengths.

She cased the big Barrett and carried it. Damned thing was heavy, and she struggled a little under the burden. Still, it was her burden.

“Nice shooting, Tex,” the slick one—Lerner—said as he caught up with her while she was making her way down toward the field.

“I’m from Tennessee,” she said, trying not to take it as an insult. How much could a demon know about geography, anyway?

“Nice shooting, Ten,” Lerner said.

She frowned at him. “I don’t think they usually call people from Tennessee that.”

The corner of the demon’s mouth turned up in a smirk. “I bet you’ve been called a ten once or twice in your time, though.”

Alison blushed at that, but she told herself it was because the weight of the rifle was getting to her. She stopped just shy of the edge of the woods, lingering near a tree. She could see across the field where the carnival was setting up, Ferris wheel already sticking off its spoked center, metal bones hanging half-exposed. She didn’t mean to, but she felt a little smile coming on. Summertime was usually real nice in Midian, and the Summer Lights Festival was the capstone. Felt like the town could use a little happiness, seeing how grim things had been lately.

Especially considering how grim things had been lately.

“That was a little too out in the open,” Lerner said, holding up near Alison. His eyes were on the carnival in the distance, too. She wondered if he could see anything going on over there.

“Thankfully, it’s Tennessee, where rifle shots ring out in the middle of day all the time,” Hendricks said dryly. The cowboy was wearing a deep frown, and he seemed like he was doing all he could not to look at her.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” she said, feeling a little irritation springing up from inside.

“I had—” Hendricks started.

“No, you didn’t,” Lerner and Duncan—that other demon—chorused. Hendricks looked even more irritable.

“I thought you were a professional demon hunter,” Alison said. Part of her felt a perverse joy in ribbing the cowboy. Things had been going great before he showed up, after all.

“Yeah, professional demon hunter, not sprinter.” The cowboy chewed on that for a moment, looking like he was seething before he finally said, “Thank you.” She just nodded at him; she’d already said “You’re welcome” after all.

“This is spinning a little off-axis,” Lerner said, and Alison didn’t quite take his meaning. He glanced at her, probably saw it on her face. “Things are getting out of control.”

“It’s a hotspot, right?” she asked. “That’s … normal for a hotspot, right?” This time she looked to Hendricks. “Things being out of control?”

The cowboy kind of shrugged. “This one’s not been like any of the ones I’ve been to before. The demons here are a little wilder and more aggressive than past hotspots I’ve parked in.”

“For us, too,” Duncan said, his quiet voice and lime green suit making Alison want to giggle a little at him. He seemed so totally strange and harmless that she couldn’t really believe he was a demon. “Can’t recall a time when anyone’s gone and sold runes to keep demons off our radar—and so methodically, too.”

“Does seem weird,” Hendricks said, suddenly a little tense. Alison wondered if she was imagining it.

“Weirdness is deniable when it’s on the fringe,” Lerner said, expression dark. “A few deaths here and there can be explained away. But this town is going full-on powder keg, and people dying in droves is not making it any easier to keep the damned match away from the fuse.” He looked straight at Alison. “I’m assuming your hubby’s current problem is something of the sort that’s going to fall into that category.”

Alison felt a little heat on her face. “I don’t really know; he had to leave pretty abruptly this morning. Something bad happened, but I don’t think the sheriff told him over the phone before he took off.”

“Erin said something about another body,” Hendricks said, and that made Alison blush even more. So Erin had told the cowboy something Arch hadn’t told her. She couldn’t help the rush of resentment; their argument after the dam was still fresh in her mind, still an open wound. This would probably come up later tonight. Even when she wanted to hold something like this in, it tended to float its way up. Keeping the secret about following Arch with a rifle was the only thing she’d been able to keep from him in their entire marriage. Other than that one credit card she was slowly paying off.

“Nope, this ain’t getting any prettier,” Lerner said, and the demon was awfully dour. “Come on, let’s get out of here before someone reports a gunshot.” He glanced at Alison, and he didn’t even have to say anything.

“Already picked up my brass,” she said, and patted the pocket of her jeans where the massive .50 shell casing hung out just slightly. It still felt a little warm in there. There was a buzz in her other pocket and she fished her phone out to find a message waiting. “Arch and Erin are away from the crime scene—they want to meet in ten minutes.”

“Let’s get outta here,” Lerner said, waving toward where she’d parked the car up the slope. Duncan hesitated, looking toward the carnival setting up in the distance. “What?” Lerner asked. “You got a sudden urge for a funnel cake?”

“No,” Duncan said, shaking his head. “Just thought I felt something for a second.” He caught Alison looking at him and sent her a reassuring smile as they started to pick their way back up the slope toward where she’d left the car. “Probably nothing.”


***




Mick watched ’em go from where he stood close to the half-finished Ferris wheel. He could see ’em a long ways off, those two OOCs and the demon hunters. He’d heard the crack of the rifle and watched the rest. That was a new one for him, he had to admit, seeing someone blast a quantel’a with a big gun so they could get popped by a sword. Not a terrible idea, as far as ideas went.

“Hey, Mick?” A voice came from behind him. It was Jim, that ornery old fucker. A real slavedriver. Not the literal kind, though. Mick could actually still remember those from back in the 1800s. “Need a little help here, man.”

“Sure thing,” Mick said, tearing his gaze away from the quartet disappearing into the woods. His hand went to his pocket instinctively, and he felt the cold smoothness of the rune he’d bought from that vendor just outside town. Looked like it had been a smart investment after all. And he’d worried as he’d handed over the money that he was getting taken for a ride.

Mick chewed his lip as he stretched like he was hurting. He wasn’t; demon flesh had no muscle beneath it to ache, just essence to strain. He just wanted another moment to mark what he was seeing.

Two OOCs, two demon hunters. His fingers traced the lines of the rune stone. It’d keep him out of their way until he got what he needed. He wasn’t looking for trouble, after all; he was just feeling the ache, the need to let loose, to dump a wad and taste some innocence. He could almost smell that in the air.

Nope, he didn’t need OOC trouble, nor demon hunter trouble either. He’d keep his nose clean, avoid the hell out of them, get his dick wet, and blow town. Just like he always did when he needed to let it loose.

And he needed to let it loose. Oh, how he needed to.


2.


Arch was parked next to Erin’s borrowed sheriff’s car in the driveway of the MacGruder farm out on Kilner road. The house was up just a little ways, looking empty—as it damned well should, given that its occupants had been killed by demons a couple weeks back. Arch hadn’t gotten out of the car like she had; he was just sitting inside filling out his patrol log, waiting for the others to show up. This was about as private and quiet a place as they were going to find without venturing farther out into the county.

He could see Erin out there, just kicking around in the dried, rutted driveway. She was probably waiting for him to get out, or maybe she just enjoyed the pleasant heat of the summer day. Either way, the only thing waiting for Arch out there was more awkward small talk, and he didn’t have it in him right now. Not today.

He saw the car coming up the drive as he crossed a “t” on his paperwork. He still didn’t get out, though, taking a last breath of the leather scent of the Explorer’s interior as the town car pulled up in front of him. All four doors opened, and the trunk popped, and he let out that breath he’d been holding when he saw Alison with them.

Arch could feel the tension running through him as he watched her walk around the black town car to the trunk and haul the big rifle case out. Having her go with them hadn’t been his idea. Hadn’t been their idea either, he knew. Hendricks had looked a little flummoxed when it all came out, not sure what to say.

Arch wasn’t sure he knew what to say, either.

After he’d smelled the gunpowder on her hands after the dam, he’d made a beeline out to the trunk of her car. Popped it open, found the case for a big dadgummed rifle inside. When he’d come back inside and confronted her about it, she hadn’t tried to deny it.

“Why would I deny it?” she asked him. “I’ve been saving your life.”

Arch couldn’t deny that, but it still felt unseemly somehow that he’d put his young bride in the middle of his dangerous activities of late. Arch considered himself a gentleman of the South, and although he’d never consider anything less than absolutely equal treatment for someone like Erin, who worked with him in a somewhat dangerous profession, he also was the type to still hold the door for her. It was a dichotomy he was still struggling with in his head. And it mainly bothered him because he’d had it driven into his skull from a young age that you were supposed to protect your woman.

So how did that jibe with her picking up a rifle and providing covering fire against the onslaught of demons that had been rolling through Midian?

Arch just shook his head. There was no easy answer on this one. And the arguments thus far with Alison hadn’t been pretty. He was man enough to admit that he might have a double standard when it came to how he wanted to treat her versus how he thought others should be treated.

But he didn’t have to like it.


***




Hendricks caught Erin lightly in a hug as she came up to greet him. He went for the light kiss on the lips, but she didn’t break it off immediately and he didn’t stop her. It felt good—long and slow, full of feeling and promise for what was going to happen later. He would have kept going, too, if not for that goddamned wiseass Lerner.

“Humans,” Lerner said. “Leave it to you people to come up with creating an intimate greeting using your mouths instead of your genitals.”

“Oh, that greeting will come later,” Erin said, breaking off from Hendricks long enough to glance at Lerner. “Didn’t want to make y’all jealous, after all.”

“I’m surprisingly not jealous of your exchanges of unclean bodily fluids filled with viruses and bacteria,” Lerner said with more than a hint of amusement. “I mean, don’t you think about the smells and the possibly fatal diseases you could be swapping back and forth while you’re doing it?”

“With sweet nothings like that to whisper, I’m guessing you’d be really bad at it,” Hendricks said and caught a sly grin from Erin. Lerner was a dick most of the time. A useful one, he supposed, but a dick.

Arch was finally stepping out of his car. The guy had been off his game a little lately, ever since the dam. Hendricks hadn’t been around him as much, partly because of all the shit landing on Arch from the Sheriff’s Department and partly because of their own personal dealings—Arch with his wife and Hendricks with Erin. He just looked glum. Hendricks supposed he was probably besieged on all sides. He cast a sidelong look at Alison as she came up to her husband; Arch gave her a kiss on the cheek that wouldn’t have been out of place if she’d been his sister.

“Did you get him?” Arch asked, and even his voice sounded down to Hendricks. Poor bastard.

“Thanks to your wife,” Lerner said, doing some sort of exaggerated, dickish bow, like it was some great ceremony. “Sonofabitch rabbited. Nearly got away, too, but not before he decided to take a chunk out of John Wayne over here.” He gave Hendricks the nod. Hendricks just rolled his eyes.

“So he was a demon,” Arch said, low and pensive.

“He evaporated like one, so I’d say so,” Hendricks said, a little tense himself. The new girl in the crowd was a little weird, and adding a couple demons to the mix made things even more uncomfortable. The whole scene just felt strange. They’d never gotten together like this—at least not all of them—ever. He left his arm hanging around Erin’s waist and cast his eyes around between the two OOCs, Arch and Alison.

What the hell kind of group was this, anyway?

Lerner was watching Duncan, who was just taking it all in. They’d never had humans working with them before, but then again, they’d never quite dealt with anything like that Sygraath who decided to kill a whole town, either. Something was different about this place. Different vibe, different feel. Lerner had been to hotspots—more than his share, really—and every one of them was a hellhole. Some came out of it better than others, some didn’t come out at all. Even in those dark spots, though, when the shit hit the fan there were elements of predictability.

Here, it wasn’t even shit hitting the fan. It felt like an entire septic system hitting a jet engine. One hell of a mess was coming, seemed like.

“It was a quantel’a,” Duncan said quietly, just like he did everything. “Lower-level hellspawn, if you want to call them that. Strong but not terribly bright. Lot of them have gone criminal because they can’t blend easily in polite society.”

“Why’s that?” This from one of the ladies—Deputy Harris, Lerner thought of her as when he was being formal. Skinny ass, no tits was how he thought of her when he was applying everything he’d learned on earth. It had been an interesting journey.

“They like to eat human meat,” Duncan said apologetically. “It’s a delicacy, and they go through it like your people go through steak.”

There was a dead silence, punctuated by the cowboy’s uncomfortable grimace as he looked away. He knew. Lerner knew he knew what was about to come down. He’d probably had this conversation at some point himself.

“I’m sorry … they eat people?” Harris asked. “Does that happen … often?”

“It’s what happened in that lovely scene you found a few days ago,” Lerner said. He couldn’t help himself, he was grinning. Opening innocent eyes to the truth of the world made him deliriously happy for some reason. It was seeing the awareness settle in, the shock etch the lines of their faces. A grim business, he supposed, but one he enjoyed. “Perhaps you recall?”

“The fucking mess on Crosser Street,” Harris breathed. She turned pasty pale under that blond hair, like someone had pulled a plug under her chin and let all the blood drain out of her face.

“Pretty egregious, no?” Lerner asked, feigning sympathy so he could really hit her with the next bombshell he was about to deliver. “Most cities have a good underground market where you can do pick-up, or have human meat brought right to your door. It’s a lot more civilized than what they’ve got going out here in the boonies.” He sniffed, trying to keep a straight face. “More of a kill-it-and-grill-it yourself atmosphere around here, you know.”

Lerner just waited for his asshole comments to land. They did, and he judged it to be worth it. Hendricks blew air out through pursed lips, still keeping his eyes averted from the scene like he was trying to avoid seeing a train derail. Deputy Stan—Lerner still wasn’t used to calling him Arch—had a darkening expression on his face, like he had an inkling of all this but didn’t like to hear it laid out quite so brutally. Harris was still looking pretty sick and edging toward her boy toy Hendricks. Lerner wondered idly if it would put them off the fuck fest they’d seemed to have planned for tonight.

As for the last one, Mrs. Stan—she was just watching like it wasn’t a big deal. He waited, and she stared back at him.

“They ship human body parts like the genitals as a special sort of delicacy,” Lerner said, pretending he wasn’t watching her. Having demon eyes helped. He didn’t have to be looking at her to see her clearly; he didn’t have an actual iris, so he could see whatever was in the arc of his eyes. “Cook ’em up, eat ’em raw—they do all sorts of stuff. They even have this version of veal in the high-end stores—”

“That’s enough,” Hendricks finally said. His girlfriend was three shades of white, all bleached out. He just looked disgusted, like he’d heard it all before and was tired of it. Deputy Stan still had that look of quiet fury in his eyes, and his wife was still just staring straight ahead, listening politely like she was at the fucking country club and someone had told her what was on the dinner menu. No big.

“We got another one,” Deputy Stan said, breaking his silence. The big man looked more than a little irritable, and Lerner wondered if he’d had a bad morning already. Probably, the way this town was going.

Lerner was still keeping an eye on the wife, though. Mrs. Stan was an interesting character, and showing zero reaction to the news that humans were a food source to demons? Lerner had his ideas of how a Southern belle should act, and they weren’t all based on cable TV viewings of Gone With the Wind, either. This chick was different, though. Real different. And not just because she carried a rifle that would make most real men shit their pants and run.

He watched her, and she just listened to her husband. That same polite look, like she was taking it all in, with no reaction on the surface. What Lerner wondered, though, was what was going on beneath the facade?


***




Erin was ready to chuck. She had that sick feeling in her gut like she was gonna, and she kinda just wanted to get it over with, just stick a finger down her throat and start the engine so she could finish and be on with life. The problem was, even if she emptied her stomach, the thing causing her to feel nauseated was still gonna hang around. It was like having your eyes opened so you could watch a snuff film. Not a great thing to wake up to.

“Another what?” Hendricks asked. She was standing inches from him, could tell that he wasn’t too happy about the current topic of conversation, either. He didn’t look sick, just annoyed.

“Another body,” she answered before Arch could. “Another murder.” She looked to Lerner and Duncan, those two weird-ass guys. “Another demon.”

“Oh, yeah, look at us, like we dragged them to town,” Lerner said, eyebrows raised. She didn’t have too much sense of the man yet—though she supposed he wasn’t a man at all, was he? She had, however, decided that man or not, he was a dick.

“Did I say that?” She was able to keep her tone calmer than she would have thought given how annoyed she was at him. “Or did I just look to you as our resident experts on demonology?” She paused and felt that slight satisfaction dissolve as she thought about what she’d just said. “If that’s a thing.”

“Heh,” Lerner said and glanced at Duncan like he’d heard something hilarious. “Demonology.”

“We got a body,” Arch said stiffly. More stiffly than usual. He looked a little pissed himself.

“Just one?” Lerner asked, and some of the dickishness dissolved. At this point, Duncan reached up and tugged on Lerner’s arm. Erin didn’t get even close to the same vibe from him as she did from Lerner. Duncan seemed softer somehow, maybe because his face wasn’t quite as lean. Lerner kind of paused as he noticed what Duncan was doing, like he was actively reassessing what an ass he was being. “What is it this time?”

“Looked like a real nasty hit and run,” Arch said. “Like someone was going a hundred miles an hour down a residential street, but no one heard an engine rev like that.”

Lerner shrugged. “That’s not a lot to go on. Could be anything. Could be a car instead of a demon.” Duncan tugged his sleeve again and Lerner wavered for a second. “But assuming it was a demon, it could be almost any kind. Strength like the Hulk is not out of line for any number of types of our kind.”

“How many types?” Erin asked. “Like, a dozen types? Or—”

“A hundred,” Duncan answered, again almost apologetic. “Or at least somewhere between there and a thousand. A lot.”

“Well, that don’t make it too easy to narrow down,” Arch said.

“The worst part is that they’re unassuming,” Hendricks said, and she could see him adjust the brim of his hat over his eyes. He was projecting the aura like he was old hand at this—which he was, obviously.

“What the kid means with his twenty-dollar words,” Lerner said before Erin could ask him to clarify—it still annoyed her the demon did that shit—“is that if a demon did this, there’s no guarantee they’re going to look any different than a normal human when they’re just walking around among you. It’s not like they’re carrying the muscle mass of Brock Lesnar—it could look like a twelve year-old girl, for all we know.” He chucked a twisted smile at Hendricks. “Or like he said, unassuming.”

“How did it look?” Duncan asked. For a second, Erin thought she saw irritation flash on Lerner’s face, but it was gone in half a beat.

“The scene?” Arch answered. He always seemed to like to take the lead in these things, as best he could. Made sense; he’d been a leader around these parts for as long as she could remember. “Like I said, hit and run wouldn’t have been too out of place. Body got hit, went flying about a hundred feet or so—”

“Whoa,” Lerner said, lips pursed in an “o” and eyes all squinted. “Like a fucking field goal.”

“That’s a hundred yards,” Duncan murmured.

“Who was it?” Alison asked, finally coming out of her shell a little. She looked reserved to Erin, like she was just taking it all in.

“Tim Connor,” Arch said. “Got him on a jog.”

“Ohh,” Alison looked pained. “He used to come into the store all the time asking for organic chicken breasts. We didn’t get too many of them in, just a few, because almost nobody bought them—”

“I’m sure this going somewhere lovely, princess,” Lerner said, and there was that dickishness again, “but rather than eulogizing the poor bastard, maybe we should start looking for what killed him.” He snapped to face Arch, who didn’t look none too pleased at Lerner’s behavior toward Alison. “Where did this happen?”

“Berg Street,” Erin answered after a few seconds of silence in which Arch did not speak. “The sheriff has the scene cordoned off.”

“We’ll take a peek after sundown,” Lerner said, stretching. She frowned at the demon—Hendricks had said that they were all just bags of contained essence. Why would he need to stretch? Unless he was just trying to look human in his movements? She was tempted to ask him but didn’t. Because he was an ass. “Come on, Duncan, let’s vamoose on back to the motel.”

“Gonna catch some shut eye?” Hendricks asked. She couldn’t tell if he was joking.

“Nah, there’s a new episode of World’s Deadliest Catch on that I’ve been wanting to see, and since we don’t have a DVR …” Lerner shot him a toxic smile. “If the world goes to hell, give us a call. Otherwise we’ll be at the scene after dark.”

“And then?” Arch asked. He was most definitely not sounding happy, at least not to Erin’s ears.

“And then we deal with the next thing, and the next thing,” Lerner said, already turning away to head back to his town car. “It’s always gonna be something here until things calm down.”

“When will that be?” Erin felt her irritation with the demon dissolve just enough for her to slip that out.

Lerner actually turned around to face her when he answered. “Hopefully it’ll last for a while yet.” He wore a kind of twisted grimace that held not one ounce of pleasure. “Because the likelihood is that when it’s done, the town is done right along with it.”


***




“God, what a cheery fucker,” Erin said as the OOCs drove away. She had shuffled closer to Hendricks, and he could smell her light perfume as she slipped an arm into his drover coat and around his waist.

“He’s got a point,” Hendricks said, watching the town car kick up dust in the driveway. “I’ve been to enough hotspots the last few years to know. Most of ’em tend to be on a slow burn, things ratchet up a little at a time. Things have already gotten crazy here, what with Hollywood, those demons that came through and ate all those people, plus Gideon, that necromantic cock-spurt. Shit’s already getting bad here, and it’s not even week two. This isn’t a slow burn, it’s a fast one.” Hendricks shook his head. “Those are the ones that tend to go big.”

“You’ve been in ones like that before?” Arch asked.

“A couple times,” Hendricks said, chewing his lip. It gave him a sort of nervous satisfaction to nibble on his lip the way Erin probably would later. “There are always signs when it’s about to spin out of control. Enough to let you know to leave, anyway.”

“Define ‘spin out of control,’” Arch said.

Hendricks felt a flare of discomfort that twisted his face. Worse, he knew he’d let it show. “Well …”

“How bad could it get?” Arch said, pressing him. Hendricks could almost feel the earnestness dripping off the Deputy. It was a funny thing, how Arch could stab a demon with a knife after a knockdown brawl and still have that ring of … naivety? Something. Not quite innocence. “You said Detroit and New Orleans have been hotspots—”

“Low level,” Hendricks corrected. “Increased murder rates, some bizarre happenings, I mean all that shit’s grist for the mill. They weren’t huge spikes because they were slow burners. The towns where you see things get out of control …” He paused. “Well, those are the ones that disappear off the map. You can always tell when it’s about to happen because demon activity goes through the roof. You can’t walk down a street safely—”

“You mean like how I was laying in my apartment and demons came busting through the door,” Arch said dryly. “Or how you got jumped outside your hotel room and she got knocked out.” He gestured to Erin.

“I got knocked out?” Erin wheeled on him, and he felt her grip tighten on his belt. “That’s what happened?”

Hendricks shrugged, feeling the scarlet rush across his cheeks. “Would you have believed me at the time if I’d said it was demons?”

“No,” she said, a little mollified. “And I probably wouldn’t have laid you, either.” Hendricks caught Arch looking away pretty hard on that one.

“It can get a whole lot worse,” Hendricks said. “Though I admit I don’t usually get run down like that on my first couple days in town. Demons tend to avoid demon hunters until they have to face them or until they’ve got the numbers on their side. Hollywood was different. He didn’t avoid. He confronted because he was a pissy little fucker.” It was true; normally it didn’t matter if Hendricks got a little plastered in a hotspot as long as he wasn’t too far gone.

“Probably wouldn’t have been as bad if he hadn’t caught you flat-footed while you were chasing tail,” Arch said with a little bit of sting. What was up with him? Bad mood, it felt like.

“And just what were you doing that they busted down your door and caught you naked as the day you were born?” Hendricks asked, raising an eyebrow at him. He had a lot of respect for Arch, but he hadn’t known him for long enough to take too much of his shit.

“We were trying for a baby,” Alison said, completely casual, like she wasn’t saying anything out of the ordinary.

That sort of stayed there in the air like a heinous fart in the barracks during basic. Hendricks didn’t know what to say to clear it, either.

“This is getting us nowhere,” Erin finally said. She looked tired and uncomfortable. “I don’t know why we’re even bickering now that Lerner’s gone. I would have thought that guy took all the asshole with him when he left.”

Hendricks had to concede she had a point, even though he secretly kind of liked the particular brand of obnoxious Lerner spit out everywhere he went. “So, this scene you were at … pretty messy, huh?”

“Never seen anything quite like it,” Arch said, shaking his head. “I’m getting real used to the sight of blood at this point, though.”

Hendricks nodded. “It’s not been pretty around here lately, that’s for sure.”

“Least the carnival’s coming,” Alison said with a shrug. Hendricks withheld the frown out of politeness only.


***




Lauren Ella Darlington was born in Midian, raised in Midian, lived in Midian, and worked in Chattanooga. She justified this to herself by saying she lived on the far southwestern edge of Midian and worked on the far northeastern edge of Chattanooga, which meant she was only driving about forty minutes per day, and that wasn’t too bad, really, was it? Especially not for her to be an attending physician at the Red Cedar Medical Center, floating from the ER to the ICU, depending on the day and the patient load. Red Cedar was not exactly a level-one trauma center, so on any given day the patient load varied from one or two to a handful, mostly old folks on the way out.

On the plus side, she did get the occasional fun job, like suturing up some kid’s leg when he wrecked his ATV against a tree. He was lucky sutures were all he needed. Other than a new ATV, she supposed, listening to him bitch about it. Had his priorities firmly in order, too.

The other advantage to being the locally known big-city doctor in Midian was that Lauren occasionally got a call from Sheriff Reeve. She hadn’t voted for him—or anyone from his party, ever—but he went to church with her mother and he hadn’t ever been an obnoxious asshole to her that she could recall. Plenty had in Midian, especially after a certain time in her high school career. She’d made a list and everything.

But it was ultimately a pointless list, because if she’d gotten a call from any one of them complaining of anything more serious than pink eye, she would ultimately have just sighed and had them meet her at the diner so she could try and judge what was wrong. And then send them to some other doctor if it was serious, because dammit, if they were on the list, she didn’t want to deal with them.

She cursed herself for being a little soft, but she knew it was all true. Because there’d been plenty of other people in the town who hadn’t landed themselves on that list, who’d helped her, who’d done right by her and cared and sent pies and cookies and God-only-knew what else, and she told herself she’d help everyone because of them, not the ones on her list. Her shit list.

She guided the car onto Berg Street and killed the ignition. She didn’t remember to put it in park until after she’d done that, which happened frequently. Lauren said “Fuck!” really loud to herself in the car. No one could hear her, not that it would have mattered. Everyone in Midian had an opinion about her already anyway, and screaming “FUCK!” from the rooftops wouldn’t have changed it one way or another.

She grabbed her purse, which was laden with all manner of crap from make-up to tissues, and slung it over her shoulder. Old habit, she realized as she got out of the car. It wasn’t like someone in Midian was going to come running up and break her car’s window while she was outside talking to the sheriff a couple hundred feet away. It wasn’t Chattanooga, after all, and that stuff didn’t even happen all that often there. Still, old habits.

Old enemies.

Old lists.

Her heels clicked along on the pavement as Lauren walked, sighing to herself with irritation that she’d gotten roped into this. It was pointless. There was a perfectly good pathologist at the morgue where this corpse was going, and they’d be able to render a much more sensible, well-thought-out suggestion as to what had happened than she would. She tried to come up with a reason why she was doing this for Reeve, any reason at all, and the only one she could summon forth was that she was doing it because he wasn’t on the list.

Lauren dodged the blood trail as she made her way toward the sheriff. He looked about as hangdog as she’d ever seen a man who wasn’t sleeping in the doghouse, his normally jovial face completely weighed down. It had been a shitty week, she knew, but Reeve was usually a lot more effervescent than this.

“Dr. Darlington,” Reeve said as she approached.

“Sheriff,” she replied with a veneer of politeness that she didn’t really feel. It was a world of ick around her. She didn’t get grossed out easily—you couldn’t get through medical school and an internship if you did—but this was pretty gross. She’d seen a few high-speed collisions and the results were seldom suitable for an open casket funeral. “What can I do for you?”

“Well, seeing as the EMTs have already pronounced the victim dead,” Reeve said, smearing the sarcasm on with a trowel, “I was hoping you might just take a look at this real quick and tell me what you think.”

“Other than that he’s dead?” Lauren asked. “Since the EMTs told you that.” She stared at the body for a second. “I think even if he were still alive, he wouldn’t be playing baseball anytime soon.”

Reeve turned his head to look at the body. “Ohh, because of the arms getting knocked off. Clever.” The way he said it left her in no doubt he didn’t find it clever. Or cute.

“I don’t know what you’re looking for here, Sheriff,” Lauren said, shaking her head.

“I’m looking for anything you can tell me,” Reeve said, and she caught the hint of desperation. “We’ve had … so many people die here recently, and I got nothing. Whoever slaughtered those families up on Crosser, they left nothing the lab can point us to. No witnesses, nothing. That catastrophe on the interstate? Nothing. That girl in Melina Cherry’s whorehouse?”

“Let me guess,” Lauren said, a little hoarse, “nothing.”

Reeve held up a hand and made a zero with his thumb and fingers. “It’s like whoever who did it just evaporated afterward. People are scared, and now there’s this.” The sheriff’s lip quivered. Actually quivered. “I need to deliver something.”

“Because of elections,” Lauren said, a little jaded, “yeah, all right—”

“No,” Reeve said, and he was firm about it, to her surprise. “Because dammit, we can’t live like this! Midian ain’t Chicago or Atlanta. This level of carnage, of chaos—we can’t handle it. This is beyond a bad run of luck, and I wouldn’t blame anyone for wanting to leave town after all this shit just came rushing down like Mount Horeb had the world’s largest hog pen up on the south slope. I … need … something. I need to bring somebody to justice. Not for my damned job, but because we can’t live like this. This ain’t us. It ain’t our way.”

“Yeah, all right,” Lauren said, sighing. She’d felt it too, in the air. Midian was on edge lately. Bad. It was actually kind of nice being able to drive to Chattanooga just to get away from it every day. She turned to the body again, picked her way over to it, and looked straight down into the face. “Ohhhh,” she said, and it dragged out like a sad little sigh. “It’s Tim Connor.”

“Yeah,” Reeve said, adjusting his hat as he looked at the bloodied mess that remained of the man. “Did you know him?”

“Not really,” Lauren said, staring at the earthly remains, “but he wasn’t on the list.”


***




Erin was driving, feeling the natural pull of the wheel against her hands as she cruised the sheriff’s car down Kilner Road. It felt right, even after just a few days, her being on the patrol.

Or at least it felt a hell of a lot more right than filing shit and answering phones for eight hours a day.

Hendricks was in the passenger seat, preoccupied and drifting. He had his hat off, and his sword was sticking out a little under his coat, a pillar jutting up like the world’s biggest hard-on. She hadn’t thought of it as much of a sword once she saw it, an inch or less across the blade, only a couple feet long. Little stinger of a sword, but she supposed that was all he really needed.

“Whatcha thinking about?” She mentally slapped herself just after asking.

Hendricks roused himself like he was stirring out of sleep. He even looked like he did when he woke. “Mm? Oh, I was thinking about that hooker you were telling me about.”

Erin felt a little tingle. She didn’t need any prompting to figure out which one he was talking about. “You mean Lucia?”

“I mean Starling,” Hendricks said bluntly, and Erin felt more of a cringe, though she hid it. “Something is seriously weird with that woman.”

“You mean other than that she’s turning tricks in a brothel one minute and fighting demons with you the next?” Erin asked. The whole damned conversation made her uncomfortable. She liked Hendricks, liked him a lot, got all fluttery thinking about him yet. That redheaded harlot wasn’t her favorite subject.

“I mean her disappearing act after the dam,” Hendricks said, like he was ignoring what she just said. Maybe he was. “I mean, she was there on the dam—”

“And then back at the police station with Reeve, I know.” Erin had been the one that had told him, after all. She’d completely forgotten about the redhead in the aftermath of the dam, forgotten she was supposed to be driving her to the sheriff’s station. It had caused more than a little heartburn for her once she realized, too, but when she called the sheriff to talk about it, before she even said anything he’d gone off on a rant about “that goddamned lawyer,” which she took as the precursor to an ass chewing. When she’d mentioned the redhead, the sheriff had cut her off and thanked her for driving her over so promptly. Without a trace of irony.

Sheriff Reeve was a great many things, but a sufferer of fools and embracer of failures that put his ass in a sling he was not, not either damned one. Erin had worked it out in her head at that point and confirmed it with the sheriff’s wife, who had been manning the desk at the time. The redhead, Lucia—Starling—whatever she wanted to call herself this week—had walked into the sheriff’s office less than five minutes after she’d disappeared off the top of the Tallakeet Dam.

To Erin’s mind that meant she was either a twin, or a demon, or both. Didn’t much care which, as long as she didn’t have to discuss that flame-haired woman with her new beau anymore.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t likely to happen anytime soon. “I was thinking about dropping by to see her at her work,” Hendricks said, the look of preoccupation on his face the only thing saving him from getting smacked hard in the side of the head. Erin didn’t hit idly, but this seemed like it might be worthy of a little overreaction in that department.

“You want to go visit a hooker in a brothel?” she asked. She knew how to add ice to her tea, but she was a fair sight better at adding ice to her words.

“Yeah, I—” Hendricks caught himself; she could see the dawning realization in his eyes as he turned to look at her. “You just put out a snare, and I walked right into it, didn’t I?”

“No, it’s fine,” Erin said, shaking her head but keeping her eyes on the road as she made a left turn. “Tell me all about it afterward. Just make sure you bring a wad of cash. Maybe somewhere between the big O and pillow talk you can get out of her how she manages her disappearing act.”

“I’m not looking for a … big O … from her,” Hendricks said, lowering his voice when he said the middle bit. “From you, yes—”

“Good luck with that.”

“You can’t seriously be pissed at me because I want to get to the bottom of this,” Hendricks said.

“You mean get into the bottom of her?” Erin raised her eyebrow dangerously.

“No,” Hendricks said, “I mean get to the bottom of this weirdness. And by the way, she saved your life that night in the motel parking lot.”

Erin felt her jaw clench. “You’re not moving any closer to any O, let alone a big one.”

“You can’t tell me you’re not curious,” he said. “Come with me. We can talk to her together—”

“I don’t have the cash or the inclination for a threesome.” She tightened her grip on the wheel.

“Look, I’ve been doing this demon hunting thing for years, and this is some weird, fascinating shit,” Hendricks said, and he was leaning toward her now, eyes all lit up like he was opening a Christmas present early. “She knows things—”

“Like how to give head without smearing her lipstick.”

“—things that could help us,” Hendricks went on, ignoring her. “And you don’t need to be like this—I’ve got eyes for you, baby. Not her.”

“I don’t like her,” Erin said and realized she’d just stated a painfully obvious truth. “She just gives me a bad feeling about everything.” That wasn’t wholly true. Lucia didn’t give her a bad feeling at all. She was … normal, or as normal as Erin figured a sex worker could be. It was Starling that was the problem. Starling was the wild card she didn’t want to turn over. If Hendricks went to go see Lucia, Erin reckoned nothing would happen. Lucia didn’t even seem seductive.

No, it was Starling that had something going on—something for Hendricks—that she didn’t care for at all.

“Come with me,” Hendricks said softly. “It’ll guarantee everything stays on the level.”

“I’ve met her pimp or mistress or whatever,” Erin said, letting go only reluctantly, and feeling the air almost hiss out of her as she surrendered on the point. “She’s not going to let a cop anywhere near Lucia without her listening in. You’d have to go by yourself.” She hated every word she was speaking. “And you’ll have to pay, unless you want to just kick down the door and bring the law and all hell down on you.”

Hendricks thought about that for a minute, and she dreaded what he was going to say up until he spoke. “I don’t have to go alone, really. I just have to bring someone with me who isn’t a cop … and isn’t suspicious.”

Erin frowned at him, staring at him in the passenger seat and wondering exactly what he meant by that, even as she ran through a dwindling list to the only possible person that could fit that description.


***




Alison wasn’t waiting for Arch to speak first. She had been around him long enough to know that he was a stoic in addition to being a man who liked to get lost in his own thoughts. If she ever had a need to talk, she’d just talk, that was all there was to it. Passive aggressive only worked on a man who knew you were using it on him. Arch was just as likely to assume during the passive stage that everything was all right and write off the aggressive stage without looking too deeply at the root cause.

Besides, Alison wasn’t mad at him, not really. She watched him out of the corner of her eye as he drove the police cruiser. She liked the Explorer, thought it was pretty nice that the sheriff had given it to Arch instead of keeping it for himself or giving it to one of the other deputies. They were all driving the old Crown Vics, and Arch was tooling around Midian in the latest and greatest piece of police equipment the department had bought. Arch had his eyes forward, thoughts bouncing around in his head so loud she could just about hear them without him needing to voice them.

She could tell the thought of the town sinking into Armageddon was weighing on him. All the stuff he’d seen so far was weighing on him, too. All the happenings had shocked the town. She’d seen the people come dragging in through the door of the supermarket now, lethargic, near dead, shuffling around. It was like all their energy had been stolen. Lately everyone knew someone who had been killed; it was unavoidable unless you were a shut-in.

Arch let out a sigh that sounded like he had about ten thousand pounds resting on his chest forcing the air out. She could see the tension etching lines in his face, setting his jaw in place like he was ready to grind his teeth. She unfastened her seatbelt, and he turned in surprise at the click and the sound of it drawing back as she slipped free and leaned over.

She unzipped his pants, and he started to protest but quickly fell silent. She moved her head up and down, up and down in sweet rhythm. He’d been sweating, but it didn’t bother her at all. It never had, not for him.

She could feel him keeping the grip on the steering wheel as she worked steadily, methodically, using her hand to support him as she went down on him. He grunted and moaned, and his knee jostled her as he brought the car to a slow, then to a stop, moving her slightly as he threw it in park.

After that he leaned back and let her work unfettered, not saying a thing. She clutched his balls and squeezed, and he moaned again and came as she pushed him to the back of her mouth until he was finished.

His breath came slow and ragged. Her hand rested on his thigh, and she could feel it unclenched now, the tension that she had felt when she started gone. She slowly lifted herself up, pulling off of him and eliciting one last gasp of something that sounded like it was between pleasure and pain before she slid back into her seat and buckled her seatbelt.

She didn’t look at him, didn’t say a word, and neither did he. He just put the car in gear and drove her home.


***




“Huh,” Duncan muttered in the bed next to Lerner.

Lerner shot him a sidelong glance, trying to decide if he really wanted to know or not. If it was important, Duncan would probably say more than, “Huh.” Probably. He wasn’t the talkative type, but he wasn’t a mute, either.

“Huh, what?” Lerner went for the bait. It wasn’t like he had anything else to do. He was staring at the TV, hoping something interesting would come on to kill the time until Duncan gave the all clear that the sheriff was gone from the site of the collision.

“Arch just got a hummer from Alison,” Duncan said, drawing a sharp look of distaste from Lerner.

“Don’t call them by their names like they’re our friends,” Lerner said. “Like they’re coming to a dinner party next week, can we please get a big gravy boat and fresh biscuits and serve after-dinner cocktails.” He paused. “He got a hummer, huh? I wouldn’t have bet on that. Looked like they had so much tension between them you could fit a full-size refrigerator in the bed between them at night right now. Sideways.” Lerner waited. “What about the cowboy? He’s getting fucked all over that cheap hotel room right now like he’s the bull and she’s going for an eight-second ride, right?”

Duncan shook his head. “Not so much.”

“Oh?”

“Foot in mouth disease,” Duncan said, prompting Lerner to nod. Human guys were always saying dumb things. Lerner wondered if it was a genetic predisposition or something.

“Heh,” Lerner said, strangely amused by that. “Sounds like the only play he’ll be seeing tonight is the app store.”

Duncan frowned as his eyes shot skyward in a reasonable approximation of a man pondering something. “I don’t think he has a smart phone.”

Lerner sighed—another approximation of human behavior. “It’s just a figure of speech.”


***




Lauren Darlington’s key hit the lock a second before she heard the argument inside. It didn’t sound knock-down, drag-out, which was a plus, but it didn’t sound like the sort of thing that just resolved itself without a storm out, either. Based on the volume of the voices, Lauren figured slamming doors were in the offing in the next few minutes. She was trying to decide as she turned the lock whether to make her presence known, because depending on where she had to land on it, it could either make things better or worse.

And she wasn’t very sure which it would be.

She opened the door as the crescendo of yelling spilled out into the hot summer eve, her heels clicking as they left the old scuffed wood porch and stepped into the darkened hallway. She could smell supper on the stove, the low simmer of gravy going and biscuits baking in the oven. It was just a little sullied by the argument taking place in the same room. Kind of cast a pall on the feeling of home that she usually got when she stepped in the door.

“Young lady, you will mind me—”

“Oh, I mind you! I mind you plenty—as in you annoy the fuck out of me!”

“Watch your mouth, girl! Bad enough you show up late, but then you smart off? You’re pushing me to the edge tonight.”

“So that’s where the edge is?” Lauren could hear her daughter’s voice bubbling over with the usual sarcasm. She did it well, credit where it was due. “I haven’t seen it in a while because you people pushed me over it a long damned time ago with your rules and your bullshit and your sanctimony—”

“You sure like to throw out the fancy words when you get cornered.” Lauren could hear her mother edging closer to the actual edge. Lauren had pushed her over it more than a few times in her day—and even more recently, come to think of it. It wasn’t a fun place to linger around. “Seems like if you applied your vocabulary and smarts to your schoolwork, you might not be getting yourself into as much trouble as you’re in lately.”

“Every word sounds like a fancy word to you,” Molly said, and Lauren felt the sting from down the hall. She trudged forward into the fight, even though she didn’t want to, heels clopping quietly on the hallway floor as she edged around the corner into the kitchen. Molly stopped when she saw her. “Mom.”

“Yeah,” Lauren said. She didn’t sigh, but she wanted to. Long hours, long days, long weeks and months and years had been leading up to this. She stared at her sixteen-year-old daughter and wondered when the hell she’d found time to grow up. The answer was the same—while Lauren was going to college and medical school and doing a residency—but it was somewhat unsatisfying nonetheless. “You’re mouthing off to your grandmother?”

Molly folded her arms in front of her, dark hair shaking as she moved her head to look away. “Again, yes.” She could apply the sullen look pretty quickly, too. Probably the age working in her favor. “This shouldn’t exactly be a surprise to you.”

“That you treat your grandmother with disrespect?” Lauren could hear the quiet echo of her own voice as she dipped her head to look at her shoes. They had a trace of blood on the toe from the crime scene, and she felt a rush of disgust. She’d specifically taken them off at work for a reason, dammit.

“She’s not listening to me,” Molly said, and the self-importance oozed out of every word. “I—”

“Kid, I don’t care,” Lauren said, looking back up at her. Stern face. She wasn’t very good at it because she didn’t do it very often. She didn’t need to most of the time. Molly had been so good up until lately. She’d been a champ. They’d been like friends. She put the hammer down when she had to, but it was thankfully rare. “I’ve never been an authoritarian with you, and you’ve never acted like this so I’d have to.”

“No, because you let grandma do it,” Molly said, and again there was that sting.

“That’s … that’s true,” Vera said, shaking her head. Lauren shot her a Whose side are you on anyway? look.

Lauren started to open her mouth, and Molly preempted her: “I don’t feel like arguing anymore.” She turned on her heel and headed right for her room.

“You’re sixteen,” Lauren called after her as she ascended the staircase. “You’re supposed to be ready for a dramatic throwdown with your mother anytime, day or night.” She heard the slam of a door somewhere upstairs. “Well, at least you’ve got the dramatic part down.” Lauren felt the air deflate from her. “I guess I should go talk to her.”

“I’d give her a bit to settle down,” Vera said, waving her off. “Oh, Lordy, the biscuits are burning.” She went for the oven and pulled out a pan that brought with it a smoky aroma to fill the kitchen. The white doughy biscuits looked fine on top but Lauren knew from long experience that the bottoms were singed to the pan. “Well, what are we gonna do now?”

“Eat the tops of them,” Lauren said, staring at the biscuits stoically. She just didn’t have enough emotion to channel into anything else. “It’s not like it’s the first time you’ve burned the biscuits.”

“I meant about your daughter,” Vera said in a huff. “She’s getting—”

“Worse,” Lauren said, nodding slowly. She thought she could almost feel the color draining out of her face, but it was probably her imagination. “She’s getting worse. I’d ask if I was this bad at her age, but I think we both know the answer is—”

“You were hell on sixteen wheels, girl,” her mother said, now positioned by the stovetop and working a wooden spoon through the gravy. “At least she hasn’t come home pregnant yet, unlike some people in this kitchen I could name.”

And there was the color returning to her face. It was still a slightly raw spot to Lauren after sixteen years that she’d gotten pregnant at sixteen. Now she was thirty-two, and her daughter was where she was when she’d had her. Not an appealing thought when you were watching your daughter veer off the road. “I should go talk to her,” Lauren said again.

But she stayed right there in the kitchen and worked her way over to the pan of biscuits sitting on a towel on the table. She nibbled from the top of one and just kept thinking, because at least if that was all she did she wouldn’t stir up another storm in the house.


***




Mick was hanging out on the town square. Place was quiet as quiet could get, like a thousand other towns in America, time passing them by and moving all the shops out to the freeway.

He’d seen that a lot lately. Or maybe he was noticing it a lot lately. He’d been around long enough to remember when it was the other way, when everything happening in a town was on the square. There’d maybe be a malt shop, with a buzz of conversation at this time of night, where you could get a tall glass of sweet malted chocolatey goodness slid in front of you with two straws so you could share. Sipping it while you were looking at the person across from you, eyes meeting while you drank it all in.

Mick missed that. It was an easy setup, and a great way to get a girl loose and ready for the finale. He remembered doing that back in the fifties and it had worked really well.

It had been a while since the last time he’d done it. Probably at least … thirty years? Something like that. Some town in Alabama, if he remembered right. The thing about Mick was, he didn’t need it that often. He saw the human men in the carnival, and they could go a couple-three times a night, some of them. That was almost obscene to him. Like rabbits to humans, he figured. No, once every thirty years was good for him, maybe a little more, maybe a little less.

But when he let it all go, boy, was it a doozy.

Mick was swinging his arms as he walked, just a natural rhythm he barely noticed anymore. He’d learned to adapt when he first got here, learned to watch the natives so he could blend in. You walked with your arms straight at your sides, you looked weird. Weird got attention. Normal let you blend, let you fade into the background.

Which was not a bad place for a demon to be.

It was a pretty warm night. Mick had been up north a couple times during the winter for winter carnivals, which was a damned asinine idea in his mind. Staying south during the winter was a winning idea to him, but he just worked here, he didn’t run the show.

The light was fading in the western sky, purple and orange kaleidoscoping together for a fantastic view. Mick wasn’t exactly a connoisseur of sunsets—he tended not to notice them when he was working—but this one was pretty amazing. The town was so quiet that the only thing he could hear was the sound of one other person walking just across the square.

He caught her eye as he made his way around. She was young, a pretty thing. Porcelain face like a little doll and big eyes. She just screamed with innocence. It was dripping off of her in the way she wore her jeans just a degree too loose for her body, in the way she averted her gaze after she caught him looking.

He sped up and changed directions. If she noticed, she didn’t panic, which was good. This was small town America, right? Nothing to fear here.

At least not yet.

“Hey,” Mick announced himself once he was within a half dozen feet of her. He’d crossed under some statue in the middle of the green space in the square just to get to her. She had been eyeing him warily as he’d approached but pretended she wasn’t. Mick caught it anyway.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, still wary. She’d stopped, but her whole body was held at an angle, like she was about to jackrabbit if he took another step toward her.

“My name’s Mick,” he said, nodding. He’d updated his wardrobe just for this. He always looked young, but some ragged skinny jeans from a thrift store in the last town coupled with a tight t-shirt and some black nail polish gave him a look he figured might appeal to a girl of her age. He called it his tortured-soul look.

“Okay,” she said, and he could tell she either wasn’t instantly impressed or she was a little too stunned to fall into the rhythm of a proper conversation.

“And you are …?” he prompted.

“Busy at the moment,” she said. She had the arms folded across her chest in a very obvious fuck off! manner. Still looked ready to run, though slightly less so than she had. More aggravated. Gave a little flush to her cheeks that Mick found appealing.

“Sorry to hear that,” Mick said, nodding his head. He applied the false sincerity like Spackle to try and keep her in place. “I’m only in town for a few days, and I was looking for somebody to show me around.”

She stared at him, like she was trying to decide how much more she was willing to tolerate from him. “Okay. Well. Here’s the square.” She unfolded her arms and waved them around to encompass the series of buildings around them. “This concludes our tour. Bye, now.” She started to turn but hesitated, and he caught it.

“Wait,” he said, utterly calm. She was right where he wanted her. “What’s your name?”

She turned back to him, and here he saw she was torn, like that age-old programming she’d been hit with since she was a child telling her not to talk with strangers was warring with her common sense which was saying, What does it matter? It’s just a name.

Common sense won the battle. “I’m Molly.”

“Nice to meet you, Molly.” He smiled at her.

“I gotta go,” she said. “See ya later.” She walked off but not quite so fast as she had when he’d first seen her.

Mick watched her go, nodding his head. Yep, she’d do. “Yes,” he said once she was good and out of earshot. “Yes, you will.”


3.


Lerner stood on the street in the warm summer night, trying to pretend he gave a shit about what he was looking at. Which was basically just a lot of blood at this point and not a lot else. “You seeing anything here?”

Duncan didn’t speak. He had his eyes closed, sniffing his way through what was left behind here. Lerner blew out air between his lips and made a raspberry noise that Duncan probably pretended not to notice. Ever since they’d come to this town and started mingling with the humans, Duncan had started acting more like them. It was bad enough he didn’t like to engage in any edifying discussions of the sort Lerner enjoyed, but now he was starting to pick up some eccentricities of the sort that made Lerner feel ill. “No, that’s fine,” Lerner said. “Just ignore me. No big deal. I’ll just sit here on the street and listen to those cicadas bitching in the distance while I wait for you to finish your guided meditation—or whatever these trendy humans would call it.”

“There’s a lot of blood here,” Duncan said. Quietly, of course.

“That’s something I could have told you without the need for guided meditation,” Lerner said. He leaned against the town car and tried to look like a government stiff. If he made himself look unapproachable enough, most people—surprise!—didn’t try to approach him.

“I can see something hit him …” Duncan said, musing to himself.

“I can see that too,” Lerner said.

“… but I can’t see what,” Duncan said, and his voice was all ponder and wondering. Which was not quite usual for him. “Runes.”

“Fucking Spellman,” Lerner swore, spitting little flecks of the saliva he barely produced out of his mouth. “That screen has caused us more problems since we’ve gotten here than any ten fuv’quava or thirty eich’yurn. So help me, if anyone drops a dime on him, I will give them a full-on human kiss on any part of their anatomy they want.”

Duncan just gave him the look, the one with the raised eyebrow. It was most of an expression, anyway.

Lerner turned away, fuming. It should have been easy, tracking down Spellman. It wasn’t like they hadn’t tried; the bastard had sold that Sygraath Gideon some highly objectionable shit. The sort of stuff that broke every single law of the Pact with room left over to break ’em again. But he’d also figured out how to dip some conjurings into the deep waters of the internet, and somehow every time Lerner or Duncan—or even Hendricks, when they’d tried to get him to do it for them—performed a search for the bastard, his website flashed nothing but taunting messages in old gril’vech. Which was insulting in and of itself, really, since the fucking gril’vech were a dirty, dirty people that were fully deserving of their special place in hell.

“I can’t see anything after the hit,” Duncan pronounced, and he almost sounded sad.

Lerner’s annoyance flashed a little hotter. “Oh, no, another one of the seven billion people on this world has met a tragic end. Whatever will we do?” He snorted. “Oh, right, somehow carry on living like every other person in history.”

Duncan was staring at the bloodstain, looking fucking solemn. “This man was the only one of them specifically like himself. No one else will ever be the same.”

Lerner felt his jaw drop slightly. “Did you just … pontificate?”

Duncan turned his head slowly to look at Lerner. “If each of them is individual, and different, then that makes them special. Special means unique, worthy of preservation.”

Lerner sucked in a breath that would ultimately do nothing but circulate in his essence before he let it back out. He took it anyway. “So grab a jar of formaldehyde and get to preserving. Where is this soft-hearted Duncan coming from? You’re beginning to alarm me with your thoughts on humans, and I’ve pondered just about every angle I can in this life and the next.”

“I just see … something special is all,” Duncan said. “Something worthy of upholding and protecting.”

Lerner felt a grudging, partial agreement to that. “Well, we’ve got protecting and upholding to do, that’s for sure.” But at least part of it was protecting his own ass, Lerner reflected, because an OOC who didn’t do his job ended up in a much warmer climate. Lerner was about to mention that to Duncan, but he dismissed it as a waste of that breath he’d just taken. Besides, it was easier to just stand here and listen to the faint hum in the night of … something?

Lerner frowned and jerked upright. What the hell was that?


***




“You want my wife to go to a whorehouse with you,” Arch said, staring at Hendricks, who was standing in his living room. Erin had dropped him off on the way to her patrol. Apparently she’d known why he was coming over—which was to ask this very thing. Arch made a mental note to have a word with Erin on his next shift—and to try very hard not to make it a swear word.

“When you say it like that,” Hendricks said, standing in the middle of the living room, shrinking inside his big black drover coat and cowboy hat, “it sounds …” His voice trailed off.

“Wildly inappropriate?” Arch asked. He cast a look over at Alison, who was watching the proceedings with muted interest. She did pretty much everything with muted interest lately, at least since that blow-up they’d had after the dam. Actually, before that, even. The fight after the dam was just a short moment where things had seemed to be different.

Although what she’d done to him in the car earlier had been a pretty big departure from the norm of late, too.

“I was gonna just stay simple and go with ‘bad,’” Hendricks said, “but if you want to get specific, I think we could add ‘awkward’ and ‘illegal’ to the billing.”

“What does this gain us?” Arch asked. “Other than a possible solicitation charge for the two of you?” Arch’s expression deepened to genuine vexation. “Also, how do you even know that Starling—Lucia—whatever—will accept both of you as … clients?” He said the word with a genuine distaste, though he was trying desperately not to be overly judgmental.

“Just a hunch,” Hendricks said, glancing at Alison and smiling tightly.

“And if she says, ‘No way in Hades’?” Arch asked.

“We’ll tell her Alison is there to watch,” Hendricks said.

Arch knew he blanched at that. Knew it, and could do nothing about it. The whole discussion sent an uncomfortable spasm up his spine. The thought of his wife with anyone else—woman, man or anything in between—was enough to cause discomfort. The thought of putting her in a position where she might get arrested for it, well, that was—

“I’ll do it,” Alison said languidly, like it was of no more import than switching the wash to the dryer.

“Why?” Arch asked with a blessed fire from on high.

“I want to meet this Starling,” Alison said, and she shifted her attention to look at him. He could see her eyes prodding at him, gauging his reaction. “She saved your life, too, after all.”

“We don’t even know if this is Starling,” Arch said weakly. He could feel the conversation spinning out of his control, that he was losing the argument. He hadn’t even known he was in an argument, he had just figured he’d batter Hendricks over the head with how dumb the idea was for a few minutes before turning him loose the way a dog finally lets go of a bone.

“And we never will if we don’t chase this rabbit down her hole,” Hendricks said with a grin that disappeared after a moment. “I should probably avoid hole-related metaphors until we’re done with this mission.”

“It’s not a mission,” Arch said. “It’s not an anything. You’re trying to have a conversation with a lady of the evening about something that she has already assured me she has no knowledge of.”

“You believe her?” Hendricks said. “Erin says this Lucia is the spitting image of Starling. Said she was in the car with her at the dam and suddenly our red-headed Clark Kent disappears and Super Starling swoops in to help save the day.”

“I don’t like it,” Arch said, crossing his arms against his chest. He flexed his pectorals against his arm.

“Relax,” Hendricks said. “Nothing’s gonna happen.”

Arch just looked at him like he was dumb. “You’re taking my wife to a brothel where some red-headed mystery lady with super powers resides in her mild-mannered secret identity as a hooker. Yeah, there’s no potential for that to go awry at all.”

“When you put it like that,” Hendricks said, almost sarcastic. Then he turned to Alison. “Shall we go pay for a sex act that’s still unlawful in Tennessee?”

Alison frowned at him. “What act are you talking about?”

Hendricks looked like he was going answer bluntly, but Arch caught his eye and the cowboy withered a little. “Uh … um, well, the uh … oral kind.”

“That’s not illegal here,” Alison said calmly.

“What?” Hendricks had that squinched-face frown like he was caught by surprise. “Erin told me it was.”

“Well, she’s wrong,” Alison said, getting up. Arch watched her as she made her way toward the bedroom. “Arch would never let me give him head if it was illegal.” She paused at the door and looked back. “Ask him. I just did it earlier tonight, in fact, in the patrol car.” She disappeared into the bedroom.

Arch felt his face squeeze tight for some reason. Some real obvious reason. But all he could do was look down at his shoes.


***




Erin had gotten a call about a disturbance over near the park on Creek Boulevard. She was the only one on patrol tonight, though Fries and Reines were supposed to be hanging close to a radio in case she needed an assist. It was getting near midnight, though, and nothing had come in so far that would require her full attention, much less the assistance of another deputy.

She’d had to get out of the car for this one. Rafton Park overlooked the Caledonia River, and she could see it up ahead, sparkles moving over the water from the moon overhead and the street lamps that lined the walkways of the park. Still, she had that big damned Maglite in her hand and at the ready. She wondered if she’d feel less jumpy if she’d been doing this a week earlier and decided that, absent the knowledge of the existence of demons, this still would be a creepy-ass way to spend the witching hour, knowing how many people had died of mysterious and horrible causes in Midian this week.

She spared a thought for Lerner and Duncan and wondered if they’d found anything at the site of Tim Connor’s unfortunate end. Probably not. After all, what clue was there in blood splatters?

The wind whispered to her as she walked, boots squishing in the damp grass. The park was stretched out in front of her, the streetlamps flickering overhead like someone at the power company was refusing to give them the juice they needed to run properly. That wasn’t technically her problem, but it would be if they went out.

The smell of the river, the faint sulfuric scent of the paper mill to the east hung in the air. Erin rolled her flashlight beam over the picnic area. She heard a rustle, and her beam fell upon a cat hissing from behind a toppled trash can.

“Geez, kitty,” she muttered as the cat screeched and bolted into a nearby bush with a rustle of branches. “Give a girl a heart attack, why don’t you?”

She could hear the thudding of her heart, thumping in her ears as she stared at the empty picnic area. She felt an annoyed need to chastise herself, like she’d done something wrong. It was true, having a gun in her hand would make her feel better during this search, but it would also be damnably against regulations to pull her weapon just because she was in a park at night and had an eerie feeling.

The law made no exception for Midian, Tennessee, being the current draw of the underworld, after all.

She thought about thumbing her radio mike, calling in and telling dispatch—the sheriff’s wife was occupying her glorious former day job at the moment—that there was nothing here. She stopped herself before she did, though. “One last look around,” Erin muttered under her breath. It wouldn’t hurt to take a look at the path down by the river.

She felt a chill as she even dared to think that. She’d seen enough horror movies to know that those were famous last words in a situation like this.

Shrugging off the sudden sense of goose bumps that made their way up her arms, Erin started toward the river. She looked up just in time to see clouds rolling in to cover the moon. Ominous.


***




Hendricks let Alison drive, mainly because he didn’t have a car and didn’t want to rely on Arch to be involved in this errand, which he so clearly opposed. They went along in silence, Alison’s little four-door coupe doing little better than rattling as they rolled through the Midian streets. It all looked sorta similar to Hendricks, though he supposed the town was far from cookie cutter like the newer planned developments he’d seen in suburban neighborhoods. It was just that all the houses in this part of town looked so … old. That gave them a uniform look in his eyes, even though there was a wide variety in what they actually looked like.

“So,” he said, trying to cut the silence.

She glanced over at him from the wheel. She was a cool customer, this one. Hendricks was betting she was a real pro at the silent treatment. Probably even better at the riot act, when she was of a mind to read it. “Oh, are we talking now?” she asked.

That one caught Hendricks by surprise. “Were we … not … at some point?”

“Just figured you were more of the silent type,” Alison said, turning her attention back to the road ahead. She was keeping the car easing along at the speed limit, which was pretty low here in town. “Spending years on your lonesome hunting demons.”

Hendricks nodded along to that. “I was a loner for a long time. Didn’t mean I was anti-social, though. I’d talk with other demon hunters some.” He paused to think about that. “Every once in a while, anyway.”

“But you’re not anti-social?” she asked, like it didn’t matter a whit to her.

“Just had a mission was all,” Hendricks said. Now he was feeling a little tension. “Something to get accomplished.”

“What was that?” she asked.

“I had it in my mind to kill a lot of demons,” Hendricks said, and now he was staring straight ahead, too, the dark night broken by the headlights of her car, luminescence seeking out the darkness and destroying it for mere seconds as they passed.

“Well, now you have,” she said. “Right?”

“Yeah, I’ve killed a lot of them,” he agreed. He had. Hundreds. Probably a thousand or more by now, all told.

“But you’re not done yet?”

That one halted him again. “No, not really,” he said. “See, demon hunters are the line when it comes to a town like this—”

“Keep the demons on one side and the good folk on the other?” she asked. She still had a dull voice like nothing she was saying mattered. Maybe it didn’t—to her. “Doesn’t seem like you’re doing a very good job around here, all these people dying.”

“I’m the only demon hunter in town here,” Hendricks said. “Usually there’s a lot more of us.”

“Right,” she said, like she was just repeating something she already knew. “Because now there are eighteen hotspots instead of one.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Did Arch tell you—”

“He told me everything,” she said, cutting him off, but not harshly. “Just assume he told me everything. I’ll let you know if you start talking about something he might have missed.”

“So he talked about Starling, about Hollywood, about Gideon—”

“Yes, yes and yes.” She didn’t give any hint of emotion about any of these.

Hendricks sat there for a second before deciding to go fishing. “What do you think about Gideon?”

She blinked a little at that. “He was a pretty twisted little fucker.”

Hendricks did a little blinking himself. “That he was.”


***




Erin started to hear a sound she couldn’t shake. Faint, like buzzing bees in the far distance. She used to go to concerts and she listened to her iPod with the music way up, so she’d heard more than a little ringing in her ears from time to time. This was a lot like that, like the volume just cut out on one ear and was replaced by something that almost hummed.

She turned toward the noise and felt her face scrunch as she tried to focus in on it with all her senses. It was coming from the path down along the Caledonia, a noise in the distance. She could see the lights down the path for a spell and then realized that past a certain point, they just stopped.

Had they always been like that? She wasn’t sure, hadn’t spent much time down by the river since she was in high school. It was a decent bicycle path on a spring or summer day, or a good place to walk and talk. Hell of a view of the Caledonia. She glanced up at the clouds now covering the sky and reflected it wasn’t a terrible place for a moonlit stroll, either, if there was moonlight.

One of the lights in the distance winked out. She blinked, trying to decide if she’d really seen it do that. There had been one there a minute ago, hadn’t there? She rubbed her eyes with her free hand, and then she could swear there was another lamp missing, like they were impinging closer and closer to her, like the path was gradually losing all light …

It took one more light to blink out before she realized it was not her imagination. Something was taking out the lights on the trail, one by one. The buzzing noise was getting louder, an unearthly sound. Were there demonic bees? She wondered this as she backed up off the path back up the slope a few degrees. The wet grass beneath her feet was slick, and she felt a bead of sweat in the warm summer night, starting to slide down her temple.

To hell with regulations. She pulled her gun and kept it at her side, wishing like hell she’d gotten Arch to part with that consecrated switchblade Hendricks had loaned him. She hadn’t pressed on any of that, though, not really considering that they were coming up with more and more people who wanted to fight the demons coming to Midian, but they had a severe bottleneck when it came to making sure they had people equipped to fight said demons.

That wasn’t technically Hendricks’s problem. But she had a feeling it was about to be hers in less than a minute.

Whatever was coming, it was moving fast. Another light went down, and ten seconds later, another. The buzzing noise was louder now, more mechanical, and it almost sounded like she could hear the low grinding of metal on metal as it came. It didn’t sound like a car or like a train, but it was devilishly loud, raising in pitch and intensity on a regular cycle as it ebbed and flowed in a circular pattern of wicked sound.

Erin stumbled as she backed off the path. She pointed the gun toward the darkness encroaching upon her. It was only a few hundred feet away now and the buzzing was a low roar, like the devil’s own servants were coming at her in a swarm. The darkness was near total, and the only movement she could see in the light that was left was pure-black motion in the night, like she was watching earthworms writhe in the shadows. She could see the movement but that was all, shapes against the faint backdrop of the river.

She hurried backward, still aiming down the barrel of her pistol. It wouldn’t do any good, but if they surged at her she might be able to at least back them off, hold them at bay. She thumbed her mike and then stopped herself; calling in Fries or Reines or even Reeve would just get them killed.

She needed Hendricks or Arch.

Another light popped—and this time she was close enough to see it happen. Sparks rained down and guttered out as they fell like fireworks dropping out of the sky. Before they’d died out, they’d done nothing but shed light on motion, giving her only the briefest glimpse of red eyes in the dark, moving fast toward her.

Only one lamp left.

Erin lost her footing on the slippery grass just as she pulled her cell phone out. Whether it was the wet grass or an uneven patch of ground or just simple clumsiness in her fear, she didn’t know. Her ass hit the soft dirt, and she cried out more from fear than because it hurt. She almost felt like she was sinking into the ground, like something had grabbed her and was pulling at her, groping her.

Then the last light went out, covering her in darkness.


***




Hendricks stood on the porch, Alison next to him, a single light shining down on them from a gothic-looking sconce to the side of the door. He was waiting and realized his breath had caught in his chest. Nerves, most likely. He couldn’t recall ever having been to a brothel before, not ever. He wasn’t really looking forward to it, and he kept his hand outside his coat, running over the rough outer skin. It felt like canvas, rough and stiff, but it was treated cotton. Treated with what? He had never bothered to find out.

“You shouldn’t have worn that,” Alison said, not even looking at him.

“What, this?” He tugged on the drover coat. “Why not?”

She gave him a look that was bathed in patronization. “It’s summer in Tennessee and you’re wearing a full-length duster with a cowboy hat. I can’t imagine anywhere outside of Montana where that wouldn’t stick out, but I think it’s going to be especially obvious in a whorehouse.”

Hendricks started to open his mouth to argue that with her but stopped as he heard the lock slide back on the door. “Brothel,” he muttered under his breath. “Don’t antagonize the madam.”

When the door opened, a woman with black hair and green eyes stood before them wearing a silken gown that revealed a surprising amount of—to Hendricks, at least, and he’d seen some wild shit over the years—cleavage. He saw at least the top of her dark nipples, and it might have been more like half. “Darlings,” she said in a deep, throaty voice. “What can I do for you?”

Hendricks resisted the urge to tell her she could do damned well anything she pleased. She had a look about her—late thirties but still smoking hot. Probably trying all she could to fight off the effects of age and possibly hard living. The makeup was a little thicker than he liked, but she was undeniably still a beautiful lady underneath the extra layers of plaster there to hide the wrinkles.

“We’re here to see Lucia,” Alison answered before Hendricks could say something—in the words of Arch—wildly inappropriate. Nothing of that sort would even have been on his mind, but Erin had left him pretty damned frustrated and more than a little stiff in the crotch after what had seemed like a promising start to the night. Based on her attitude when she left for the rest of her patrol, he didn’t hold out much hope for later, either. Hot and cold, the two of them.

“Oh?” the lady asked, not sounding like it was anything but a rhetorical question. “For business or pleasure?”

Hendricks looked sidelong at Alison, who still looked dulled. “We kinda figured it’d be both.”

“Come in, come in,” the woman said, waving them forward as she stepped aside to let them pass. “My name is Melina Cherry.” She looked Alison up and down as she walked by, Hendricks noted as he waited on the porch for her to go first. “Will you be participating or just watching, my dear?”

“I don’t know yet,” Alison said, and she added just enough of a flutter to her voice to make it sound like she was a little nervous. “I guess I’m just not sure what I’m comfortable with.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Melina said, rubbing a hand over her shoulder. “Lucia will do everything she can to set you at ease. Just let her know what you want from her, and she’ll find a way to accommodate you. She’s very good with couples.”

Hendricks exchanged another look with Alison, this one much less certain. He was beginning to feel the edges of his comfort zone in the execution of this plan, and they were approaching rapidly. For the first time, he was beginning to wonder if taking another man’s wife to a whorehouse was really all that great of an idea.

“Lucia!” Melina called out, and clapped her hands as if she were summoning a dog. That drew a frown from Hendricks at the mere symbolism. Though it wasn’t his place to say anything.

“You have a lovely home,” Alison said, her sweet Southern accent drawling along as she said every word of it.

“Why, thank you,” Melina said, every bit as sweetly back to her. “What is your name, dear?”

“Alison,” she said. “This is Hendricks.”

“Oh?” Melina said as a knockout redhead entered from a parlor that was curtained off just to the side of the foyer they were standing in. She brushed through the red velvet partition with a slow grace that wasn’t diminished one bit by the fact that Hendricks had seen her beating the ass off a cow demon in the middle of a field not that long ago.

She didn’t look exactly like Starling, but the differences were subtle. Hendricks could see the eyes on this girl, could see them clearly, and they were a deep green, like the madam’s. This Lucia was wearing make-up, enough to accent her natural beauty, but not overdone like Melina Cherry’s. She didn’t have age lines to hide, not yet anyway. She wore a gown, full length, black cloth that damn near shimmered. Hendricks wondered if she was overdressed, just sitting in the back waiting to see if a customer would show up. Or maybe she put it on the minute she heard a knock on the door. Either way, the effect was not bad. Not bad at all.

But she wasn’t Starling. He could tell by the eyes. And it wasn’t just the color, either.

This girl had a soft look around the eyes. It wasn’t that she hadn’t seen shit—she plainly had. But she maybe hadn’t seen the hardest, meanest parts of it. Insulated somehow from the worst of humanity, or else it just hadn’t gotten to her the way it infected some. He’d seen someone who’d been burned up inside by evil before; they had a wary look about them, always expecting someone to hit ’em, no matter where they were or who they were with.

She didn’t carry that world-weariness. Starling didn’t either, but her gaze was always on something, on everything. She watched attentively.

This girl only had eyes for Alison and Hendricks, and she was young—he’d never been able to pin down Starling’s age exactly, because her eyes threw everything off—this girl was probably twenty-two at most. Maybe younger.

And somehow, she still looked just a little wide-eyed. A little innocent.

“Hello,” Lucia said, and Hendricks was shocked to realize he was already thinking of her as Lucia, not Starling.


***




The buzzing noise was a frenzy now, a parade of some hellish sound in front of her. Erin was struggling against the strangely sodden ground and its grip on her. Coldly, rationally, she knew that the ground wasn’t pulling at her, that it was just her fighting against it to try and get back to her feet, but in the dark and in the moment she still had that clawing feeling like everything was reaching out for her.

There was a smell in the air, the scent of sulfur. Flashes of red, like rubies catching a reflection, were there in front of her as something moved in the darkness along the path. She faintly heard the shatter of glass as the next light down the path away from her broke. She could see the sparks shower in her peripheral vision, but her eyes were firmly anchored straight ahead.

She might have had an easier time getting up if she hadn’t had her gun pointed at the writhing darkness in front of her. That was her assessment, anyway, that little voice in the back of her head that was being shouted down by the screaming, What the fuck?! fear bouncing around in her brain as she finally pushed up to one knee. She’d dropped the flashlight and it had rolled away, pointing upslope back toward the park instead of down toward the path, where it might have given her some idea of what was currently scaring the living hell out of her.

The buzzing reached a crescendo, and she heard it move a little closer to her, like it was coming up the slope. She was only a few feet off the path at best. It was close, so close. Something buzzed by only inches away from her, less than a foot. She heard a ticking noise and felt a blast of wind in its wake that caused the sleeve of her uniform to flap in the breeze. She jerked it back out of instinct, like she was afraid a car was going to take it off if she left it hanging out there.

This was no car, though. It sounded so eerie, like a swarm of creatures from hell was passing right by, and she couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, the stink of sulfur stuck in her throat and nose.

The buzzing started to lower in volume, and Erin knelt there on one knee, paralyzed, her gun hand shaking as the sound started to subside. No more gusts of wind passed her, no more strange, scary chattering. The buzzing faded, like the demonic bees had moved down the trail. The angry noises, the ticking, the feeling that something was moving over the ground like a plague of locusts beneath her, all of it was gone.

She finally took a breath and lunged toward the flashlight, still pointing upslope. She grasped it in a dirty hand and pointed it back toward the path, beam lighting the black asphalt below to reveal—

Nothing.

She had just about caught her breath when something touched her shoulder from behind and she screamed, spinning and pointing the gun into the midsection of a figure behind her. The flashlight’s beam caught his face just before she pulled the trigger, and she stopped a hair’s breadth from riddling him with bullets. “Jesus!” she cried.

“Not exactly,” Lerner said, looking a little pained. Duncan appeared in his wake, a little more solicitous. “What the hell just happened here?”


***




“Well, this is awkward.” Hendricks spoke the words out loud, not even bothering to filter them because they were exactly what he was thinking, and they damned sure fit the situation. He and Alison were standing in the little room upstairs that was just down the hall from the one still cordoned off with police tape. Not that he’d eyeballed it as he went past.

Lucia was shutting the door, and she was doing it slowly. While she did, he had a marvelous view of her back, and her ass was a thing of beauty, he had to concede. The curves of it were just visible at the top of the gown’s skirt. Erin’s was nice as well, but Lucia had some muscular firmness going on that Erin’s didn’t. Not that he was complaining.

“Let me make you more comfortable,” Lucia said as she turned from the door. He could tell it was a persona she was putting on, but the persona was nothing like the hollow, robotic feeling he got from Starling. Lucia was a little clumsy with it, but it was still seductive in its way. He wasn’t feeling it, but that likely had more to do with the third wheel in the room with him than any failings on her part.

“I don’t know that you can,” Hendricks said, standing stiff—in more ways than one he realized with surprise and folded his coat closed. He caught Alison eyeing him and suspected she knew. There was also a waver in Lucia’s voice; that was the main thing that gave her away. He felt his interest subside and a little shame came to him for thinking of her this way. She was paid to be interested; she wasn’t actually interested, and with that realization, he felt his own interest dissolve.

“Let me try,” Lucia said and swept close to him. She had a nice fragrance, but it wasn’t doing anything for Hendricks now that he’d been reminded what she was. He’d had a little trouble remembering what he was here to do for a moment, and that embarrassed him even more.

“It’s okay,” Hendricks said, and took a step back as she placed a hand on his chest. “I don’t … um …”

“What’s the matter, baby?” Lucia murmured and shot a look toward Alison. “You want to watch us first?”

“Not gonna happen,” Alison said.

A flicker of uncertainty crossed Lucia’s pale face as she turned her attention back to Hendricks, and he realized it was because he was the one she was more comfortable trying to sweet-talk. “You’re still pretty new at this, aren’t you?” His brain didn’t feel much of a filter in the stark clarity of that moment, and he just let it tumble right out. “The whole seduction thing? A little inexperienced?”

He caught a hint of embarrassment in the eyes, like she was stung he’d figured that out, and she went scarlet in the cheeks. “Let me show you what I’m not inexperienced at.”

“Where’s Starling?” Alison said, cutting through all the crap and turning both Hendricks and Lucia’s head toward her in a hot second. “We’re here to see Starling, not have an orgy.”

Lucia’s jaw dropped a little, then she managed to scoop it back up and close it. “Who … is Starling?” She just wasn’t convincing enough. The naivety did her in, and Hendricks exchanged a look with Alison that told him she read it the same as him.

“You’ve at least heard the name before,” Hendricks said, moving his head to look her in the eye. Her focus was split between him and Alison, watching them both like they were gonna bum rush her any minute. “That much is obvious.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Her voice wavered.

“I don’t quite believe you,” Hendricks said.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Lucia said, but the cadence changed midway through her words and her eyes shifted constantly. “I think we should either get to the business at hand or you should leave—”

“Okay,” Alison said.

“Yeah, we’ll go,” Hendricks said. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“I meant you should sleep with her,” Alison said.

Hendricks sent her the most raised eyebrow look of What the fuck? he could manage. She shrugged in response. “I am not … no.” He shook his head.

“Then we should leave,” Alison said. “Kind of a shame, though; I thought maybe she’d feel a little more truthful after you tickled her for a bit.”

“How did you even marry Arch?” Hendricks asked in horror as he made for the door. He left Lucia standing in the middle of the room. “You know—reserved guy, quiet, really religious, probably not into suggesting sex with hookers—”

“It’s not like I would have hung around and watched,” Alison said, sounding vaguely offended. “I just thought maybe if you talked to her privately—”

“Yeah, really privately,” Hendricks said as he reached for the door handle, glaring back at her the entire time. “Like, in flagrante delicto, with my privates talking directly to hers, apparently—” There was a flash of something and the faint mood lighting in the room went darker by about ten shades. “What the—?”

“Lafayette Hendricks,” the cool voice reached him. He looked back at Lucia, standing in the middle of the room. It only took a couple seconds for him to realize that Lucia was gone, really gone. It was the eyes, of course. They were a whole different shade now, something different than they’d been before. And the innocence was gone, whatever of it there had been. “I heard you were looking for me.”

He stood there with the door slightly cracked and shut it back gently. Alison was standing there, watching too, just a step from the door herself. “Well, what do you know,” she said.

Hendricks had to agree with that assessment. “Hello, Starling.”


***




“What the hell are you doing here?” Erin asked, still trying to catch her breath after Lerner scared the shit out of her.

“I asked you first,” Lerner said, annoying the fuck out of her. “What the hell was that?”

“I don’t know,” Erin said, shaking her head. “It broke all the lights as it came down the path. Sounding like … I don’t even know, like a swarm of demonic bees or a giant devil worm.”

Lerner raised an eyebrow at her. “Demonic bees, huh? Well, I can assure you that’s not a thing.”

Duncan spoke. “Blurr’ashaa.”

Lerner rolled his eyes. “Okay, other than blurr’ashaa, which this probably is not, since they tend to stay in Asia and Africa, there are no demonic bees.” He gave Duncan the stink eye. “Besides, blurr’ashaa don’t break lights as they pass.”

“True,” Duncan said. He looked at Erin, and he seemed concerned. “You all right?”

“Other than shitting my pants in fear and nearly shooting Dicky Lerner here, yeah,” Erin said, holstering her gun, “I’m fine.”

“I should change my name to Dicky,” Lerner mused aloud. “It fits. Richard Lerner, Esquire.”

“You’re not a lawyer,” Erin said, eyeing him with a level of irritability that was falling slowly, replaced by a weak sense of gratitude.

“That you know of,” Lerner said with a wide grin. “Admit it, it would explain a lot if I was.”

“Uh oh,” Duncan said, and Erin noticed a glazed look in his eyes.

“Relax, I’m not changing my name to Dicky,” Lerner said. “It was just a joke.”

“No, there’s—” Duncan started to speak, but a scream—faint but bloodcurdling—cut him off from down the path.

In the direction the swarm—the thing—had gone.

“Shit!” Erin said out loud, and she took off without really thinking about it. She drew her pistol as she ran, and saw Lerner and Duncan blast past her at a pace that made them look like superheroes or something as they tore down the path. They disappeared into the darkness without a whisper, without a sound, save for their dress shoes hitting the asphalt ahead. Erin was tempted to tell them to wait up, but it wouldn’t really do to have to shout for the demons to come back and protect her. She was a deputy sheriff of Calhoun County, for fuck’s sake.

And she was running alone on a path infested by demons of a kind she couldn’t even identify.

She sped up.

Her breath came in short gasps, legs pounding against the trail. Trees covered this part of the path, obscuring the glow of the moon where it turned the clouds a silvery-white. The river made its noise off to her side, and she could not hear the buzzing, not now.

The sulfur smell was still there, though. Lingering, like they’d left a trail of it. Like slugs.

Her flashlight beam bounced as she ran, illuminating the asphalt. She slowed as the flashlight started to show figures ahead in the dark, catching the first hint of something other than a blank path in front of her. One of them moved and the light caught the eyes, lighting them up red like an exposure on those pictures Erin had seen from her childhood. It took only another second for her to realize it was Duncan, looking back at her in the night.

He was kneeling, and after another moment Lerner appeared just down the trail from him. He was standing, arms folded, a look of disgust on his features.

“What is it?” Erin asked with a sense of growing dread. She slowed to a walk, as though she knew it was something bad without waiting for the answer. Her mind was telling her to stay back, to get away.

“See for yourself,” Lerner said. He didn’t look happy about this. Not that he ever looked happy, really.

Erin edged closer, taking the slow walk. The beam bounced with her every step. She caught the shine just under Duncan’s leg where he squatted, the dark liquid betraying a red tinge as it reflected her light.

Blood.

It only took a few more steps to see what Duncan was huddled over. Another figure, mangled and missing limbs. This one looked like it had been dragged along the path, skin missing and flayed to expose part of the skeleton. The blood dribbled out here and there as she stood over it.

“Sweet Jesus,” she said, and thumbed her mike. “Dispatch, this is eighteen. Send a coroner van to Rafton Park.” She paused, and felt a little wave of nausea sweep over her. “And you might want to wake the sheriff, because we’ve got another one.”


4.


Arch awoke to the sound of his ringing phone. He hadn’t thought he was going to be able to sleep, what with Hendricks and Alison having gone to the brothel. He figured he’d lay awake in bed and toss for a spell until he’d finally get up and pace for a while. Apparently that hadn’t happened, though, because he was deep in a state of dreamland when he heard the phone’s jagged tones.

He’d nearly swept everything off the nightstand in his bid to silence it before realizing exactly what it was. When he answered, he knew his voice was full of grog. “Hello?”

It took him a minute to interpret everything the voice on the other end of the line was saying—static and the natural fuzziness of his own train of thought keeping him from understanding right away. It even took him a minute to realize it was Erin, not Hendricks or Alison, who was calling him. And another few seconds for everything she was saying to register.

By the time he was fully awake, he was already moving toward the closet where his uniform waited. He had a feeling it was going to be another one of those days.

Of course, every day had been one of those since the demons had come to town, but that was not a thought that reassured him.


***




Starling stared at Hendricks. Hendricks stared right back at her. He couldn’t tell if it was the mood lighting in the whorehouse or if it was just something about her eyes, but he couldn’t tell what the hell color they were. He stared at her, ghostly white, in the middle of the room, trying to decide what to say, and then Alison went and solved that problem for him.

“What the hell are you?” Alison asked.

Starling cocked her head at Alison, and Hendricks just watched, wondering if she was going to snap at her, attack, continue to stare or maybe just answer truthfully.

“I am a matter of no concern,” Starling said, a little too quickly.

“You’re concerning us more than a little,” Hendricks said. That was truthful. Nobody liked an unsolved mystery.

She turned right around to stare at him with those eyes, and Hendricks felt a little shudder. “This form is necessary to communicate with you. That is all that matters.”

“So you’re not Lucia,” Hendricks said. Like he hadn’t already known that. “Who and what are you?”

“Irrelevant,” Starling said.

“Then what is relevant?” Alison asked, cutting right through the bullshit.

“I am here to help,” Starling said. Hendricks couldn’t shake the feeling that this was the truth, though he didn’t know why. “To help you save this town from the destruction that is coming.”

“How do you know what’s coming?” Hendricks asked, getting right back on point himself. “How do you know what’s happening here?”

Starling did not say anything for a long moment. “Irrelevant. Do you want the help or not?”

Hendricks kept himself from answering while he tried to consider the branching path that this conversation was taking. She had saved his life already—twice at least, by his count. “I could use some help,” he said finally. “But I could also use some answers.”

“Here is an answer for you,” Starling said, and her voice had this echoing, otherworldly quality for a moment. “Destruction is coming to this town again—”

“Again?” Hendricks muttered. “Is this a daily thing now?”

“—and you will once more have to stop it.” She kept on talking like he hadn’t just smarted off.

“That’s delightfully vague,” he said. “Got any kind of other warnings, like, ‘sometime in the future you’ll experience a headache’?”

She cocked her head at him. “It is all the warning I have. The future is cloudy, and those aiming for the destruction of this place have taken care to cover their movements and activities.”

“Right,” Hendricks said and looked toward Alison. “Sounds like she’s bound by the same vision problems as Duncan. Runes get in your eyes.”

“There are other forces at work to cloud the future of this place,” she said, and again her voice turned different. “There is more going on here than you know.”

“Which is why we were hoping you might answer some questions,” Hendricks said. “You know, in the interest of blowing away some of that fog we’re laboring under.”

“I have no answers for you,” Starling said, voice back to nearly normal—but not quite like Lucia’s. “The path you must walk is covered in darkness because to allow you to see farther might corrupt your actions today.”

“Corrupt them?” Hendricks dropped his head, looked at her in slight disbelief as he rolled his eyes upward to keep looking at her. “That’s a peculiar choice of words. How would my actions get corrupted?”

“Darkness falls,” Starling said. Hendricks didn’t care for the poetic sound of it. “And blackens all that it touches. Staring into the future would allow you to see the darkness in its infinite and unfolding form. No man can look upon that and remain untouched by it.”

Hendricks frowned. “Wait … you’re saying what’s coming is so bad that I’ll … what? Give up because I’m overwhelmed at the thought of it?”

Starling merely stared at him. “It is not for me to say.”

“And that’s what’s going to destroy us now?” Alison said. She still sounded like she was curiously uninvolved in anything going on around them, but Hendricks thought he caught a flicker of interest from her at this. “This unfolding darkness?”

“What comes now is merely another harbinger—just as Ygrusibas was, just as the Sygraath was.” Her eyes flickered, as though there were light somewhere within them. “What is yet to come is that which I speak of—and that which will surely herald the end of days.”

“Great,” Hendricks said, nodding. “So even if we beat whatever is coming at us now, the thing that’s coming somewhere down the line is so horrible I’ll take one look at it and shrug my damned shoulders to give up. Marvelous.” He shook his head in sheerest irritation. “Listen, lady, I don’t think you know me—”

“I know you, Lafayette Hendricks,” Starling said.

“Then you know I’m motivated,” he said, just a little hotly. “You think some demon spawn—some ultimate evil—is going get me to throw in the towel and quit? Lady, if you really believe that, I don’t think you know me. Not at all. I’ve fought a war—”

“This will be unlike anything you have ever seen,” Starling said. “Unlike anything any living human has seen.”

“I—” Hendricks started.

“Go to your husband,” Starling said, shifting her attention to Alison. “Another threat looms that requires your attention.” With that, the lighting dimmed for a second and Starling was shrouded in a sudden shadow. When it passed, she shook her head.

“What the hell was that?” Lucia asked, her voice back to normal, eyes a glimmering green. Her hand came up to her face and rubbed her forehead.

“Grim,” Hendricks said after a moment’s thought. He looked at Alison, and she looked back at him with enough of a look that he knew she’d at least heard it all with him. “Really fucking grim.”


***




Erin was just standing by the body on the path, waiting. She’d thought about going back to the car for crime scene tape, but Reeve would be here in a few minutes, so why leave the body? Not like there was a high chance of someone coming along and messing with it—

Wait, no, scratch that. If Erin really dug deep and examined it, a week ago she would have said it would have been impossible for this body to even be here. This was Calhoun County, Tennessee, dammit, and so boring that the high school kids didn’t even bother to hang around on Saturday nights.

No, the idea that someone would even leave a body here was unlikely. The fact that this had already happened meant anything else she thought of as inconceivable was now fair game. So she had to stay by the body, lest some corpse-eating demon come along and destroy the evidence.

Evidence of what, she wasn’t even sure.

“Dear Jesus,” came a voice from behind her, and she turned, hand already on her pistol. She hadn’t heard him coming up the walk, but it was Reeve, sure as shit. He’d gotten there faster than she’d thought he would, and she was suddenly thankful Lerner and Duncan had gone on down the path to try and track the—whatever the hell caused this—to where it was going. Trying to explain their presence to Reeve would have been about as easy as trying to explain the appeal of kale.

“Looks a lot like what happened to Connor,” she said as he came out of the darkness. He wasn’t carrying a flashlight, which she thought of as odd until she realized the moon had come out from behind its cloud. The river was visible once more, and she had a pretty clear view of everything around her. She’d just been too caught up in her own thoughts to notice. An experienced woodsman like Reeve probably didn’t even think about needing a flashlight since he was following a path.

“It’s the middle of the goddamned woods,” Reeve said, and she could tell he was in a snit. Not that she blamed him. “How the fuck—” He looked around him like something was going to come barreling out at him at any second. “Dammit, I guess it’s big enough to get a car down here.” He looked around. “Maybe a Smart Car or a golf cart or a Prius or something.”

“I think I could fit my Honda down here,” Erin said.

“Dammit, son of a bitch,” Reeve said, and his hand came up to his forehead so fast he knocked his hat off. “So now we’ve some fucker that seems to enjoy running people over so bad that he’s willing to go off road to do it. Son of a whore.” His face was partially shaded by the moonlight, but the flash of anger was unmistakable. “I wonder if it’s the same bastard as the one who caused that pileup? Some sick fuck with a fascination for killing with cars …” His voice drifted off.

Erin just stared at him. It wasn’t like she could tell him that Gideon was dead, that this was something new. Presumably something new. Gideon had seemed to explode in the reservoir behind the Tallakeet Dam, after all. That had killed him.

Hadn’t it?

Yeah, surely. Besides, this was petty shit for Gideon. He had planned to drown the whole town after he’d gotten to the point where he was killing en masse with things like the pileup. Doing onesie twosie would have been a step back for him at this point. No, this had to be something new, she was sure of it. Not sure enough that she didn’t make a note to ask Lerner and Duncan to confirm Gideon was good and dead next time she spoke with them, but close.

Reeve was just standing in silence, hand on his face, obscuring his mouth. “Uh, sir?” she asked, staring at him. “You all right?”

Reeve didn’t take more than a second to turn on her and his look was all Are you fucking stupid? “No, I am most assuredly not all-goddamned-right. Is that a fucking joke, Erin?”

“I don’t know,” she murmured, not really sure what else to say. She just felt bad for him, felt bad that he was so in the dark. She couldn’t even imagine what he was thinking at this point. All hell breaking loose had officially kicked off here in Midian, and he was the quarterback for the opposing team. Poor bastard didn’t even know the game had begun.

“You don’t know,” Reeve repeated, staring at her with a cold fury she knew was not born out of what she had said, not really. “Well, here’s what I know. I live in a town that is my whole world. Calhoun County is my place. I’ve lived here my whole life, I’ve worked here since I was barely a kid and could first start working, and I’m likely to die here, God willing, in another forty years when I’m old and grey—” He ran a hand over the smooth top of his head. “Well, old at least. These people—I’ve known them either my whole life or theirs. They’re my people, and when I took that oath to be sworn in as sheriff, I wasn’t just pledging to uphold the law. I was pledging to protect them, Erin.” Nicholas Reeve had a serious bent, and she saw emotions in the man right now that cut through her usual image of him. He normally had two states: joking and irritable.

This one felt more like … helpless.

“I’m failing,” Reeve said, and he shook his head. “I’m failing them in record numbers. Record, as in this is a fucking record to have this many people die in a year, let alone two weeks. Record as in we hadn’t had a murder here since … shit, I don’t even know when. I’m supposed to protect this town, protect these people, who I have known for so long. And I … am … failing.” He let out a long breath and turned his head to the side. “I have failed. I don’t even know what to do anymore, other than call in the state police.”

She felt a strange quiver in her belly. It hadn’t really hit her on that level. Sure, some of the deaths had felt personal, but the horror was almost covered over immediately by all the things she had going on with Hendricks. With all the things she’d learned from Hendricks. She’d felt like she’d become a part of something in the last few days, and maybe it was cushioning the blow of all the stuff that had come down on them lately.

After all, she’d lived here her whole life, too, and it wasn’t like she didn’t know these people who were turning up dead.

Murdered.

She started to say something, started to try and express how she felt about all that—a messy jumble of feelings that had been covered over by something new and exciting with Hendricks—and with the purpose—but she halted before she got a single word out. What could she even say? She didn’t know how he felt, not really. She was here, but she didn’t feel responsible. Not with demons on the loose. That was beyond man. Beyond police.

So instead she sighed, trying to make it sound sympathetic, and stood in silence while Reeve shook his head as he stood over the corpse, and they waited that way.


***




Lauren Darlington had gotten the call in the middle of the night and had considered—just for a brief, happy moment—of telling Nicholas Reeve to go fuck himself with something sharp. She’d thought about it, but the thought had passed relatively quickly. Well, the intention to do it had passed relatively quickly, anyway.

The thought remained, along with at least some vestige of the sentiment.

What was she going to be able to do, anyway? Forensic pathology was out; it wasn’t even close to a specialty for her. Post-mortem wasn’t something she’d be able to perform right there in Rafton Park anyway, even if she were qualified to perform an autopsy. She was a doctor, dammit, like McCoy used to say on Star Trek, but not the kind that Sheriff Reeve needed, at least not now. The best she’d be able to do was stand over the corpse, touch her fingers to the wrist and say, “He’s dead, Jim.”

Which Reeve already damned well knew before calling her.

“Why couldn’t he ask Doughtry or McClellan to do this?” she muttered under her breath as the wheel resisted the turn she made into Rafton Park. Two big, wooden posts held a white sign with all the pertinent info on the park, including the fact that it closed after sundown. Probably to prevent people from being—oh, say—murdered in it after dark. Mark that sign as a failure. “Oh, right, because they’re the serious, long-term country doctors that service this hell-burg. Let’s drag in the rookie who works in Chattanooga instead! She’s probably too new and weak-willed to tell us to go fuck ourselves.” She was working up to it, though, that she was pretty sure of.

She pulled into the parking lot and killed the ignition next to a cop car that had its blue and red lights flashing. It didn’t do much to light the night, surprisingly, though she could see the path down by the river thanks to the illumination of the headlights. Lauren chewed her lip and thought about how smart it might have been to bring a flashlight as she opened up her door and stood there, listening as the river burbled in the distance. “Oh, that’s right, I’m not that smart. Which explains why I’m standing here in the middle of the fucking night.”

She had none of that sleepy feeling that she should have had at this time of the morning. It was gone, replaced by that foreboding sense of nastiness that came from knowing she was about to inspect a corpse for signs of … well, anything that her unpracticed eye could discern.

Lauren started down the slope toward the path, feeling her tennis shoes slip a little until she got her balance. The moon glowed overhead, and the night air carried just a little chill. It actually wasn’t a bad place for a walk, even in the darkness; but she would rather have just been able to come down here to walk or jog without having to worry about stopping to examine a bloody chunk of meat that had once breathed and walked and jogged itself.

She followed the path to the left as it entered the trees. She’d done a fair amount of jogging here when she could get away to do it. Seemed a lot less lately than it had been before. Wasn’t becoming an attending physician supposed to be easier than her residency? Didn’t feel that way.

She could hear voices ahead in the night, at least one of them raised. She looked and saw a flashlight moving around, figures moving in the moonlight. She hadn’t counted cop cars, but it looked like there were more than a few on scene. In Chattanooga, this kind of shit wouldn’t have gotten a doctor to come out. They brought the bodies to the hospital; they didn’t summon the doctor out to the body.

Then again, this sort of shit—hit and runs—happened in Chattanooga a little more frequently than they did in Midian. Still, two in one day? Weird. Beyond weird, really. Or beyond coincidence, at least.

“Hello, doctor,” Sheriff Reeve said as she approached. There was another deputy there, a blond girl who really did look like a girl. Early twenties at best, Lauren figured. Maybe younger. She had that look, too, watching everything Lauren did as she approached. Cop look. She’d seen it in the ER more than a few times.

“Sheriff,” Lauren said, not bothering to conceal her irritation. If he noticed it, he didn’t respond. Which sort of made sense; the man looked a little out of sorts to her eyes, and she didn’t even know him all that well.

“We’ve got another one,” he said, sparing not a moment in informing her of not only the obvious, but of something he’d already told her before.

“So I see.” Lauren held herself to civility. She still wanted to rail at his ass for getting her out of bed to come down here like this, but she really had no one to blame but herself for agreeing to it. One good “fuck off,” and he’d never trouble her again, she suspected.

But he wasn’t on the list. Damn him.

The female deputy illuminated the body for her with one of those big Maglites. Lauren didn’t like ’em, thought they looked like the sort of thing a Cro-Magnon would use to knock a woman over the skull with before dragging her back to his cave. “Over here,” the deputy said.

The light skittered along the ground just briefly, enough to catch a couple of dark red reflections that might have been water if one didn’t look too closely. Lauren suspected they weren’t, though, and she tried to take care in stepping over to the body. “Am I destroying a crime scene or something just by trampling here?”

The sheriff’s hesitation was damning in and of itself. “I don’t know how much of a crime scene we’ve got here,” he said. Not exactly the vote of confidence she was looking for. But then again, why would the sheriff of Calhoun County know how to set up a crime scene anyway? At least for something like this, he wouldn’t.

The deputy brought the beam around so Lauren could see where she was stepping. A few isolated drops of blood were scattered along the path and she avoided landing her shoes in them—for more than one reason. “Thanks,” she told the short, blond lady. Did she know the deputy? Probably not; even if they had gone to the same school, they had to easily be ten years apart. She did look a little familiar, though.

“Not a problem,” the deputy said. “You’re Lauren Darlington, aren’t you?”

Lauren felt a brush of irritation and looked over at the face hidden behind the flashlight’s beam. The deputy lowered it so she could see a little more of the shadowed features. The deputy had soft ones, a little nose, blond hair that didn’t make it far past her neck, and she wasn’t all that tall, either. “Yeah. And you are?”

“Erin Harris,” the deputy said.

That triggered a little bit of a revelation for Lauren. “Rick Harris’s little sister?”

“Yeah,” Erin said, and not much more.

Lauren had known her brother, had gone to school with him. He was all right; he hadn’t made the list, either, him or his other two brothers that she knew of. She vaguely recalled Erin now, but only barely. When she graduated high school, this Erin must have been something like eight years old. “How is Rick?”

“Good,” Erin said. “He’s in management up near Cleveland—Ohio, not Tennessee. Helps run a factory up there.”

“Made it out, huh?” Lauren idly mused, leaning over the body. “Good for him. So few of our class did.”

“Made it out of where?” The deputy—Erin—asked her. Lauren didn’t even look up or bother to answer, because the blond girl clearly got it a second later. “Oh.” Yeah. Out of Midian. So few of their class got out of Midian. It was like the world’s largest flytrap, and once it got you caught, you never got out.

Like this poor bastard, whoever he was. She stared at the body, and it took her a second to realize it might—maybe—have been female. There was a lot of stuff wrong with it, but she could see the long hair now. It was hard to tell, what with swaths of the scalp torn loose and folded over themselves.

“Well?” Sheriff Reeve asked. “What do you think?”

Lauren didn’t even bother to stop herself, assuming she even would have had the willpower to if she wasn’t half-asleep. “This man is dead, Jim.” She paused. “Or … this woman is. Hard to say.”

“If they’re dead?” Deputy Harris asked.

“No, that’s for sure. I was talking about the victim’s gender, though I suppose it’d be easy to tell if I were motivated to disturb the body enough to try and remove the pants,” Lauren said. “I assume you probably don’t want to know badly enough to do that, though.”

“I suppose not,” Reeve said. “Good Lord, though, identifying this poor bastard—”

“I’m not sorry I don’t have to deal with it,” Lauren said, a little more bluntly than she might have if this were taking place at midday. She sighed and realized that she should probably throttle back a little on the bitchiness. It’s not like Reeve wanted to be here, either. She glanced at him. Hell, he didn’t even look like he fully realized where he was.

It wasn’t that warm, yet Reeve had sweat running down his forehead that glinted in the moonlight. She might have assumed it was tears if it had been below the eyes, but it wasn’t. If she had his job, with the body count piling up lately, she would almost certainly have shed a few tears, even absent the fact that she knew indirectly or directly every person who’d died in the shitty events of the last week. She’d already had to take time off work to go to Kim Hauser’s funeral.

“Any idea—any clue—what might have done this?” Lauren heard Erin Harris ask her, but she wasn’t turned where she could see the female deputy. Still, there was something about the way she asked, a tremor of something in her voice, that was different than the sheriff’s state of shock. It wasn’t something Lauren could quite put her finger on, but she’d dealt with enough fake smiles and feigned “Oh, bless your hearts” over the years to be able to detect a little bullshit when it was being applied directly.

This wasn’t quite that, but it had the faint ring of it. She glanced at Reeve, but he was far beyond noticing. Hell, maybe she really was just a little put off by the whole thing. She was … what? Nineteen? Probably hadn’t seen a whole lot of dead bodies.

“I don’t know,” Lauren said, a little guarded. “This isn’t exactly my specialty. My gut says trauma did it. Blood loss or cardiac arrest in the aftermath of being smashed. As for what hit them? Not a clue.” She stood, putting her hands by her side. She hadn’t brought any gloves, which didn’t matter because she didn’t want to disturb the corpse in any case.

Lauren stared down at the body and then shook her head. Stuff like this happened at her work, not her home, and she’d been very careful to keep a bubble separating those two things. It was for Molly, she’d always said, and having the added benefit of the drive meant she could work farther away. But really, it was for Molly in the sense that things like she saw in the ER in Chattanooga didn’t happen here in Midian. Murders, rapes, hit-and-runs … they didn’t happen here. Minor mischief, sure. Some assholes that beat their wives or girlfriends, yes. Drug use, for certain, and tons of it lately.

But this? This happened in her other world. Not in Midian. Not until now.

Lauren turned away from the body, feeling a certain rush to her head from the thoughts surrounding it. She turned and caught movement coming up the path. It took her only a moment to see the shadow emerging from the dark.

Archibald Stan.

“Looks like I didn’t miss much yet,” Stan said as he came up the path, looking smug and irritating in his deputy uniform. He always looked smug and irritating to her, though. Always had. Even before the uniform. “Miss Darlington,” he said, and she could tell how much effort he was putting into making it sound polite.

“Doctor,” she said. “Doctor Darlington, thanks.”

You bastard, she didn’t say.


***




Lerner was chugging down the trail, Duncan behind him. They couldn’t hear it anymore, the sound of the thing—whatever the hell it was—somewhere far ahead. This wasn’t all that surprising to Lerner, because they’d given the killer a hell of a head start, and demons weren’t renowned for standing still when they’d murdered a human. Unless they were planning to make a stand, or planning to eat it, or just generally be a complete and total nuisance.

No, that didn’t happen all that often. Flagrant violations like that would tend to bring the Office of Occultic Concordance down pretty hard, and no demon stood still for that. None.

“Get any sense of how much farther we’re going to have to run?” Lerner asked. It wasn’t like he was winded, though he could hear his body and it sure sounded like he was. “I only ask because this shell of mine gets wheezier the farther we go.”

“You can control that if you put your mind to it,” Duncan said, not even breaking a sweat. Not that he broke a real sweat, ever. He wasn’t wheezing, either.

“Yeah, but that’d require me to actually put my mind to it,” Lerner said, hiding his irritation with Duncan and his total lack of exertion, “and I have other things on it at the moment.”

“Such as?” Duncan asked coolly. Lerner was a little surprised; Duncan wasn’t the type to ask.

“Such as what’s doing this shit for one,” Lerner said. “Such as what we’re going to do when we catch it. Such as how sweet it would be to find the essence behind that fucking screen Spellman and crack them open slow, after forcing them to drink some marstap solution—” He couldn’t stop himself from smiling at that. Marstap solution burned the shit out of an essence. No demon wanted to go anywhere near it, but he’d gladly procure a few dozen bottles if he could turn some loose on the bastard that was making his life a hell of its own lately.

“Not exactly your deepest thoughts,” Duncan said.

“But some damned fun ones,” Lerner said. Especially the last one.

The moon was hanging high overhead, and the steady sound of their feet along the asphalt path was starting to grate on Lerner. Running was not fun, not for him, and he had a hard time imagining any human could enjoy it either, what with their muscles and joints and all the other stuff that got to experience the jarring pain of the up and down leg motions. Why did humans enjoy exerting themselves? he wondered. Was it all down to those curious endorphins they got afterward? He’d read they got those after sex, too, which sounded a lot more interesting than running to him.

“You’ve got that look on your face again,” Duncan warned him.

“I’m keeping my thoughts to myself,” Lerner said. Duncan just griped about everything fun. “You’re what the humans call a mother hen about this shit. Or a wet rag.”

If Duncan had a reply, he kept it to himself. “I’m still not sensing anything.”

“So they’re just gone? Or it is. I guess it could be an it.”

“Seems like.” Duncan slowed and Lerner adjusted his speed along with his partner. The breeze shifted the trees above, making a rattling noise that Lerner did not care for. Not in this situation, anyway. “The path forks up ahead, too.”

Lerner looked and found it did, indeed, fork. One way looked like it was a dirt path, the other the continuation of the asphalt one, winding right to follow the path of the river. What did they call it? The Caledonia, that’s right. Like Scotland. Lerner had been to Scotland before, a long time ago. Which probably meant it was due for a hotspot at some point in the next twenty years or so. That’d be nice. He’d kind of liked the taste of haggis last time he’d been there.

“Look at this,” Duncan said, and Lerner finally came to a stop just where the path forked. He smiled. Something was forked, all right. He wandered up to Duncan, feeling the quiet singing of his essence inside his shell. A run like that would have put some humans in the hospital. Lerner had done some study on body types, and it was always interesting to him—

“Focus,” Duncan said, interrupting his thought.

“What am I looking for?” Lerner gazed into the dark but didn’t see anything save for a trail.

“I don’t know,” Duncan said. “We don’t even know if the—the whatever—if it came this way.”

Lerner sighed. This town was such a bust for him. Where was an easier assignment when he needed one? There were eighteen hotspots, and almost certainly every single one of them was in less peril than this town. Why couldn’t the office have sent him to one of those? Somewhere pleasant, maybe. Like Ecuador. Or barren, like the one in the Atacama Desert in Chile. That one was probably a nice, easy ride, just keeping an eye on some chu’tuaka to make sure they didn’t burrow too deep into the earth and cause quakes. “I don’t see anything but tire tracks. Little ones.” He snorted. “So unless you think our demons were riding on bicycles …”

Duncan stared into the darkness, and he did it for long enough that Lerner took notice. “No, I don’t think they’re bicyclists,” Duncan finally said, and then lapsed into another uncomfortable silence. When he spoke again, Lerner could almost hear the misery. “This town’s really going to fall, isn’t it?”

“It’s just a few isolated incidents,” Lerner said, brushing it off. He realized on some level he was really just telling Duncan what he needed to hear, but still, he did it. “Nothing big enough and bad enough to wipe it off the map has shown up yet. Just a bunch of small-timers with big damned ambitions. Bugs with plans to take over the world can’t be taken too seriously.”

Duncan glanced back at him. “That last one got pretty close.”

“To taking over the world, nah,” Lerner said, brushing him off. “A Sygraath gone crazy is not exactly the doom of mankind, and it’s not the herald of anything other than a town experiencing a hotspot. Demons do crazy things at hotspots. It’s a law of nature, like coeds taking their tops off at spring break.” He paused and stared straight at Duncan, concentrated on speaking to the essence within the shell. “It’ll be all right.” He said it. He tried to send exactly that feeling, in exactly that way, directly to Duncan—the real Duncan, inside the shell.

Then he spent a long time wondering if Duncan knew he was lying.


***




Mick slept in a trailer with a couple other guys from the carnival. They were human, but that didn’t bother him. He’d lived among humans for longer than he could remember, after all, and that was fine. The food was good—if a little greasy—and they had a kind of tight-knit companionship. Mick didn’t feel any concern he’d be found out, because he could blend better than most kinds of demons. He never reverted to his true form, could eat human food and excrete human waste. In fact, the only time he was ever exposed—really exposed—was when he needed to get laid. And really, not until a few weeks afterward, when the pregnancy tests started coming up positive. That, he supposed, was going to be a little different this time, what with technological and communication advances. It was a brave new world. And now he would be open to exposure, unless somehow the whole thing stayed underground.

Fortunately, this was rare. Rare, and filled with joy.

He could always feel it coming on. It had been building for months, the sense of urgent need. He’d thought maybe he could keep it bottled through the last few cities that they were in, and he had. He was looking for a really isolated place to dump his load, because doing it in a major city was just too exposed. He tried to play by the rules as best he could, keep things under wraps so the Office of Occultic Concordance didn’t come shit on him.

But it wasn’t like you could hide a whole town going down in flames.

Ideally he’d have preferred to keep going a little longer. Somewhere even more isolated than this place would be a lot better, but in the modern world it was hard to find isolated anymore. He’d watched the world change, watched the web that tied the country together get tighter and tighter, and he’d worried. In the 1980s, Hobbs Green had been small enough that it could be cordoned off and just vanish.

Now, though, it was a different story, wasn’t it? Back then, he’d watched the news reports every chance he’d gotten, hoping not to see a broadcast centering on how a whole small town had gotten pregnant after a carnival came to town. And he hadn’t seen it, which was a beautiful thing. With only three networks and a bunch of newspapers that didn’t want to cover news of the weird, he had been safe. Not even the scandal rags had reported on Hobbs Green.

Now, though, it was twenty-four-hour news, and more networks than he could count. If that wasn’t enough, there were blogs and internet sites, Twitter feeds and other shit he’d only heard talked about. Lots more chances of word getting out. Which would only be a concern if it got latched onto and spread far and wide.

Maybe it’d just fade away, though. Most people still didn’t want news of the weird. They wanted to live their lives on an even keel, sure of their place in the world and in the order of things. Which worked for Mick, because his place in the world was a different one than everyone else’s, and his view of the order of things was far afield from most others.

Every once in a while he wondered if in keeping things under wraps, in burying his secrets of the years, he’d been the lucky beneficiary of some help. It didn’t seem too farfetched to him that there was someone pulling the strings at those networks back in the olden days, someone whose job it was to keep things like Hobbs Green from disrupting the ordinary view of the world.

He didn’t like to dwell on that too much, though. Mostly he just liked to get his job done, enjoy the company of the humans around him, and sit back to wait for the build of his essence to start pushing at him.

He could feel it coming on, too. He’d already latched onto that Molly girl he’d seen earlier. He could tell she was going to be the one for him. She had just the right mix of rebellion and anger and curiosity. It was a perfect fit.

Of course he’d probably have to leave this carnival behind after this time. Maybe get a job somewhere steady for once. He’d have thirty years to settle himself somewhere before he’d need to start moving again. That was enough time to live a life. A human life, anyway.

Mick thought back to that Molly again. Yeah, she wasn’t bad. He liked knees. That would have made him weird, he guessed, based on his conversations with the guys in the trailer. They always talked about girls. He’d been around enough guys talking about girls that he knew what to say—tits, ass, oh, yeah, she was a smooth one when I got up in there—but he knew what he liked. Knees.

He didn’t labor under any illusions of trying to blend in when he didn’t have to. He was different. His view of the world was different. The other guys, they might have left babies behind, changed a life or two along the way at most. Mick left behind destruction in his wake. And he was as okay with that being the price of getting off as the guys in the trailer were with their cost.

In fact, he couldn’t wait to do it again. Soon.


5.


Arch yawned a big fat yawn as he stood in the crusted, muddy ruts of Old Man MacGruder’s driveway. Dawn was breaking overhead, and the sky was already a gentle blue. The last few days of dry, hot weather had completely eliminated any trace of the torrential rains. Arch hadn’t never really seen anything like that before, at least not that quick—but then, he hadn’t seen a rain like had come recently, either, and wondered if all this was the product of the hotspot.

He pushed at the ridge of the giant tire tread that his shoe rested on. It flaked and crumbled with a little effort, like a segment of wall falling down into the middle of the track. It didn’t do much to entertain him, but he didn’t need much at this point. He’d been standing around in the park all night, and it’d worn him to the point where he was about ready to be cursing.

Well, maybe not that much.

Alison was standing across from him and so was Erin, with Hendricks off to the side. All of them but Alison had jumbo cups of coffee in front of them. Hendricks and Erin were just exchanging glances, furtive—and a little cooler than yesterday, if Arch wasn’t mistaken.

“What was up with Lauren Darlington, Arch?” Erin’s question cut over the quiet hum of the crickets just over in the meadow. Some bird was chirping nearby, too, and they shut up as she asked the question.

“No idea,” Arch said. The good Dr. Darlington had given him the stink-eye when he walked up to the crime scene, then said something about how she had to go home and sleep—which, even probably being true, had sounded like an excuse to everyone, including Reeve—and took off like she was about to go for a run in the opposite direction. “She’s always been a mite cold to me.”

“She seemed fine until you showed up,” Erin said, and he could tell she was musing on it. “Then she clammed up fast and took off. Sounded a lot ruder to you than she did talking to me, too.”

Arch just shrugged. “She seems to have a problem with me, but I’ll be dogged if I know what it is.”

“Maybe she’s a racist,” Hendricks said, sounding utterly unconcerned. “Do we need to wait for the demon brothers, or should we get this show on the road?”

“You tell me,” Arch said, eyeing the cowboy coolly. He switched his gaze over to Alison, who was still operating a few degrees south of normal. This was not usual for her, but then again, neither were demons and all manner of other trouble.

“They do seem awfully interested in Starling,” Hendricks said, and he looked like he was chewing it over. “Maybe a little too interested.”

“They might be able to give us some insight,” Alison said, still sedate. “They know this world better than we do.”

“And it might just be that they’ll take whatever we tell them and run somewhere bad with it,” Arch said. He still didn’t trust Lerner and Duncan, not really. They may have been handy up on Tallakeet Dam, but that didn’t mean they were anything other than self-serving. Or demonkind-serving. One of those.

“Do what?” Hendricks’s face was crumpled in confusion. “You think they’ll take the basics of this—which is, by the way, not much—Lucia turned into Starling when we confronted her—and do what with it? Kill her?”

“Maybe,” Arch said. “We don’t know what Starling is. Seems to me like she’s on the other side.”

Hendricks rolled his eyes. “Like an angel or something?”

Arch had a little trouble digesting that. “Maybe. I don’t know. Hollywood told me they don’t get involved anymore. Not that he was a sterling source of information, but I’m not sure why he would lie.”

“Because he was a piece of shit?” Hendricks suggested. “I have a hard time buying Starling as an angel.”

“Do you even believe in angels?” Arch asked, still eyeing him.

“I believe there could be creatures that call themselves angels,” Hendricks said. “But if they exist, they’re like demons to me—just some other, different form of life. Might as well be aliens for all I care. There’s nothing mystical about them, and the idea they would serve some all-mighty protector and master and creator of human life is such bullshit I can’t even find the words to say—”

“Got it,” Arch said, more than a little sour. He was used to the cowboy’s sour attitude toward the Almighty, but he still didn’t love to listen to the man sermonize about it. Probably any more than Hendricks would have enjoyed hearing him sermonize about his beliefs.

Hendricks just rolled his eyes. “So, now you know. Starling and Lucia are one and the same, at least as a matter of physical form. The hooker seems to disappear when Starling is on the premises, though, and acted like she didn’t know what happened when she came back.”

“That’s just weird,” Erin said.

“Weirder than demons rampaging through your town?” Hendricks grinned at her as he said it. Arch wondered if she found it charming.

“No,” Erin said. By the way that she said it, he knew she did not.

“There was another thing,” Alison said, and for the first time in a while, she looked a little more animated. “Starling gave us a warning …”

Arch listened. Listened to every word. Even in the early morning summer heat, it gave him a chill.


***




Lerner pulled into the driveway of the farm that the humans used as a meeting place, sighing as he turned in. Duncan hadn’t spoken to him since the fork in the path, and they’d had a long walk back to the car after that, so that had been a lot of silence. He wasn’t mad, Lerner could tell, just had his mind on other things. Normally, that would have been fine, but Lerner was running short on things he was willing to keep to himself. Still, he kept his quiet. Painful as it was.

The town car bumped in the ruts as he took her down the driveway to the farm. He could see the two cop cars ahead, and another car—probably Deputy Stan’s wife’s car, since he doubted the cowboy had a vehicle to his name—and eased up behind them. It looked like the humans had all fallen silent. Lerner was a little bit of an observer of human nature, and nobody in this group looked remotely happy. At least, that was his professional opinion.

“Don’t everybody get all excited and greet us at once,” Lerner said as he stepped out of the car. Duncan was as subdued as the rest of this group, which was annoying in its own right.

“Did you find anything?” Deputy Harris spoke first. She looked the least down of all these people. For fuck’s sake, were they all that depressed about a couple people getting splattered? Humans were weird. He glanced at Duncan and saw a long face there too. Maybe not just humans.

“Not really,” Duncan answered, breaking his several-hour silence. Lerner just raised an eyebrow at him. “Path came to a split, and all we saw were bicycle tracks.”

“Which makes sense, since it’s a bicycle path as well as a walking path,” Deputy Stan said. “Hard to believe some demon thing that made as much noise as Erin described didn’t leave a trail.”

“Unless it was flying off the ground,” Hendricks said. Lerner thought the cowboy looked like he was thinking deeply.

“You run into a lot of flying demons, cowboy?” Lerner asked with a grin. He was just messing with the cowboy; of course there were demons that could fly. But that close to the ground? That would just be a weird choice. Especially given the noise the thing had made.

“A couple, yeah,” Hendricks said, staring him down. The cowboy had found his spine. Lerner liked that, too. When they’d first met, he’d just sort of folded on a few things Lerner had tweaked him about, and that kind of shit got old fast. A mark who doesn’t know he’s a mark was not as much fun as pulling something over on someone who was aware it was coming. That was a challenge.

“This feels pointless,” Mrs. Stan said, stopping Lerner before he could try to twist the cowboy around again. “No one really knows what this thing is, what’s causing it.” Lerner watched her. She had a deeply serious look about her. From what he’d seen so far, when she spoke, she tended to be either wise or frivolous. Not a lot of in between. “We’re just sitting here jabbering about it and guessing.”

“It only comes at night,” Hendricks said. “That’s when the two incidents have happened.”

“The two splatterings, I think you mean,” Deputy Harris mumbled under her breath.

“That makes it sound like diarrhea,” Mrs. Stan opined. Frivolous again.

“That’s not exactly a huge reveal, kid,” Lerner said. “Most of our kind prefers to operate in the dark, especially if they’re doing the kind of things that kill humans. They’re like you people in that regard.”

They lapsed into silence. Lerner could sense the frustration brewing under the surface. He couldn’t say he didn’t feel it like the rest of them, though it wasn’t exactly the same. His frustration wasn’t because he couldn’t catch some creepo demon that had only killed a couple people so far; his was more rooted in the general progression of the town’s degeneration. “Downward spiral,” Lerner said, drawing every eye to him.

“What?” Deputy Stan asked.

“He’s talking about the slow fall of the town,” Duncan said before Lerner could compose an answer. He was only so slow in responding because he was trying to find a tactful way to broach the subject. “The more demonic incidents that openly occur, the more socially acceptable it becomes to our kind to do these things—and worse.”

There was a pause. “You’re saying that as more bad shit happens,” this from Deputy Harris—she seemed like a smart cookie to Lerner—“the more demons think it’s okay to openly massacre humans?”

“Our society thrives on rules and order,” Lerner said, and even he was subdued on this one.

“A society where you can order human meat in most major cities,” Deputy Stan said.

“That’s a little underground,” Lerner said. “They’re not openly slaughtering humans in the streets. It’s kind of like modern-day America, right? There’s crime—burglaries, armed robberies, murders. There’s organized crime, where they set out to profit from things that are illegal. But none of this is socially acceptable in mainstream society. How many of you regularly hang out with murderers and rapists?” He glanced at the two cops. “When you’re off the job, I mean.”

“We don’t tend to get many of them around here even when we’re on the job,” Arch said.

“Because it’s not socially acceptable,” Lerner said. “You can’t walk out onto the street and murder someone without expecting a societal response—some sort of societal response. It’s the same thing in the demon world.” He paused. “Except in hotspots.”

“So that’s where demons go to blow off some steam?” Deputy Harris asked. “It’s like their version of the bar?”

“I’d say it’s more like their version of a no man’s land,” Lerner said. “OOCs are in charge of enforcing demon law. Of keeping the lid on the things our people would do unfettered, things that would expose us to mainstream human society. But when it comes to a hotspot … it’s like our version of…I dunno, pick a spot on the globe filled with chaos and apathy.”

“Washington, DC?” Alison said.

Lerner felt himself grimace and didn't have to wonder why. “We try, okay? We try and police those spots, but once the shit starts to roll down the hill, if it gains enough mass, there ain’t no stopping it from wiping out everything below.”

“Downward spiral,” Deputy Stan said. “And that’s how entire towns disappear off the map.”

“You got it,” Lerner said. “The problem here isn’t just that things are progressing fast, either.” He looked around the little circle of faces. “That happens sometimes, especially when a town is remote enough that we can’t get to it en masse quickly enough. No … here it’s a worse problem.”

“Yay, a worse problem,” Deputy Harris said. “Well, don’t keep us in suspense. What’s the worse problem? Because we could use not only some bad news right now, but some worse news.”

“Let me guess,” Hendricks said. “With eighteen hotspots flaring at the current moment, you can only cover so much ground.”

Lerner tilted his head slightly. “The cowboy gets it in one. The Office of Occultic Concordance … is officially out of manpower.” He paused then sighed. “Well, demon power.”


***




When the alarm went off at six a.m., Laura wanted to hit it, so she did. When it went off again at six-fifteen, she smacked it hard enough to leave a bruise on her hand.

At six-thirty, even in her fog of sleep, she knew she couldn’t ignore it anymore.

The sharp, delicious smell of coffee greeted her as she opened her bedroom door. It was the same door she’d been opening her entire life, the same bed she’d been sleeping in since she was a kid. As she yawned, she reflected that it felt like she’d been living the same day a lot lately. Work, home, Molly, work, repeat. It wasn’t quite a grind. It was more like a good sanding.

She thumped her palm against the bannister as she descended the stairs. Her mom was already sitting at the kitchen table with the newspaper spread out in front of her. Molly was there, too, her soft brown hair twirled around and a tip of it stuck in her mouth. Lauren hated that habit in principle, but in practice, it’d been cute ever since Molly started doing it at roughly the age of three, when her hair had finally gotten long enough.

“Morning,” Lauren pronounced, and she could hear the drag in her words, the tiredness. She felt every ounce of the middle-of-the-night awakening, and the irritation of running into Archibald Fucking Stan at the crime scene was predictably a sour note as well.

“Did you leave in the middle of the night?” Vera asked. She did not look up from her paper.

“Yeah,” Lauren said, pulling a coffee mug that said “World’s Greatest Mom” from the cupboard. It was her mother’s, not hers. She stuck it under the coffee maker and grabbed one of the single-serve cups. “Sheriff Reeve called again.”

“Oh, no,” her mother said, voice dripping with that small-town sense of worry that was absent in all but the most empathetic people Lauren had met in the thriving metropolis of Chattanooga. It was a lot easier to have a “Shit happens, shrug it off” attitude when you didn’t personally know the people who died tragically. “Who was it?”

“No idea,” Lauren said, taking her first sip of coffee. She swished it around in her mouth, tasting the glorious flavor of the dark beans as it circled down the back of her throat the way she imagined liquid leaving through a drain. She’d need to keep it coming today. “It wasn’t a body that was in great condition for identifying, it was dark, and I was just there to …” She paused. “I don’t have a clue why I was there.”

“Somebody else died?” Molly asked, looking up from her homework. The little knot of chewed hair had saliva dripping from it, which was decidedly un-cute.

“Yeah, Midian is turning into a real Sunnydale, California, lately,” Lauren quipped. She paused. “You should be careful, just in case.”

“This is just awful,” Vera said. “I ain’t never heard of nothing like this in all the born days of my life.”

Lauren rolled her eyes at the “all the born days of my life” bit. She’d traveled a little bit in the last few years, and she hadn’t heard anyone else, anywhere, say anything like that. It was uniquely Tennesseean. Still, her mother had a point. “It has been a little grim here lately.” To say the least.

“You think it’s the same person causing all this mess?” Vera asked. Lauren would have been willing to bet that her mother had had this conversation before, probably every day for the last week, with all her friends. Fortunately, Lauren hadn’t been around to hear it. She viewed her mother through the lens of having known her for all her life, and her motivations were as plain to Lauren as the dime-sized blemish on her mother’s cheek. She had these conversations because she got something out of them, some little delight in the misery being discussed, some small reinforcement and social joy out of having something delightfully negative to talk about. When it wasn’t something as big as this, it was the small things, like how so-and-so’s husband had stepped out on her. It was always “stepped out on” instead of fucked around, which would be how Lauren would have said it. Another generational difference.

“I have no idea,” Lauren said, not wanting to get drawn into her mother’s dramatic mess. It was a conversation that could last decades when it was a matter of insignificance like a cheating husband; she didn’t even want to think about how long a conversation could go on with the grist for it being the shit that had been going down in Midian lately. She had to get to work, anyway.

Lauren blinked some of the sleep out of her eyes and looked over at Molly, whose head was back down. “Is that your math homework?”

Molly did not look up, which was telling. “I’m almost done.”

“Why didn’t you finish it last night?” Lauren asked. It was a valid question, but the minute it came out, she had a feeling it wasn’t going to be taken well by her daughter.

Molly’s eyes came up flaring, widened as her lips became a thin, hard line. “I fell asleep, okay? I fell asleep early, that’s all.” Super defensive.

Lauren just stood there, coffee cup in hand, the steam swirling off the liquid. She had a pretty good bullshit detector, and it was squealing at her just now. “Did you?”

Molly did that teenage thing where she grunted, sighed like she was being put upon, and nudged the cover of her math book closed. “I don’t have time for this, Mom.” She slid her chair out and scooped up her books and paper, carefully settling her homework into the page she’d been working on. Lauren could see the algebra from where she was standing; it was only half done by her reckoning. “I’ve gotta go.” Molly shrugged into her backpack and motored out the door with her math book in hand before Lauren could come up with a reply.

“She was lying, you know,” Vera said, not looking up from where she was flipping the page of her paper.

“I caught that, yeah,” Lauren said, staring down the hall to the front door that had just been slammed shut. Now just what the hell was she supposed to do about this?


***




Hendricks was in the passenger seat, rolling along with Erin at the wheel. They’d split shortly after Lerner’s grim-ass pronouncement. It was on his mind more than a little because it dovetailed with his own experience. Plus, it went right along with Starling’s scary-ass prophecy. He glanced over at Erin. She hadn’t said a word to him, which was—well, it wasn’t fine, that was for damned sure. He was tired enough to not want to delve into it, though, having only gotten a few hours of sleep on Arch and Alison’s couch before Mrs. Stan had shaken him awake to meet with Arch and Erin as they came off their emergency shift.

All in all, it had not been a good night. He thought about voicing these thoughts to Erin, but she was clammed up, jaw tight. He figured she was still pissed about the whole Starling visit, but didn’t know quite how to approach that particular minefield. He decided on the direct approach, limbs be damned. “You still mad because I went to a whorehouse?”

She turned to look at him sidelong with eyes that would have burned the skin off of Superman. “No, I’m totally fine with you visiting a whorehouse. Hell, do it every night. Send me postcards, or better yet, take some video footage of yourself in the act so we can watch it and get all sexed up together.”

“‘Sexed up together’?” He let out a low guffaw that probably didn’t help his standing any. “You know damned well I didn’t do anything untoward in that place.”

There was only a grudging hint that he might have been right in her reply. “I don’t know that you didn’t.” She wavered just a little.

“Don’t get me wrong, Alison suggested I should,” Hendricks said, letting himself crack a grin, “but somehow I resisted the lure of a possible STD and the cold embrace of a woman with multiple personalities. Can’t imagine why. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that she can turn her entire disposition on a dime.” He glanced at Erin, who was now looking a little less hostile. “Kinda like that, yeah.”

“You’re not helping your case any here, Marine.”

“Sorry,” Hendricks said, genuinely contrite. “Look, we needed answers. Shit is weird around this place, way weirder and more hostile than any hotspot I’ve been to before. We’re stumbling blind in the dark here. Someone has the potential to shine a light for us, I’m inclined to go a little out of the way for the illumination. Even if it means I gotta go somewhere I don’t really care to go.” He meant every word of it, and hoped like hell she could hear it from him. “And I hope you believe me when I tell you that it wasn’t a place I truly cared to go.”

“I believe you,” Erin said after a long pause, “but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.”

“Well, there’s a long list of things I’m not happy about,” Hendricks said. “Starting with demons being a real thing and ending with several people making some pretty shit predictions about your hometown’s chances of survival.” He shook his head. “Starling said that whatever was coming was so bad it’d be likely to make me give up. Me! I’ve been fighting this war for five years, and she thinks I’d just throw in the towel and bail town, I guess. Maybe she doesn’t know so much as she thinks she does—”

“Can we not talk about her for a while?” Erin’s voice was quiet, but it cut across him nonetheless.

“Yeah, sure,” Hendricks said and waited a minute or two. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Nothing, right now,” Erin said, and she shot him a slow, only halfhearted smile. “I don’t think I want to talk at all at the moment.” Hendricks just nodded, ready to fall back into silence. “But,” she said, “I can think of something we can do when we get back to my place that doesn’t require a word to be said.”

Hendricks felt the slow creep of the smile across his face. He’d forgotten what it felt like when things were new, were exciting, still intoxicating and fresh. He thought about responding with a “Yes” or a “Yes, ma’am!” but realized that silence just said it best.


***




Mick was out on the square, just waiting. The sun was already creeping up, like it did in summer. Not as bad as it got up north, where it could be out at five in the morning, but it was up now and getting hot already. The businesses were alive all around him, some diner with a sign that said “Surrey’s” was a buzz of activity, little bees coming in and out with coffee cups and such on their way to face the day.

Mick liked the small towns. They weren’t as crazy as a big city got, weren’t as much of a hive. Here there was some room to breathe. Some room to think.

And you didn’t have to work too hard to stalk someone in a small town because there weren’t too many places they could go.

The girl named Molly passed into the square about a half hour after Mick sat down on the bench to wait for her. He didn’t know for a fact she’d come through, but he suspected she would. He knew the school was a couple blocks away, and if she’d come through last night, odds were she would pass through again. She took no notice of him—not of anything, really, because her head was down and she was hurrying along in her own little world.

Mick took off after her at a trot. More like a jog to a human, where it would look like he wasn’t trying too hard—just a little. It wouldn’t do to break into a full-on demon sprint and scare the shit out of the locals by tear-assing after a young girl like he was some kind of stalker. Even though he kind of was.

He slowed to a faster walk as he caught up to her. She was skimming the edge of the square, still caught up in her own head and letting her feet walk for her on a path she probably walked every day. He watched her long, dark hair bob and sway as she walked. She had a little bit of a duck-footed thing going on, turning out the toes at a forty-five degree angle with every step. Mick liked that; it was cute, too. He could tell he had a little infatuation going for this girl.

Plus, she was wearing a skirt, and he could see her knees.

He reluctantly came alongside, matching his pace to hers, and waited for her to notice him. It only took a few seconds before she looked up and he totally blasted the little world she’d been inhabiting. Her jaw dropped a little before she recovered and pulled it back up. She went from shock to annoyance fast, too.

“Good morning, Molly,” he said with a hint of a smile that he hoped was infuriating. She was already a little irritated, maybe adding a little more would bump it over into the charmed category? At least that’s what he thought.

“Good morning, Mick,” she replied, letting it drip with sarcasm. “Are you following me around now?”

“Maybe I’m sleeping in the square,” he said, still trying for charm. He thought he could pull it off. He used to be able to. “In which case, it’s rude to step into someone’s home and not say hello.” That one took her off balance, and he could see the desire to make a smartass reply tempered by the hesitation she felt in wondering if he was genuinely homeless. He felt a little hilarity at preying on her natural decency this way. A little. “I’m just kidding. I was here to go to the diner and saw you crossing. I’m not homeless. I’m in town with the carnival.”

“So, you kind of are homeless.” Whew, now she was irritable and unrestrained. “In that you don’t have a permanent home.”

“I guess you’re right,” he said. Juveniles were so … juvenile. But innocent. And that was a prize in and of itself. “But I wasn’t sleeping in the square. Not that I’ve got anything against it, I’ve just got a nice trailer—”

“You’re a real leaf on the wind,” she said.

“Watch how I— GURRRRRRK!” he said, shooting her a smile.

She couldn’t help it; she smiled too. “You a fan of Serenity?”

“I like all kinds of movies,” Mick said. He really did. They took him away—not that he needed to get away because he liked his life. But it was nice to see other things, other places that he couldn’t go. “It’s a nice retreat for a while.” No need for her to think he was anything other than a noble drifter suffering his way through life. Women still liked angst, didn’t they? He’d heard that somewhere. Angst and brooding.

“Yeah, well, this isn’t a romcom,” she said. “You’re not cute and charming, about to sweep me off my feet. I’m not lovelorn and craving a man’s attention.” She stopped and turned, letting him get a little ahead of her. “You’re only in town for a few days, right?”

“Yeah,” he said, a little guarded. This was different. She was way more jaded than he would have expected. He could still feel the innocence, but it was definitely behind a wall. He hesitated, trying to figure out which track to take. “Listen, I just wanted to say hi, maybe … get to know you a little—”

“In the biblical sense?” she asked. Holy shit, was she blunt.

“Ah, well, look,” Mick said, trying to think fast. This had not happened before. “I’d be lying if I said you didn’t interest me in that way, because let’s face it—I’m a teenager, and I think about sex all the time.” Neither of those was true, though he was thinking about sex all the time right now. “But that doesn’t mean that I have shady ulterior motives. That I’m just following you around like a dog, trying to figure out how to hump your leg—”

“Gross, but possibly accurate,” Molly said, her eyebrows lifted and lips pursed. “I don’t know you.”

“Nobody knows anybody when they first meet,” Mick said and chanced the smile, but faintly this time. Too big would be sleazy. Subtlety was the key with this girl. Everything needed to be subtle, because she was a major overanalyzer. “I get that maybe you want to write me off already, save yourself some time by fitting me into some neat little box, ‘Oh, he’s a user, I’ve heard of this before—’” he watched her blanch just slightly and knew he’d hit home—she didn’t have any real experience with a user, “but you don’t know me, as you just pointed out. I could be a perfectly nice person. I could be the nicest person you’ve ever met, but you’d never know because you’re making a snap judgment based on what you think I am.” He paused, trying to give a little effect. He was really having to work for this one. “You know what they call that, when you make a decision about someone based on a snap judgment? It’s called—”

“Yes, thank you,” she said, eyes almost closed. He sighed a little within. Back in the game. And all it took was preying on this poor girl’s deep desire not to appear prejudiced against anyone at all, ever, for any reason. An open mind was a wonderful thing to lay waste to. “Fine. I don’t know where you think this will get you, but—”

“Go out with me,” Mick said. She wasn’t going to be a one-shot, that was for sure. Not an easy conquest like the others. This might take some work, because her wide, innocent eyes had been tempered with something—some tales from some sour source poured onto the lenses to turn the rose-colored glasses into shit-colored ones. “Just a dinner at a diner, something to give us a chance to talk. Find common ground.”

“And what do you plan to do on this common ground?” Molly asked. Now the jadedness was back—a little.

“I want you to like me,” Mick said, adopting an aura of frankness that was as false as his purported age. “I want you to like me so you’ll hang out with me again. So I can have someone to talk to who smells nice.” He smiled. “I sleep in a trailer with five other guys who all work the carnival, and we have a portable shower that doesn’t get used that much by anyone but me…” He shrugged ruefully.

“Oh, God, lovely,” Molly had a look of genuine disgust. “Yes, thank you for that horrifying glimpse into carnival life.”

“I promise I use it at least once a week, whether I need it or not,” Mick said, grinning.

Her disgust broke into a smile that wrinkled her nose. It still had a little distaste in it, but less. “That’s a sad story. You want me to bring my violin on this date you’re proposing?”

“Just bring yourself,” Mick said. “Save the violin for some other time.” He smiled. “Whaddya say?” He made it sound like he was a Brooklyn kid with the accent. It gave him that strange and unusual sensation, like he had brought something foreign into this girl’s little world. He wondered if she felt the same about it.

She got a look like she was rolling it around in her head. “All right,” she said after a moment, and with more than a little reluctance. “A date. Only one. And in a well-lit, supervised environment. The diner here in town, after school—in broad daylight.” She eyed him. “If you think you can get out of work for that.”

“Hell yeah, I can get out of work for that,” Mick said with a grin. Maybe this wouldn’t be so hard after all. “What time should I meet you?”


6.


Lerner was lying on the bed at the hotel, staring up at the popcorn ceiling. He didn’t know why it was called that, because it didn’t look like popcorn to him. It looked like boogers in white snot, like he’d seen blown out of a guy’s nose one time after the guy had died. Those were red from the blood, but still. Boogers in snot, that was what popcorn ceilings looked like to him. Probably didn’t have a very alluring ring to human ears to call them booger-in-snot ceilings, though.

What was it with people desiring to make things sound pretty? Life was tough and short for these humans. Why all the pleasantries? Why all the social niceties? Why not just get down to the business at hand, even if it was cold and brutal and short? Sometimes things needed to be said, and fast. Given how short their lifespans were, Lerner would have figured humans would prefer getting to the point. But, no, they talked around it, going for nice and pleasant rather than getting it over with. The whole thing was boggling to him. But it wasn’t the only thing.

“Hiding,” Duncan murmured from the other bed. Neither of them really slept, they just would lie down for a while when they weren’t doing something. Paperwork was finished for the day, so they were both lying down and staring up. Lerner might have asked Duncan what he thought of the popcorn ceiling name but he was clearly in the middle of some thought of his own.

“Who’s hiding?” Lerner asked, less out of any genuine interest and more out of the faint politeness that Duncan expected. He was getting soft after over a century on Earth.

“This thing, whatever it is,” Duncan said, still staring up. “It’s only attacked at night, and it’s so loud and obvious that it’d be noticed during the day. Which means it’s hiding somewhere during daylight hours.” He reached up and tapped on the wooden frame of the bed, absently. “So where is this thing hiding?”

“Fuck,” Lerner said. “It could be anywhere. I know they call this a small town, but it ain’t that small. Plus the hotspot seems to extend out into the county, which ain’t exactly a trivial thing to search either.”

Duncan was quiet for a minute. “You ever wonder what governs the range of a hotspot?”

Lerner didn’t answer at first. These were the first questions that led down a road he didn’t want to tread. “No.”

“Okay, then.” Duncan was quiet for about an hour after that, and he spoke again as if they’d never stopped talking. “Do you think it fears daylight?”

“Could just fear the attention daylight brings,” Lerner said. “It might be wearing its game face all the time, or it might just be shaped in a way that it could never pass for human.” There were enough of those kinds of things still out there to give the Office a fucking headache or ten. Dispatching them all was the widely suggested solution among the OOCs in the field, but the head office had yet to go for it.

“Something big, maybe,” Duncan said, still lost in thought.

“If the little blond deputy is to be believed, it sounded big,” Lerner said.

“Why do you do that?” Duncan asked, and turned to look at him. “You know their names.”

Lerner grunted. “Of course I do.”

“Why not call them by them?”

“Have you been out of our world so long you don’t even think about how names carry power anymore?” Lerner asked, more than a little crabby. Duncan was in the process of going native, no doubt about it. The question of whether that was going to be a problem was an open one, though. It could be benign.

“No,” Duncan said softly. “I guess I don’t think about it much anymore.” He fell silent for a while longer. “Where would it hide?” he asked when he broke the silence again.

“I don’t know,” Lerner said with a sigh he felt down to his essence. “Let’s ask …” he hesitated, “… Arch and Erin. They know the area, after all.” He ignored the fuck out of Duncan’s expression.


***




Arch didn’t like the silence anymore. He thought he’d have broken through it by now, gotten over how it hung in the air of their apartment like the drywall dust still hanging in the old one from when the demons had destroyed everything. He wasn’t used to it, though, not by a mile. By several miles, actually.

After years of dating and years of marriage, Arch was coming to a difficult conclusion.

He didn’t know his wife nearly as well as he thought he did, but she knew him up, down, forwards and backwards.

He felt that stubbornness cling, though, that desire not to be the one to break his silence. He’d felt it dissolve after Tallakeet, at least until he’d found out she’d been the one firing the shots up there. Then it was back with a fury, back with a vengeance, even though his brain was calling him a hypocrite and worse for resenting her not saying anything to him. He’d been keeping his own secrets, after all, keeping to himself what he’d been doing with Hendricks at night. It was easier unsaid, easier to keep to himself the way that demon hunting made him feel—

Arch glanced over at Alison. She was sitting coolly on the sofa, looking for all the world like she was just thinking things over. And she probably was, but what she was thinking over was a complete mystery to him. Every move she made to break down the wall between them was matched by some other thing she did or he did that put it right back up.

The worst part of it was, he wasn’t sure he had it in him to work on breaking it down himself.

He was just starting to say something, working up to it, when his phone rang. He glanced at it, thought about ignoring it, and then picked it up and answered. He knew it was Lerner before he did so. “Hello?”

“Got a bare hint of an idea, Deputy,” Lerner said, getting right into it. Arch didn’t mind that at all, especially right now. “Where would something hide around here?”

Arch didn’t roll his eyes, though he thought about it. Not like the demon would have caught it over the phone. “Could be anywhere. How big you thinking this thing is?”

“Bigger than a breadbox but smaller than a corinth’al’eshan,” Lerner’s voice came back from across the phone. Arch waited for him to translate for him. “Big enough you’d notice it. Car size or bigger, probably.”

“Any garage in town,” Arch said, “if we care to guess it’s killed a family or taken over a house somehow. We got a few unoccupied warehouses on the outskirts. Maybe some of the bigger caves in the area—”

“Any of them run through town?” Lerner asked.

Arch glanced over at Alison; she was watching him. “I’m not exactly a spelunker, but I’ve heard the ones under the town are small. Too small for anything car-sized.”

“Any house in town,” Lerner said, the sound of his teeth grinding coming through the phone’s receiver. It got on Arch’s nerves. “Well, we can’t search every house.”

No kidding, Arch didn’t say. “It’d help if we had a little more to go on.”

“Wait ’til tonight, maybe you will,” Lerner said, and he sounded positively nasty about it. “Not sure you want to wait for the next body to show up, though.”

Arch sure as heck didn’t. He had a thought. “This thing likes darkness, right?”

“Seems to.”

That had to be worth something to his mind. “So it’s hiding somewhere dark, it stands to reason.”

“Which is why I asked you about caves,” Lerner said. He sounded a little faint and tinny on the other end of the phone.

Arch started to say something else but stopped when Alison started to move. She went over to one of the boxes that hadn’t been unpacked yet and started to rummage around. He watched her idly for a moment, watched her bend over in those jeans, working to get something free from the box. It took her a few seconds, and Arch had just about mustered his thought back when she came out with a map. She carried it over to the table and spread it out. “Just a second,” he said to Lerner.

“Tim Connor got run over here,” Alison said, pointing to the little map square for Berg Street. The map she had was a small, local one. The interstate neatly bisected it, and the whole thing looked like it had been torn out of a bigger atlas for the entire state. “And then last night’s kill happened … here …” she pointed to Rafton Park, the big, blue snaking curve of the Caledonia River running right next to where her finger landed. “If this thing needed to get back to where it was going before sunup—”

Arch frowned and leaned over, clutching the phone close to his ear. It took a second for him to realize there wasn’t even the sound of breathing on the other side. “You still there?”

“Yeah,” Lerner said. “Just listening to your clever lady spell it out.”

“You can hear that?” Arch asked.

“Whatever it was, it was going in this direction when it hit Tim Connor,” Alison said, pointing northwest. “Berg Street runs nearly out of town in that direction …”

“It was going roughly the same direction when it made its attack last night,” Arch said, running his finger along the Caledonia’s line where the path remained unmarked on the map. “Trail splits about here …” He fell silent in contemplation. “Either way, it goes north or northwest.”

Alison looked up at him, a knowing look in her eyes. “Whatever this thing is, it’s up there during the day.”

“Up where?” Lerner asked on the other end of the line.

“Only one thing of interest to the northwest,” Arch said, clutching the phone tight to his face. That wasn’t exactly true, but there was only one thing that dominated the landscape in that direction, one central thing to which all else was subject thanks to basic topography.

“Ohhhh,” Lerner said, getting it at last. “You mean that big damned mountain.”

“Mount Horeb,” Arch said, nodding, though he knew the demon couldn’t see it over the phone. “Whatever this thing is, it’s hiding somewhere up in the wilderness around the mountain.”


***




Erin was caught up in that sweet, sweet feeling of afterglow. That’s what she’d heard it called, and she tended to agree with it because her whole skin felt flushed and wonderful, in a state of total relaxation. She was still getting control of her breathing, though, but in a good way, like she’d just gotten done with a run or something.

Hendricks was already nodding off next to her, his cowboy hat hanging off the edge of the nightstand. The sun was shining outside, it was the middle of the day now, and she didn’t have to be anywhere until later tonight. It was a good feeling, the cheap cotton sheets she’d bought at Wal-Mart pressed tight to her skin, laying just across her belly. She felt sweaty and sticky but those were problems for later, not now.

A thought occurred to her, and she voiced it out loud. “How long do you think this is gonna last?” She didn’t really mean it to be a downer question, but she knew the moment she said it, it sure as hell was.

“The hotspot?” Hendricks murmured sleepily. “Weeks. Months, maybe. Less than a year.”

“I didn’t mean the hotspot,” Erin said. She’d felt the rush of insecurity and just asked the question. Now she realized she’d just burned an opportunity to back out of putting it out there. Oops.

Hendricks stirred slightly, and she wondered how much of the afterglow he was feeling. She’d heard guys were sleepier afterward, and that was born out by her experience. Especially after a day and night like they’d had, there was no reason to expect he’d want to be awake afterward. “Well …” Hendricks said, and she could just hear the hesitation drip off.

“Once this is over with, you’ll be on your way, right?” She reached down and pulled the sheet up to cover her chest. Why was she even asking this? They’d known each other for like a week. She’d just been looking at him as a fresh, fun lay, to break the monotony when they’d hopped into bed together. This was a serious topic, even for her.

“I guess,” Hendricks said, and the tension filled his voice. “I mean, I don’t know. You might end up on your way, too, if all this grimdark crap about the end coming to Midian turns out to be true.”

She felt a trickle of fear run down into her belly, and she gripped the sheet tighter, rubbing the low-threadcount sheets between her fingers. “I don’t know. What happens when a town … goes down like that?”

Hendricks was silent, and she tried not to look at him, as though that would make it all go away. “Different every time, I’ve heard. Depends on what kind of demon does the job, really. Sometimes it’s like rival gangs come in and just drive the residents out. Other times … they get eaten.” He rolled over to her. “It’s not like it happens a lot, okay?” His voice still carried that hint of tiredness, though she could tell he was trying to be reassuring. “It’s rare, even for hotspots.”

“But Lerner says we’re heading that way.” Her voice sounded empty, even to her. It was a big deal, wasn’t it? Losing an entire town? How could some place, with people, with families, with homes and businesses and life just vanish? Just disappear without a word, without a trace? “How come no one ever notices these places are missing?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Hendricks said, subdued, and she could tell he was awake now, fully. “It’s a mystery to me. Government cover-up, maybe? I’m not really sure. The one time I saw it coming, there just wasn’t a word breathed about it anywhere except in the dark corners of the ’net most people don’t take seriously.” He shifted in the bed. “Or so I’ve heard. I don’t exactly spend a lot of time online myself, you know.”

He seemed like he’d be more at home navigating a giant spider web than the world wide one, she realized. His face was scratchy with a day’s worth of stubble, but she kissed him anyway, just rolled over and kissed him. She felt his chest hair against her bare skin, and it felt good. The warmth was reassuring, the touch was sweaty and sticky and just as sweet as what they’d done a few minutes ago. She felt the compulsion for reassurance but kicked herself for feeling it at the same time. Like every nineteen-year-old should just face up to the idea their entire hometown could get wiped off the planet. Totally normal.

He was running delicate fingers over her cheekbones and tracing the lines left by the salty tears she didn’t even know she was crying when the phone started to buzz on the nightstand. She looked at him for just a moment, frozen in that pause in time where she knew she was going to have to move, to leave his embrace behind, but didn’t want to.

Then she answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s Arch,” came the deep voice on the other end of the line.

“Hey,” she said, restraining a sniffle. “What’s up?”


***




Lauren had gotten done with work early, thankfully, and drove home down the blistering interstate under a sweltering sun. Her car’s AC had gone out yesterday sometime, and she hadn’t noticed it until this morning. It was another item on her “To Do” list that she really didn’t have time for, but Tennessee summer wasn’t near to done, unfortunately, even though it was almost September. Too much shit to do, too little time to cram it all in there.

She pulled into the driveway and threw the car into park with a little more aggression than she normally would have. It had been a crap day, a busy day, with a steady influx of patients. Some of them died, most of them lived, and because of her bleary-eyed state, all of them were running together in her mind at this point.

She slammed the door and started up the walk to the white house. She never parked in the garage because her mother’s car took up most of it and the rest was junk still left over from when they’d cleaned out the house after her daddy died. Hell, there were probably still baby clothes in there from when Molly was a newborn, stacked in with the transistor radios and other shit her father had collected.

She could hear the violin going upstairs through the window as her key hit the lock. Molly was practicing, practicing like she did every day. Lauren felt a spike of frustration. Molly was a good student, a good kid overall. Seeing her do her math homework this morning was strange because usually there was no need to ride her about getting schoolwork done. She was on that shit, serious about it. Way more serious than other kids. She acted more like an adult than her peers, that was for certain.

But finishing her math homework first thing in the morning? That wasn’t just a departure from the norm; it was a full on jump from the train tracks when the train wasn’t even heading toward its normal destination. It was bizarre, that’s what it was, and to have it come along with a bullshit excuse of “I fell asleep,” gave it all the more urgency to Lauren. Something was happening there.

Nothing good.

She opened the door and closed it swiftly behind her, as though there were some way she could keep a fly from following her in. She couldn’t, and she knew that, but she tried anyway. She could practically hear one of them buzzing faintly in her ear even now.

“You’re home early,” her mother remarked as she entered the kitchen. It opened up on the family room, and Let’s Make a Deal! was playing on the TV in front of Vera.

“Really?” Lauren asked as she set her purse on the counter. “Because it feels like I was gone for about a year.”

“One of those days, huh?”

“You said it,” Lauren agreed. She paused, holding onto the strap of her bag. “Have you talked to Molly about—”

“No,” her mother said, not taking her eyes off the TV. Wayne Brady was about to offer someone a deal, Lauren was sure. Clearly more important than worrying about your granddaughter. “That’s your responsibility, dear.”

“Yeah,” Lauren said under her breath. “You know, I work—”

“No doubt,” her mother said with that little slathering of false sympathy she did so well, “and so hard, too, going to college and medical school and doing your residency. All that after being a teenage mother.” She tilted her head around. “I been holding the bag here for you for sixteen years, and I believe I am done now. You’re an attending physician, what you always wanted, and now it’s time, before your daughter leaves for college, for you to do the last mile of the parenting.”

Lauren just stood there with her mouth slightly open as her mother turned back to the TV. She was somewhere between shock and outrage, but she wasn’t quite sure where she landed on the scale. “I’ve been here, okay? It’s not like I left you with her and disappeared, I was here for birthdays and Christmases, and in the evenings wherever I could—”

They false sympathy came out again. It probably sounded real to people who hadn’t lived with her mother for thirty-two years. “Oh, I know, dear, every chance you could. But you didn’t get that many chances with your school and work and residency demands. Now it’s on you.” She still didn’t even turn around, watching Wayne Brady count out hundred dollar bills.

Lauren could feel the seething set in. But what was she going to say? Medical school wasn’t easy—or cheap. College hadn’t been, either, not to get her pre-med reqs out of the way. It was time intensive, becoming a doctor, and the oddball shifts and all the demands had been leading up to this moment. She could look back and see the trade-offs now, but at the time they’d been just as natural as could be. You didn’t pour this many years into achieving a goal to get into the middle of it and seriously considering walking away. That would be a ton of sunk time and effort that had no payoff.

A waste.

She thought back now, about Molly, the sixteen years. It was time she’d enjoyed, but it had been tiring. It was the little moments that she remembered, not the daily stuff. That kiss before bedtime that had caught her in the eye, the birthday party where she’d spun her around in front of the piñata a few times before she missed and started to cry.

Lauren sighed, and it was a sigh of weariness and one of desperation. “This parenting thing ain’t easy,” she said as she headed toward the stairs.

“You said it, darling, not me,” her mother replied as someone made a deal.


***




Lerner didn’t mind cutting down on the rest period. It was pretty unnecessary for them anyway, and he always felt like it was time wasted. Sure, they skipped it regularly when they had something brewing, but when they were rudderless, it was a regular thing. They spent a lot of time rudderless, though. Home office was like that; pointed you in the general direction and then let you walk a ways. He was used to it, so it didn’t frustrate him anymore. New arrivals into the Office tended to be pretty ecstatic about getting out of the confines of the underworld, so the heavy hand of all the attention landed on them.

Lerner wondered how many newbies the office was handling right now? He guessed a lot. Would have bet on it, actually, though he hadn’t been to the home office in quite some time.

“A whole mountain is a lot of ground to cover,” Duncan said from beside him. Didn’t even have his eyes closed; Lerner could tell he was getting out of the habit of even bothering to look around with his essence anymore. This Spellman had really fucked the whole system up.

“Less than we had this morning,” Lerner said, feeling a little more chipper. Progress was progress, even on this dinky shit case. Without it to focus on, they might as well go door-to-door looking for trouble, or sit by a police scanner and wait for trouble to crackle over the radio. The damned runes made them blind in this town, since everyone with half a brain or a connection to a connection had them. Gossipy fucks. Demons really were just one giant social circle, the stupid underworld. They’d be lucky to catch a meth dealer at this point.

“Where would it hide on the mountain?” Lerner could tell Duncan was just thinking out loud.

“Supposed to be abandoned mines up there,” Lerner said. “Coal and shit. Or some of the deeper pockets of woods, maybe. Hunting cabins. Could be anywhere, really.” Duncan nodded along; Lerner knew he knew all this. But then again, Lerner didn’t mind speaking it aloud because it was better than being told to shut up for pontificating some obscure point of human behavior.

They were heading up a back road toward the mountain. It was visible in the distance, just a low slope on the horizon. It wasn’t anything like the Rockies, that was for damned sure, or Alaska—which was the Rockies too, wasn’t it? Lerner didn’t know, all he knew was he’d been both places, and to Canada, and even seen some of the Himalayas once on a flyover. Tennessee’s Smoky Mountains were nothing so dramatic as that. They were practically foothills by comparison—but they were still mountains.

He didn’t know the exact elevation of Mount Horeb, but he knew he was a lot happier driving it than climbing the damned thing. Besides, the whole thing was covered in trees all the way up, looking like some monster with a bowed back rising out of the earth. Lerner clicked his tongue in his mouth. Where was this motherfucker hiding?


***




Lauren paused at the door, hesitating before she knocked. The sound of violin music filled the air, not a single sour note. Lauren was no expert, but she could hear that her daughter wasn’t quite like a concert violinist. She was pretty proficient, though. She listened through the door, waiting to see if Molly missed a note, and held back from knocking.

It wasn’t like she didn’t want to see Molly, but the thought of picking up the conversation where they’d left off when she’d stormed out this morning wasn’t exactly appealing. It was a lot easier to let her mother handle the duties associated with being the bad guy, while she could just swoop in and be the good guy in the limited amount of time she usually had with her daughter.

The thought that those days were over was cause for a little more joy to be robbed from her life. Stressful job, a sheriff who considered her his personal mortician, and now this? Ugh. Double ugh. Triple-quad-quintuple ugh. She knocked.

“Come in,” Molly said, as the sound of the bow running over the strings came to a stop. It wasn’t one of those scratchy, abrupt stops, either, it was a graceful stop at the end of a note, not like when the needle came off a record mid-song.

Lauren entered the room, pausing at the threshold. There was still a lot of pink in here, though she doubted it was much to do with her daughter’s taste. The room had been pink since she was a little girl, and it hadn’t ever been repainted. Who would have done it? She was too busy, Molly was too disinterested, and her mother had left that sort of stuff up to her dad before he died. As a result, the few posters her daughter had put up had a pink background. The place smelled nice, though, the result of a vanilla-scented candle burning on the dresser.

“Hey, kiddo,” Lauren said. She shifted to lean on the frame of the door with her shoulder and crossed one foot behind the other. She was still wearing her scrubs.

Molly was sitting on the desk chair. Light shone in on her across the old wood floor. “Hey,” she answered without enthusiasm, the violin still stuck under her chin, bow in hand but away from the instrument.

Lauren stood there for a minute pondering her angle of attack. She didn’t want it to be an attack, but she knew—knew for sure—that Molly was going to see it that way no matter how she put this. How could she not? “Did you finish your homework?” She asked it low and slow, lowering her head to stare at her own feet and the floor as she did it.

“The homework from this morning? Yeah,” Molly said, and Lauren looked back up. She was still holding the bow, ready to get back to her practice. “Turned it in at school, of course.”

“I meant your homework for tomorrow,” Lauren said, and she bobbed her head up to look at Molly while she said it, but only with great effort. It was so damned uncomfortable.

“No,” Molly said, and her voice seemed suddenly strangely husky. “I’ll get it after I finish my practice.”

Lauren felt another one of those sighs coming on, the one that told her she was tired and that she damned sure didn’t want to do what she was about to have to do. “I think you need to do it now.”

Molly stared at her, probably fifty/fifty on dumbstruck and annoyed. “I’m running a straight-A average. Are you sure you want to question my process?”

“Way to sound like a corporate employee,” Lauren said. “But since you brought it up, call this a management initiative from your mother to try and keep you from having to do your algebra in a rush as you run out the door.”

“I got it done fine,” Molly said, and her brow had descended, eyes turned dark with fury.

“I’m sure you did,” Lauren said, trying to figure out how to broach the other gaping subject just sitting there in the middle of the room. “But the real question is why you didn’t get it done before that—”

“I told you, I fell asleep.” Molly’s voice crackled with teenage anger. Lauren started to wonder if she’d sounded like this at sixteen, but she didn’t have to think it over very hard. She knew she had.

“I’m not gone so much that I don’t know when you’re lying.” Lauren just laid it out there, quiet, trying to avoid the path that would set her off. Doubtful that this would do it, but it was worth a try.

“You think I’m—?” Molly’s eyes flickered. They still held that resentment, but there was a flash of uncertainty. “Whatever. I got my homework done, turned in, and my grades are sound. I don’t know why you’re bitching at me.”

“I’m not ‘bitching’ at you,” Lauren said—but she was, wasn’t she? Same shit her mother would do to her, that passive aggressive thing where she’d latch on to something unrelated to what she really wanted to talk about—which was the reason she was lying about not finishing the homework. Lauren remembered sixteen like it was yesterday—hell, it practically was—and there was always a reason for her to do it, too. “Who’s the boy?”

Molly just stared at her but didn’t adjust quite quickly enough. “What boy?” she asked, a second too slow.

Lauren laughed, light, near-toneless. “God, I wonder if it was this obvious to my mom when I was lying?” Of course it was; she’d almost always figured it out.

Molly made a half-grunt, half-seething sound. “I have to practice. And then I have homework to do.” She made the dagger eyes, the ones that Lauren had made at her mother.

“I’m going to check your homework later,” Lauren said. “Leave it out for me, okay?”

The eyeroll was prodigious. “Fine.” It was definitely not fine.

“Okay, then,” Lauren said, and started to leave her daughter’s room.

“Close the door behind you!” Molly called, a little more snot in her tone than was really needed. Lauren did and stood out there, just waiting, listening as the tone of the violin picked up.

It was late afternoon, the sun was still high in the sky, and she could feel the tension wracking her. What to do? Normally she might have tried to squeeze in a run by the Caledonia River, but since she’d seen that body at Rafton Park, she had no desire to go anywhere near there. Or town, for that matter, since Tim Connor had gotten run over on a jog of his own.

No, she needed air but not danger. Those places were right here in town, along with whoever the hell was being so damned vicious as to run people down. Lauren wanted somewhere a little more isolated, a little more removed from what was going on in Midian. There was the road up on Mount Horeb that she’d run a few times. Maybe she’d try that.


***




Arch could see Erin’s Crown Victoria behind him—the sheriff’s own car, he still thought of it—easing up the curved road leading up Mount Horeb. It wasn’t like they’d planned to travel in a convoy, but once they were out of town she was a little heavy on the pedal and he was light, so it was natural she’d catch up to him eventually, he supposed. Besides, they weren’t going all that much farther.

“Where do you think this thing is?” Alison asked from next to him. She was pretty quiet, thinking it over on the way up. “Hiding in one of the old mines by day, slouching down to Midian by night?”

“Could be,” Arch said. “It’d be tough to comb all those old mining tunnels, though. Best we check up and down the main roads first, see if there’s any sign of anything amiss. Maybe look at driveways for a sign of …” He let his voice drift off. “Well, I don’t know what we’d been looking for a sign of.”

“Mmmm,” Alison said, and he could tell she was lost in thought again. She was pretty smart, his wife, valedictorian of her class and all. Sometimes he forgot how smart she was because she didn’t always come out with the deepest thoughts. She put her mind to something, she could usually do something with it, though he wasn’t sure exactly how far she’d get with demons hiding somewhere on the mountain. “Locals,” she said.

“What?” Arch asked, holding the wheel tight around a curve, the vinyl steering wheel smooth against his fingers.

“Erin said this thing made noise. Loud noise. When it came past her.” They passed a mailbox on the right, and Alison flicked her wrist to indicate it as it shot by. “Some of the locals might have heard it, especially if it’s following a path or a road.”

“Well, shoot,” Arch said, blinking in surprise. He hadn’t come near to thinking of that.


***




Erin eased off the gas and pulled into the overlook as Arch guided the Explorer off the road in front of her. She had been expecting him to drive slow, but he was past slow and into granny territory. She bit off another complaint, let it die on her lips, and just took the Crown Vic in to park behind him and the town car already waiting for them. The overlook was on a curve, and down below the whole Caledonia River Valley was laid out, with other smaller mountains and foothills providing the rise that fenced it all in.

“Here we are,” she said, stating the obvious to Hendricks, who was already reaching for the door. They hadn’t talked much on the way up the mountain, because there wasn’t much to say. Plus, she could feel her own fatigue setting in, and she knew he was dealing with more than a little of his own. She’d already picked up on the fact that when Hendricks got tired, he got cranky and sullen. It wasn’t subtle, either, though he seemed pretty pleasant overall right now. She attributed that to the idea that they were maybe close to something on getting this demon.

“Evening,” Arch said as Erin got out of the Crown Vic. The overlook was a nice view, all green valleys and a nice picturesque scene of Midian lining the valley floor. It was a fun drive, usually, a real scenic thing to do on a Sunday morning, maybe meander on up to the Mulberry Lodge near the peak of the mountain, such as it was. Nice restaurant, nice place for prime rib. It had the added bonus of a hell of a view, so it tended to cater to a little higher-end crowd. She’d been there a couple times with her folks back in the olden days, celebrating special events, before her brothers had left town.

“So what now?” Hendricks asked, and Erin could hear the cranky and sullen starting to come out.

“Alison had an idea,” Arch said as Lerner and Duncan came shuffling over. “Erin said this thing was loud; maybe someone who lives up here might have heard it.”

“Good point,” Lerner said in that Boston accent. He wasn’t acting like a dick at the moment for some reason, and Erin wondered what it was. “We could split up, canvas the area a little.”

“Closer to the bottom of the hill, the better,” Erin said. “We know this thing probably came toward the mountain, but it may not be up the mountain. It could have veered off before it got here.”

“It could have,” Arch agreed. “Could have gone to the far side over the pass to the north. Probably didn’t go easterly, because there are other roads that would have made more sense to take out of town if it meant to go that direction—”

“Maybe this thing doesn’t know your town that well,” Hendricks said.

“Maybe,” Arch conceded. “But this assumption we got is all we’ve got to go on, so we might as well—”

“Work it, yeah,” Hendricks said, sounding a little resigned to her ears. “Probably best if the cops knock on the doors, right?”

“It’d make more sense than having Lerner and Duncan flashing their badges,” Erin said with a half-smile. She gave them a frown. “Do you even have badges?”

Lerner pulled something out of his jacket and flipped it down; it wasn’t something she could easily read, but she got the sense it was important and that he was very official, whatever it said. “We have something close,” he said with a grin. “It’ll work well enough to get us answers if we knock on a door.”

“Maybe we should split up,” Hendricks said then paused. “Wait …” He almost sounded like he was slurring his words. “Never mind, that’s a plot from a horror movie.”

“It’s still daylight,” Erin said. “That means we’re fine, right?”

“No telling,” Lerner said. “Teams of two would be my recommendation. At least one of us law enforcement types to balance out you two civilians.” He gestured vaguely to Hendricks and Alison. “I’d also really recommend that you don’t put me, Duncan or cowboy together.”

Erin felt an insufferable smile coming on. “What’s the matter? You two having marital tension?”

Lerner grinned. “Well, we’ve been not sleeping together for about a hundred years, sweetheart, so there is that. But I was suggesting you split us up just so because the three of us are the only ones carrying something full length that can handle killing a demon.” He waved a hand faintly at Arch. “No offense to your safety knife, but that thing is gonna be about as effective as a toothpick for poking at something that moves as fast as this thing supposedly does.”

“None taken,” Arch said. “All right, how about—”

“How about I go with Duncan?” Alison said. Erin felt a little surge of surprise at that one.

“I’ll ride with the blond deputy,” Lerner said, and Erin’s surprise increased, mingling with irritation. Her annoyance increased as well as he headed toward her patrol car without even waiting for her to say yea or nay. “I guess that leaves you boys as the dynamic duo.” His eyes flicked from Arch to Hendricks.

“I guess it does,” Hendricks said, shrugging as he headed for Arch’s Explorer. Erin started to say something to him, but Lerner stepped up to the door Hendricks had left open before she had time to come up with something that expressed what she was feeling. She just watched the cowboy go, the black outline of his drover coat nearly touching the gravel and dirt of the overlook as he disappeared around the back of the Explorer.

“I have a feeling you and I are going to get along just great,” Lerner said with that toothy, dickish smile. Did he know how fucking annoying she found him?

“Yeah, we go together like Rikki Tikki Tavi and Nagaina,” she said.

“I like you already,” Lerner said as she got into the car. “That’s such a great film. A classic.”

Erin slammed the door harder than she ever had before. They might even have heard it down in Midian.


***




“This is called canvassing,” Arch said as Hendricks considered tuning the man out. He was already bleary-eyed, and the intro to basics of police work was about as boring as any of the ten thousand procedural shows he saw on the rare occasions he’d turn on the TV in his hotel rooms.

“Yeah, thanks for that basic instruction,” Hendricks said, noting the quick flash of annoyance on Arch’s face. “Think I’ve heard that somewhere before. Seems like the thing to do is for you to knock and me to sit in the car with the window open, since—hopefully—we’re not going to accidentally stumble onto the actual demon we’re looking for in the course of this canvassing thing.”

“You never know what you’re gonna find when you knock on doors,” Arch said, and Hendricks could see the tension in the man. “Could be anything.”

Hendricks could feel the annoyance building. “Tell me about it.”

“Mountain folk get a bit peculiar at times,” Arch said. Hendricks was already bored of the lecture. “Most of them are normal enough, but every once and a while you get a real weird one. Anti-social types. Maybe even a little angry at the authorities, if you catch my meaning.”

“Yeah, sure, hostile,” Hendricks said with a yawn.“I realize that’s probably a foreign concept to you,” Arch said, giving Hendricks a little angry side-eye.

“You ever hear of Ramadi?” Hendricks waited, but there wasn’t even a hint of recognition in Arch’s face when he looked over. “It was a town in Iraq where there were insurgents hiding. We—the Marines—had to go busting down the doors to houses. It was fucking shitstorm, too, a real Charlie Foxtrot.” Hendricks looked out the window.

He could hear the gears grinding for Arch, and when the policeman spoke, it was a lot quieter, a lot less irritable and with a mountain of humility. “What happened?”

Hendricks shrugged. He was too drained to put much into it; not that he had much to put into it anyway. “I was nineteen. We go busting down doors, sometimes I’m on point. Thing is, the guy who’s on point? Something like two out of three of them go home in a coffin, family gets the American flag to display on their mantle. We didn’t even get to use our fancy scopes and shit. We just short-stocked the rifle, lined our pointer fingers up with the barrel and BANG. Point and shoot. Pink mist splashing the walls. It was a goddamned clusterfuck. So, yeah, I’ve knocked on a few hostile doors in my time, even before I started finding demons on the other side.” He sniffed, irritation causing his face to twitch. “Hell, I prefer the demons to some fifteen-year-old fuckstick with an AK-47 that thinks he’s doing God’s own work. At least I don’t have to feel guilty about what I do to the demons.”

Arch was hesitating, and Hendricks could hear it. “You feel guilty about what you did over there?”

“Hell, no,” Hendricks said, staring at the greenery passing by out his window as they wended their way down the mountain road. “It was us versus them. I don’t care what you’ve heard, we didn’t fight over there because of orders or CO’s or for some fucking butterbars—that’s a junior lieutenant that doesn’t know his ass from an M203—trying to get a goddamned medal.” He turned to look at Arch. “We fought for the guys in our squad. If I’m blowing through the fatal front—that’s the three feet around a door, which you gotta clear in a goddamned big hurry—I’m doing it because of the guys with me. My buddies. It’s us versus them, and anyone who ain’t with us gets a bullet in them if they raise so much as a finger that looks like a pistol barrel.” He turned back toward the window. “That’s why it doesn’t bother me, having Lerner and Duncan with us. Because they’re with us, not them.”

“For now,” Arch said.

“For now,” Hendricks agreed. “But be honest. Those guys are working on the side of order against chaos. You think they’re gonna go switching sides when all we’re getting promised is chaos in the forecast?”

“I don’t know,” Arch said, guiding the Explorer into a slow turn. “I don’t have any idea what they’re about—really—and we ain’t got a lot of time to dig into it right now.” He made a face. “Help is help in this situation. I guess we need all of that we can get.”

“We do indeed,” Hendricks said and came within about a millimeter of asking Arch if he thought his wife was going to be a help or not. He didn’t, though, because he could’ve felt the tension between the two of them even if he hadn’t known Arch for a little while now.


***




“So what do you think this is?” Erin asked, waiting to see what Lerner said. She figured now that she had him alone, maybe she’d get the straight dope, the rumors and shit he didn’t feel compelled to share with a larger group.

“Fuck if I know,” Lerner said. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve seen a few bodies get the shit beaten out of them, flung for a distance like these two have been, but it never quite looked like this. I mean, this shit isn’t like a beating. This is the sort of thing you’d swear was vehicular homicide if you didn’t already smell demons slinking about in the streets.”

“You said ‘slinking,’” Erin said, glancing over at him. He was cool as a cucumber, just sitting back like he didn’t care. “You don’t like your own kind?”

“I don’t like trouble,” Lerner said, not looking at her. She didn’t mind; she didn’t like his grin anyway. “Every one of the ones that’s drawn to a hotspot is trouble, lots of them with a capital T. It’s the nature of my job to deal with trouble, but much like a prison guard, I don’t have a lot of love for the inmates.”

“You run across a lot of the same shit?”

“There’s a lot of variety in the demon world,” Lerner said, still pretty close to neutral—and not like a douche. “Hell, you should remember, you grabbed your boyfriend’s demon guide. Thick book, right?”

“Like a Bible or an encyclopedia,” she said.

“It probably doesn’t even cover close to everything,” Lerner said, putting his hands up behind his head and leaning back into the seat rest. She worried his slick hair would get grease on the upholstery, but she didn’t say anything, just ticked another box against him. “There’s a lot of different kinds of demons out there. We number as many as the stars in the skies.”

She thought that sounded vaguely familiar but didn’t know from where exactly. “So how do you tell what you’re dealing with?”

“The thing you gotta understand,” Lerner said, and he finally turned his head to face her, lecturing like he was some professor and she was some fresh-faced student just out of high school, who didn’t know the world was going to fuck her for all it was worth, “is that most of the kinds in that book your boyfriend has are extinct or nearly extinct. They may have been prolific back in the day, but there was a war between man and demon, and demonkind got its collective ass kicked real hearty. Lots of species died off or came near enough to it as not to matter. The ones that survived learned to adapt and go underground. Stay out of human sight, keep things quiet, let them forget about our kind. Those are the ones that are still walking, still feeding and living their lives. Maybe they were fruitful and multiplied, who knows—”

“Don’t you know?” she asked. “Weren’t you there?”

“Hah!” He barked a laugh. “Good one, kid, but I’ve only been on earth for about a century. This was thousands of years ago. Point is, the demons you see today are mostly integrated into human society. The troublemakers are the ones that travel around, look for the places of upheaval—hotspots—and thrive on the chaos there. They come to a town like this, where you probably had more than a few demons living already, all peaceful and normal, and they stir the pot. They come and whatever they touch gets tainted. Corrupted, I guess you could say.” Lerner’s expression turned dark. “Just like a good man might live his whole life decent and gentle in a place where he’s safe and secure. But you put that same man in a lawless waste where he’s gotta steal and kill to survive, and you get a whole different animal. See, these wanderers, these agents of chaos—they come to a hotspot when it flares, and they start breaking down society. Dead bodies in the streets. Some family gets turned into dinner. Worse things happen. Point is—that lawful demon who’s just been living his life, suddenly he’s wondering why he’s bothering. He’s strong—stronger than a human. Maybe he’s got a taste for flesh, wants something his neighbor has—so he takes it. Because he saw someone else do it. Because he can. Because all the things that told him how normal it was to just be one of the people, they start to evaporate.” Lerner tapped the window with his fingertips, and Erin saw him leave oily residue on them. “See, the process of corruption leaves marks behind. Leaves spots. Dirt. The things that were once clean and pretty get ugly fast.” He held up his hand, then used his sleeve to wipe the fingerprints, leaving a smudge behind. “But just like this, it doesn’t come off so easily.” His smile was gone. “Sometimes it never goes away.”


***




Alison watched Duncan steer the car around the slope. They were set to tackle the middle of the road, between the overlook and the bottom of Mount Horeb. It had been quiet in the cab so far; she could tell the demon liked silence. So did she. But there were some questions that just needed to be answered.

“So,” she started, “what’s it like being a demon?”

When Duncan looked over at her, she just smiled. She could tell he didn’t know what the hell to say.


***




Lauren stood at the overlook up the side of Mount Horeb looking out on the town. It always made her feel tiny, like she was a nothing and a nobody being here. Midian looked pretty small itself, but not as small as she felt staring down at it. She stretched her hamstrings, felt the pull and the pressure as she did so, leaning against her car.

Molly. Molly was on her mind now. She’d left work behind, and now all she could think about was Molly and whatever she was getting into. Probably nothing good.

But maybe not. She was pretty responsible, wasn’t she? She wasn’t the kind to just get crazy—

Oh, wait. Neither was Lauren herself, but that had changed when Molly’s dad came into the picture. Charming son of a bitch. Lying, charming son of a bitch. Lying, charming, deadbeat son of a bitch. Not that she was still irritated at him or anything. A little help might have been nice, though.

She shuffled back and forth, preparing herself mentally. She’d run down the side of the mountain road before, and fortunately it had a lot more shoulder than the average road. She’d need to be safe on the tight turns, maybe move a little closer to the edge, but she should be fine. It was a pretty safe place to run, after all, low traffic, and fortunately a decent distance from Midian, what with all that had happened down there of late.

She grabbed her water bottle and took a last squirt for hydration before she headed down the mountain. She’d need to turn back before she got very tired, because the trip back up was going to be the real killer.


***




Erin knocked on the door of Chauncey Watson’s house with the back of her hand. It was a solid wood door in a solid wood house, an A-frame monstrosity that looked out over the valley. Hell of a view, probably go for a hell of a cost nowadays, but Chauncey Watson had been living here forever. Or at least since she’d been a girl.

Erin could hear the motion inside the house and glanced back to the car. Lerner was just waiting in the passenger seat, watching the whole process with a measure of disinterest. This was the third door she’d knocked on, and Lerner hadn’t showed any more interest in house number one or number two.

Erin stood there, baking in the damned heat, feeling the sweat pour down from her scalp. It was tracking lines down the back of her neck and across her forehead. She would swear to it that noon was nothing compared to the late part of the day, when the heat settled in on the valley before sundown and shit just got sweltering. It made her back itch, and she longed for the cool air conditioning in the car.

The door cracked open and a magnified eye peeked out at her through a glass thick enough it could have been cut off the bottom of a Mason jar. Chauncey Watson stared out at her, the half of his face that was exposed telling her that he was looking at her like she was a specimen for dissection or something. “Erin?” he asked. “Erin Harris?”

“Hey, Chauncey,” Erin said. She’d known him a little here and there, just like she knew a lot of the town folk. Chauncey Watson worked at a big engineering concern near to Cleveland just down the interstate, doing something with numbers or schematics or some such shit that she didn’t pretend to understand. She’d known him from his work volunteering for the engineering club when she was in high school. As far as she knew, it might have been his only human contact with people other than when he’d shop for groceries once a week. He’d always been sweet to her, at least for the year she was in the club. Always said hello to her when he’d run into her in town, too.

Chauncey pushed the door open all the way, and she just about took a step back from habit. The man was standing there in nothing but his boxers, tanned, sunken chest and skinny body distracting only slightly from those 40x magnification glasses he wore on his head. They really were magnification lenses, too, not real glasses, because no one’s damned eyes were that fucking big normally, were they?

“Whatchoo doing up here on Mount Horeb, Erin?” His voice was high and meandering. He glanced at her clothing. “Oh, I s’pose it’s Deputy Harris now. I always thought you’d have been a good mechanical engineer, you know, but—”

“Chauncey,” she said, interrupting him gently, “I’m awfully sorry to bother you, but I got a question.”

“Oh?” He stood there, his sunken chest heaving up and down with the effort of keeping him breathing. The man didn’t look like he ate even one meal a day, and his expression was what she’d called gentle befuddlement. “What can I do for you?”

She started to say something then stopped, trying to decide if she should mention his state of undress. She decided it was better to skip it. “Did I catch you in the middle of something?”

“I was just painting a miniature army,” he said, still staring at her through magnifying glasses. “They’re gonna be my fourth army this month, getting ready for a tournament up in Knoxville next weekend. Those dadgummed boys from Johnson City—last year’s champs—they ain’t gonna know what hit ‘em.” He laughed, a loud, high sound, then blinked, and fumbled for the magnifying glasses on his head, tearing them off self-consciously. “Sorry,” he said. “I forget they’re on, sometimes. I wear ’em so much in the evenings, you know, cuz I’m working on my armies. Damn, that’s embarrassing.”

She glanced downward at his skinny, hairy legs, exposed from the crotch on down. “Yep.” She looked back up at him and he watched her earnestly, without a trace of self-consciousness. “I can see how that might be a little … uncomfortable. Listen, I’m investigating a noise disturbance up here—”

“Oh, you talking about that eerie-ass noise that comes rumbling down the mountain in the early evening and early morning?” Chauncey leaned forward, mouth slightly agape. He was definitely interested in what she was saying.

“You’ve heard it?” Erin asked, feeling a chill. The last two houses hadn’t.

“Shoor ’nuff,” he said. “Every night for the last three. Rolls through just as dusk is coming on—we get dusk a little earlier here than y’all do, being in the shadow on this side of the mountain and whatnot. Noise comes rumbling in, then passes back up just ’afore daybreak.”

She listened to him with increasing interest. “Chauncey … did you happen to see what it was that made the noise?”

“You know, I actually did not,” Chauncey said with mild disappointment, as though he’d forgotten a can of tuna he’d paid for at the grocery store. “Last two times I tried I was too slow, only saw a little of it as it went ’round the curve over yonder.” He gestured toward the downward slope where the road wended just past the trees at the perimeter of his property. “I’m just not as light on my feet as I used to be. Anyway, looked like a black cloud moving down the mountain, all different parts going at once.”

“Was it big?” she asked, taking a breath.

“Fair big, I s’pose,” he said. “Wide, more like. Flat, not high off the road, from what I could see. Hell, it was all shadows but looked like a mass just sweeping on down. Coulda been anything. I was running through my brain trying to figure it out, but coming up dry. Saw some … something like a reflection from it, but uh … I don’t know. Figured maybe it was one of them big ol’ groups of running people going from coast to coast like they did in that one movie with that feller had the slow mind—”

“Forrest Gump?” Erin stared at him in mild disbelief.

“Course that don’t account for the noise …” Chauncey was now in a world of his own, not even looking at her. “I believe it sounded like a buzzing, like bees or something, but different. You know, I really don’t have the first idea what that is. I should set up on the road tonight and maybe take some pictures—”

“Chauncey,” she cut him off. “You really shouldn’t. Whatever this is, it’s killed two people so far.”

“Killed ’em?” Chauncey’s jaw dropped open, his skinny mouth falling open to reveal perfect, shining teeth. “Holy shit. You know, nobody ever tells me nothing, all alone up here on the mountain. Oughta include that sort of stuff in that Emergency Broadcast System, cuz that is news you need to know! What if I’d gone out there tonight and got myself killed, too?” He leaned in toward her, eyes wild. “How’d they die, you don’t mind me asking?”

“Looks like they got run over by something,” Erin said, and she shot a furtive look back to Lerner, still in the car, before turning back to Chauncey.

“Well, now that don’t make no kind of sense at all,” he said, and she could tell his engineer’s mind was brainstorming out loud. “Whatever that was, it was moving way too low to be a car of any kind. In fact, it was kinda like … oh.” Chauncey straightened, and his mouth formed a perfect O with his last word. “That’s what it was.”

“What?” Erin stared at him. His eyes were far away, looking past her to the road. “What was it, Chauncey?” She waited, but his mind was still adrift. “What the hell was it?”


***




Arch opened the car door and got back in, feeling the cool air conditioning hit him in the face as he sunk down in the seat. It was danged warm, way too danged warm, and he’d had just about enough of summer by now. The rains that had come a few days earlier, as ugly as they’d gotten, sure had been a nice cooldown for the town. If it weren’t for the whole flooding problem, he’d gladly have had them back right about now. He glanced at the dry dust in the driveway he was parked in. Looked like the ground might be grateful, too.

“Any luck?” Hendricks asked. The cowboy was still wearing his full-length drover coat, that black nightmare that made him look like some sort of cross between Batman and the Lone Ranger. Arch had seen a couple kids in town laugh at Hendricks’s getup behind his back, but he didn’t feel compelled to share this with the man.

“Not as such, no,” Arch said. “People have heard a noise, but they got no clue what it came from. Some don’t even rightly know when it came through. Sounded a little like a train to this last couple.” He’d been viewed with a little surprise, maybe a little suspicion, at the first house. Things like that happened sometimes when the police came to call unexpectedly on a door out here. But at the second house he’d been invited in for crumb cake and coffee, which he’d had to decline. Being a football hero in Midian had its perks, that was certain.

This house had about been a bust. Older couple, didn’t even seem to realize that their house was across the valley from train tracks. They’d been nice enough, though, in spite of not inviting him in for crumb cake.

“Damn,” Hendricks said as Arch put the car into gear. He backed into a turnaround in the driveway and aimed the car down the rutted gravel driveway back toward the road. “I suppose it might make some sense, though; this house is set back awfully far from the road.”

“Land’s a little flatter here, closer to the bottom of the mountain,” Arch said. “Got themselves a nice parcel where they could build back a ways.”

“More than those last couple houses, anyway,” Hendricks said. “Maybe we should leapfrog to the next house over, or the one after. There’s a spur up the way, I noticed—”

“Old mining road,” Arch said, nodding. “I hadn’t ruled out that this thing could be coming from up there. Not sure we want to go poking down that way until we’re sure.” The thing was gated, actually, and as they’d passed he’d looked carefully; it didn’t seem to have been disturbed in a half century, though it was hard to tell, he supposed. “Might be some exposed shafts out there.”

“You make it sound like a bathhouse,” Hendricks said with a grin.

Arch felt the frown come automatically. “Is everything a dirty joke to you?”

Hendricks just kept grinning infuriatingly. “I got a dirty enough mind to find something naughty in just about anything, yeah. It’s a talent.”

Arch turned away before rolling his eyes. “It’s an unsavory habit. Like swearing.”

“What is the problem with swearing for you, anyway?” Hendricks asked. Arch gave him enough of a look to see he was being genuine, not mocking. “I mean, I can understand goddamn—”

“The Third Commandment would be my problem with that one, yes,” Arch said, a little irritated. Did he have to do that in front of him, always?

“But what about the rest of it?” Hendricks said, leaning back in his seat and tipping his hat. “Where in the Bible does it say you can’t let loose with a ‘fucking shit’ or a ‘son of a whore’ every now and again?”

“Philippians 4:8,” Arch said, giving him an annoyed look.

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Hendricks said, looking unimpressed. “My knowledge of the Bible is a few years out of date. And also fairly unimportant to me in the scheme of things.”

Arch stifled a sigh of frustration. “It’s a letter from the Apostle Paul to the Philippians, in which he tells them to dwell on that which is pure and good.” Arch drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “The idea being that if you’re constantly dwelling on the impure, your mind is not where it is supposed to be in order to be a good servant of the Lord.”

Hendricks had his mouth slightly open, and Arch just waited for the jibe. It never came. “Okay, then,” Hendricks said, but he didn’t sneer. He just waited. “So … where does it talk about getting blow jobs?”

Arch did roll his eyes at that one, after slamming the brakes so he could turn to Hendricks and give him the full attention for this. “She’s my wife, and she and I can do anything—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” Hendricks said. The car was halted just a few yards from the road. The end of the driveway was nestled between two big trees, and the entire property line was shielded from view of the road by a line of woods no more than twenty or thirty feet deep. Just enough to obstruct the mountain road from the house.

Arch paused, still ready to unload on Hendricks for his disrespect. “What?” he asked, not bothering to conceal the anger in his voice.

“Do you hear that?” Hendricks asked, holding a single finger aloft, pointing to the ceiling, as though something was coming from above.

“Hear what?” Arch said with purest irritation. But as he sat there in the silence, he realized he could hear it too. A faint, buzzing sound, growing louder as it came down the mountain road ahead.


***




Lauren was making good time down the mountain, but she could tell she was feeling the first strains of fatigue. This was the easy part, she told herself. The downhill run. Turning back, that was bound to be a cast-iron bitch.

The sun was setting, and the orange glow didn’t quite reach her over the peak of Mount Horeb. It was over there somewhere, to be sure, but she couldn’t see it from here, not on this side of the mountain, and that meant she was going to be running in the dark in an hour or two.

Reluctantly, she slowed, pulling to a stop in front of an old mailbox that said “Cooper” on the side in faded white letters. She was sweating prodigiously, feeling the burn in her legs from not doing this for a few days and now pulling this shit on her body on a damned mountain. She’d feel it tomorrow, but if she could just get a little further along, it’d be all good because at least she’d get the endorphin rush. Runner’s high. She loved that feeling; it kept her doing this even though the amount of time she had for it was nearly nil.

She was just hooking around when she realized there was a noise over the sound of her heavy breathing. Something … buzzing. Something loud. She looked back up the mountain but saw nothing. The road made a sharp turn around a bend to the left just a hundred yards ahead, and everything past that was well out of her sight. A steep cliff’s edge to her left blocked the one side of the road, and the shoulder only extended a few feet to her right. The yard of the Cooper house—she didn’t know who that was, some out-of-towner’s cabin in all likelihood—came to an end just ahead. She followed along the road, listening to the sound.

Whatever it was—probably a semi with engine trouble—it sounded bad. A little ominous, too, but … bad. Like someone’s car was not having a good day. Like it had smashed into a train and was clacking as it rolled down the mountain.

She shrugged it off and started back up, and watched the shoulder narrow to her right, then fall off into a sheer cliff face. Something about that unnerved her, too, but she didn’t pay it much heed because it was the mountain, and she still had a few feet of shoulder to dive to if someone hugged the lane a little too hard.

The noise grew louder. More persistent. Now it was hissing, descending from above, the mountain road’s S-curve wending up to her left to ride a sheer cliff face a hundred feet high. She could hear it up there, that awful sound, that unearthly buzzing, with just a little screech mixed in. She thought she heard something else, too, like tires squealing on pavement.

What the hell made that kind of noise?

She scuffed her shoe a little and mentally kicked herself. Paying attention to the road was important, lest she stumble and find herself with a bloodied knee. Or worse.

The noise was louder now, starting to drown out the sound of the birds on the mountain, the crickets in the grass. She realized a little late that she hadn’t actually heard any birds or crickets in quite some time and tried to remember if she’d heard them at all on her run.

It had been quiet the whole time, eerily so, save for a couple cars that passed her by.

What the hell was going on here? What was that sound?

The buzzing grew to a crescendo, and she knew whatever it was, it was just around the next bend in the road. Her pace slowed automatically, as though her head was telling her to back off, to keep away from the corner.

Then she saw it. And only one thing came to mind.

“Oh, fuck.”


7.


They moved down the mountain like shadows at high speed, catching Hendricks’s eye through the windshield. He was peering through the trees at the end of the driveway, standing like upright posts on a football field, like he was staring through about to kick a field goal.

This wasn’t a goddamned field goal, though. This wasn’t a football game. This was—

It was—

“What the fuck?” he whispered under his breath.

They moved through that gap between the trees like dark clouds rolling past on the road. They were fast, damned fast, but the wheels were visible, just barely, in the dusky twilight.

“Is that …?” Arch just let his voice trail off.

“You have got to be fucking shitting me,” Hendricks said, just staring at the things swirling across. The buzzing was hell on his ears. “It really is, isn’t it?”

Arch didn’t sound surprised when he finally spoke up. “I always hated those sons of guns, but I never thought of them as real demons.”

Hendricks just stared straight ahead as the last of them passed the driveway and rolled down the hill. When he spoke it was in complete and utter disgust. “Bicyclists.

“Demon fucking bicyclists.”


***




Alison had half considered hanging out the window as Duncan steered the car down the mountain behind the demons. On bikes. Demons on bikes. She thought about it, and dismissed the idea as stupid, because trying to fire a .50 out a window while the vehicle was in motion sounded like a recipe for 1) deafness as the crack of the rifle echoed in the town car like God’s own thunder sent down from heaven and 2) a really sore shoulder coupled with some poor shooting. For all those reasons and more, she was just watching instead, watching the swarm of bicyclists move down the mountain at a speed that wasn’t possible for human beings.

She turned her head as tires squealed behind her and saw Arch’s Explorer burst out onto the road. The sirens weren’t wailing, but he had his lights on. Duncan took barely any note of it; he just kept his cool and took the town car into a sharp curve at over sixty miles per hour. Alison just held on and mentally added on another reason why she didn’t want to chance shooting out the window. “What now?” she asked and waited for the expert’s answer.


***




“What the hell are we gonna do now?” Hendricks asked.

Arch ignored him for a minute because he had no idea at all other than chasing the demons down. “I thought you were the expert demon hunter.”

Hendricks just sat there for a second. “Maybe I am, maybe I’m not, but I can promise you I’ve never dealt with a pack of demon bicyclists before. I’m still just trying to get a handle on this situation. I mean, they killed two people just by hitting them with a bike?”

Arch had to concede it sounded funny, but those demons were moving awfully fast down the mountain. “They’re stronger and faster, makes sense they could pedal a bike faster. Look at ’em get on down the road.”

“I wouldn’t want to get hit by them, I guess,” Hendricks conceded. “But … there’s gotta be like fifty of them, how are we supposed to—” The sound of a ringing phone filled the air.

“Hello?” Arch said, terse, holding the phone with one hand to his ear while he followed Duncan’s town car into a tight turn with the other.

“It’s demons on bicycles!” Erin shouted at him from the other end of the line.

“Figured that out for ourselves,” Arch said, and he heard the tires squeal underneath him.

“How?” Erin asked.

“Cuz I’m looking at them right now, like a big ol’ swarm of people who are serious about their physical fitness and enjoying nature. We’re not far below the overlook—get down here. We’re in pursuit.” He hung up without waiting for an answer. “So … how do you kill a swarm of bothersome flies?” He glanced over at Hendricks, waiting to see if the cowboy knew the answer.

Hendricks just smiled. “One at a time.”


***




Arch’s Explorer gunned past the town car on Alison’s side. Arch glanced over at her only briefly as he shot past on a short straightaway. She could see Hendricks already out of his seat, sword out of its scabbard. He was leaning out the window.

“Shit,” she whispered, and unfastened her seatbelt so she could get to the rifle in the backseat. “Looks like we’re really gonna do this.”

Arch tried to keep the car somewhat steady as they came up on the pack. There could be fifty, a hundred of them in there; it was hard to tell. It wasn’t that they weren’t wearing helmets and bicycle shirts and pants, because they were. It was just that every single one of them was black as the night itself. The bikes were all painted black too, save for a couple. Arch caught a glimpse of a couple reflectors still wired to the spokes of one bike, spinning a circle as the light caught it; pretty much all the rest lacked them.

“Well, this looks like a safety hazard,” Hendricks said, mirroring Arch’s own thoughts. “Don’t they know you’re supposed to wear bright clothing when you’re cycling at night?”

“Apparently not,” Arch said as he slowed to cope with a steep, hard right S-curve. “Which is too bad, because if you do that, it’s nobody’s fault but yours when you get hit by a car.”

He gunned the engine and closed the last ten feet between him and the back of pack. He edged up enough to let Hendricks hang out the window, and watched as the cowboy extended his sword to poke—just poke—the last guy in line. With a blast of black flames that consumed the demon’s dark clothing, the bike fell to the ground and filled the air with the sound of screeching metal.


***




“I think they’ve noticed us now,” Duncan said as he swerved to avoid the bicycle clattering on the road. Alison braced herself as the car shook, veering right as Hendricks killed another demon ahead. The others were looking back, and the buzzing was somehow louder now.

“What is that?” Alison asked.

“Looks like a bunch of vembra’nonn on bicycles,” Duncan said. “Light-shelled demons, like speed. Usually they’re drawn to doing stuff like hanging on the bottom of airplanes or riding in the back of pickup trucks going at high velocity. I did catch a rumor about a group into extreme sports a couple years back; hang-gliding, base-jumping, skydiving, that sort of thing. Can’t say I’ve heard of bicycling ones before, but …” He shrugged as Alison flipped the latches to the gun case.

“Can you keep us steady?” she asked as she pulled the ear protection out of the case first and draped the muffs over the sides of her neck. She grabbed the glasses, too. Safety first, especially when it came to dodging a .50 cal shell hitting you in the eye. That would probably cause blindness.

“I can try,” Duncan said, and she could hear the strain in the demon’s voice.

Alison stuck the magazine in the Barrett rifle, then turned awkwardly, trying to bring the oversized thing around without smacking the barrel into the windshield. It wasn’t easy; the rifle was awfully big.

“That thing is like a cannon,” Duncan said matter-of-factly. “You might be able to kill a vembra’nonn with one of those.”

“I thought guns didn’t kill demons?” Alison asked. She was distracted for only a second then chambered a round. Focus.

“Not most of them, no,” Duncan said. “But these are light shells. Most demons have hard shells. Kinda like bone density in people, I guess. It’s rare, but sometimes you get these guys with a big essence and in order to fit it all in, they have to shrink the amount of shell—”

“Huh,” Alison said, and hit the automatic window. She swung the rifle barrel out as the wind whipped her in the face. She draped the heavy shoulder pad against her and stuck the butt of the gun hard against it. “Let’s see what we can do, then.”

“You might want to—” Duncan started to say something, but Alison slipped the ear protection on and focused on her target. There was a demon at the far back right that fell into her sights. She led him a little bit and fired.

“There’s your wife!” Hendricks called as a deafening rifle blast echoed down the mountain. He was hanging out the window, probably in one of the less safe moments of his life, even compared to Iraq—this one was going to stick out in his memory—and the wind was blowing at him. He took off the cowboy hat and tossed it back through the window into the floorboard. No point losing it, after all. It had sentimental value.

“I believe she just killed one of them!” Arch shouted back at him. Hendricks could barely hear him over the rush of the wind blowing his hair. Hendricks looked over and saw a bike rattling and skating down the road, no sign of a demon on or near it.

“What the fuck?” Hendricks muttered. “With a gun?” Arch had steered him closer to the peloton of these bicycling demons, and they were all looking back at him now. They had the whole inhuman eyes thing going too, their demon faces out on display. It was not pretty, either. They were a wave of black, a nasty little pack of demons rolling on along. “Hey there, hell on wheels!” He jabbed his sword into another one that tried to swerve to avoid him.

“Get in here for a second!” Arch called at him. Hendricks slipped back inside as Arch eased off the speed and they drifted back as the road turned right in a lazy curve.

Hendricks sat there, waiting expectantly, watching the peloton ahead, the bicyclists’ black helms bobbing up and down as they sped up their pedaling. A few of them were still looking back, hissing at the Explorer. “What now?” he asked finally.

“This.” Arch gunned the engine as the road straightened. Hendricks could hear the whine as he accelerated down the slope. The speedometer rushed from fifty to eighty in about two seconds, and Hendricks felt a compelling need to reach for the oh-shit bar as the Explorer shot down the hill.

Arch steered them straight as Hendricks fumbled for his seat belt. He clicked it in place just as Arch ran them into the rear wheels of six bikes at the back of the group. The impact was immediate, black suited freaks falling sideways, flying over handlebars. He watched black flames crawl over the skin of at least two of them from their impact against the hard asphalt. One of them in the center was launched up and onto the hood of the Explorer.

Hendricks reacted before he even realized what he was doing, leaning hard against his seatbelt to snake out the window with his sword. He saw the tip pierce the cheek of the demon and appear within the gaping mouth. A black flame welled up inside and swallowed the thing whole in a matter of seconds. “Fucking A!” Hendricks said, grinning at Arch. “That’s how we do this shit.”


***




“Those who live in glass houses should not throw stones,” Duncan was shouting over the muffles on her ears, “and demons without hard shells shouldn’t be riding bicycles at high speed!”

Alison just ignored him and led another demon. The crack of the rifle was followed by the sight of her target dissolving into black flames straight from the bowels of hell. She drew a bead on another.


***




“What the fuck is this?” Lerner asked from the passenger seat. Erin felt she agreed with his sentiment, bicycles and a few bicyclists littering the road in front of them. “Seriously? Demons on bikes? Have they no brains?” He paused. “No, scratch that, they definitely don’t have brains. Have they no sense?”

“Of style, you mean?” Erin asked, steering around a black-clad bicyclist who was recovering from a wreck in the middle of the road. She wanted to put a dent in the fender of the sheriff’s cruiser like she wanted a firm kick to the square center of her ass. She caught Lerner looking at her out of the corner of her eye. “Bicycle pants look dumb.”

“Bet they’re comfortable, though,” Lerner muttered. She ignored him and swerved around a demon, who shook his fist angrily at them.

“Should we stop and deal with these?” Erin asked.

“Better keep on,” Lerner said. “I’m guessing there’s a whole lot more ahead. Probably better to focus on the core rather than the dregs.”


***




Hendricks unfastened his seat belt again. Arch had played bold at first, but after that last bicyclist he’d run over had left the handlebars scraping under the car with a gawdawful clunk, he’d gotten a little less bold. Hendricks couldn’t blame him; it wasn’t like it was even his car. He’d have to explain the damage to the sheriff. Hendricks got the feeling he was kind of a ball buster.

“We’re steamrolling them,” Arch said.

“More like Cleveland Steamer-ing them,” Hendricks said as he started to lean out the window again.

“What’s—?” Arch asked, but Hendricks lost it in the roar of the wind as he stuck his upper body out.

There had to be at least thirty more of them, and they were starting to scatter again. Their first response to the shit rolling down the mountain with them had been to pedal faster, but they were more prepared for a city where they could outrun foot pursuit rather than being stuck on a mountain road with cars bearing down on them.

That cannon blast fired again, Alison Stan lighting up another rider. Hendricks watched a bicycle drop to the road on the far side of the peloton, the rider already evaporated like water on a hot day. They may have done some damage, but there were still a shitload of bicyclists.

He leaned a little further out the window, ready to deliver a love tap to the nearest. He did it, the bike dropped, the rider fell, already covered over in the flames of hell, but he only saw the motion in his peripheral vision at the last second.

The demon slammed into him from his right. He realized too late that the bastard must have been hiding in the shadow of the car’s bumper, just waiting for a chance to do something.

And he’d done something all right. Judging by the fire in Hendricks’s side, he’d broken at least one rib. Maybe more.

Worse than that, he still had a grip on Hendricks, and Hendricks could see the dark malice in the bastard’s eyes as he prepared to hit him again.


***




“Uh oh!” Duncan yelled, but it sounded like a whisper to Alison under the muffs. She hadn’t been paying attention to Arch’s side of the peloton, instead trying to deal with thinning the herd on the other side. She saw the demon riding in the wake of the police cruiser just before he made his move. Black spandex thundered up the side as Arch put the brakes on for a turn. Hendricks was hanging out the window and the demon hit him hard. Duncan blanched in the driver’s seat from the impact.

It didn’t look pretty, that was for sure. Worse than that, the demon had positioned himself perfectly—lined up just between her and Hendricks. She didn’t even bother to try; even if she could have shot him, she’d at least clip Hendricks in the process.


***




“Well, well, look at this here clusterfuck,” Lerner drawled as Erin got them on a straightaway and hit the accelerator. She could see the next turn ahead, but for now she had the Crown Vic up above one hundred miles per hour, and she was screaming down the mountain. She figured she had about another ten seconds tops before she’d have to apply the brakes with everything she had, but that would buy a little time for them to catch up to the battle unfolding down the mountain.

“There sure are a lot of them,” Erin said as she started to hit the brakes. “How the hell are we supposed to kill them all?”

“I’m surprised you’re worried about that right now,” Lerner said coolly. “I figured you’d be concerned about your boyfriend.”

Erin glanced at him, then looked ahead. Sure enough, Arch’s car had a black-coated figure hanging out the window, and one of the bicycling demons was—

—was—

—was on him.

Hanging on to him. Dragging him out of the car? Eating him right there? Erin couldn’t see.

She stomped the accelerator into the turn and took it fast. When the tires started to skid, she saw Lerner clutch his oh-shit bar, which concerned her. But not enough to hit the brakes.


***




Arch saw the thing hit Hendricks just a little too late. He hadn’t been watching his rearview, which hadn’t seemed like a mistake until that demon came out of nowhere behind him and showed him how wrong he was. Now the cowboy was out there at its mercy, feet still hanging in, sword pointing the wrong way, and getting manhandled in a close encounter by something that was a lot stronger than him.

Arch had a sense of where Hendricks’s balance was, and it was failing fast. He did have his legs locked in good, could probably hang them up under the dash if need be—

Arch jerked the wheel to the right and heard the resounding thunk of the bicycle’s frame hitting his passenger door. He heard it skid after that, screaming metal meeting the pavement, and almost took a breath until he saw the demon still hanging onto Hendricks, dragging him out the window as he clutched on to the cowboy.


***




Erin roared past Duncan’s black town car like it was out for a Sunday drive. She didn’t know if he was going slow because they were afraid to get in there and mix it up or if it was because Alison was a better shot at a distance, but she didn’t care. She cut them off like a Nascar pro and slipped in behind Arch’s Explorer like she was about to start drafting.

“Take the wheel!” she said to Lerner. He didn’t need to be told twice.

She hit the window control and had her pistol drawn as she leaned out. This was going to be a motherfucker of a shot, and she was still leaning hard on the accelerator. She had always hated math, but she figured just by judgment she had about five seconds to pull this off before she was going to have to hit the brakes for the next corner, and the curve would screw up what she had in mind.

She drew down, staring over the white sights of her Glock, holding it out one-handed. She didn’t get to the range as much as she would have liked, which would have worried her if she had more time to think about it. She didn’t, though, and so instead she pushed hard on the accelerator to bring her closer. Less distance made it harder to miss.

She drew a bead on the demon holding Hendricks. She aimed for middle back, because he had Hendricks good above the waist, and looked like he was sinking his teeth into—

She fired, the obnoxiously loud burst of the gun muted amid the squeal of tires and roar of engines. It was like the time she’d gotten tickets to sit in the sixth row at Talladega, the roar of the race loud enough to drown out the end of the world if it came.

She watched the demon fall, dissolving in black flame as he disappeared under her front end. The bump of the body under the Crown Vic was horrendous, like she’d run over a cinder block. She would have sworn the entire suspension went with him as he blew out under the right rear tire, and the shock knocked her pistol out of her hand. The impact jarred her, and she hit her armpit on the door, then bounced back and caught her left shoulder against the back of the window’s frame.

It hurt; like fire, like hell. It took her a second to recover from it to realize that Lerner was screaming at her, but by then it was too late. They were going eighty when she stomped the brakes, but there was a hairpin turn up ahead.

The tires were still screaming when they went into the flip off the side of the road.


8.


Alison saw the sheriff’s car squeal into the turn. Duncan had already backed them off and slowed them down for the curve. Arch had done the same but pulled hard right to take the Explorer into a near ninety-degree turn. He’d made it, just barely, and the smell of burned rubber and clouds of black smoke from tires were everywhere in the air. Alison couldn’t see very well, but she knew the trajectory that the sheriff’s car had been on, and knew that things had gone very, very wrong when it didn’t emerge from the cloud of tire smoke on the other side.


***




Lerner had a bird’s-eye view for the car going over the edge of the cliff. It wasn’t the sort of thing he’d been looking forward to when the day began, but it was the sort of shit one had to deal with when engaged in the high-stakes thrill ride that was demon hunting. He was holding that oh-so-helpfully-named oh-shit bar as the car rolled the first time. He kept his grip as they went into the second, and third, and fourth.

Not having bones to break or skin to lacerate certainly helped. The lack of nerves to send screaming signals to the brain he didn’t have was also a plus. The airbag managed to hit him squarely in the nose, but it was fairly useless at stopping his movement because it deployed forward and they were not moving forward at all.

He watched the whole thing with a sense of interest that he normally reserved for PBS documentaries. The windshield shattered on the second roll, breaking into tiny pebbles of glass. Lerner had seen glass break before, and it came out in long, sharp shards that would make a fine weapon to cut a human being if need be. Not that he’d thought about it.

These were pebbles, though, safety glass broken into tiny pieces that wouldn’t do much of anything unless they hit you full in the eyes. There was some bouncing around in the cabin, but most of it fell out on the third roll. He realized—a little surprised—that the passenger window next to him had exploded at some point, and he hadn’t even noticed it.

The roof caved on the fifth roll, sinking down a good three inches and turning the cloth-lined ceiling of the cabin into a crinkled mess. He could see the bare metal peeking through next to the shattered windshield, and the sun visors had completely broken free of their harnesses and were whipping about.

After the sixth roll there was a moment of peace. If he’d been human, Lerner would have take a breath. Actually, if he’d been human, he’d probably have been properly fucked, being good and dead from the impacts of the damned car rolling down the hill.

The moment of peace didn’t last, though. There was a feeling of weightlessness that accompanied it as the car turned once more in the air. Slowly. Painfully slowly.

He saw movement out of his window and turned his head to look. He could see the ground just below, racing up toward him. For a moment he had a perfect view of it—another road, little pebbles ground up in once-black asphalt that had turned grey with the ministrations of time.

Ah, yes, time. One of Lerner’s favorite things to ponder.

He wanted to think deep thoughts about it, but the sight of the ground racing at him replaced all the possibilities with one and only one.

Is my time up?


***




Lauren Darlington had seen the bicyclists coming around the steep S curve, all in black and not looking like any group of bicyclists she’d ever seen. The helmets, the bike outfits, everything was black. This cycling team is brought to you by the color ebony, dark as the night itself.

What was missing what the sense that they were in any way human beneath all that surface shit.

She saw red eyes—red eyes, glowing ones, looking at her. She had a long run across empty pavement to a sheer cliff face on her left and nothing but a long-ass drop to her right, and those things were bearing down on her a hundred yards ahead.

Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

She caught the sense of malice even as far back as she was. What the hell were these things? They were pedaling fast, too, faster than she’d ever seen a bicyclist go. Was it just the mountain, aiding in their downward motion?

What the fuck was going on here?

Her gut was telling her to jump, to chance the face of the cliff and the drop below, telling her to go for it. That wasn’t normal, was it? Rational, analytical thought was intruding in. It was a weird dichotomy, but she was used to it. It was like the part of her that came out in an emergency room situation was watching her now, running down what was happening in slow motion and telling her non-rational mind to shut the fuck up, sit down, and ride this out.

And she was all ready to jump over the edge of the cliff when the car came crashing down the hill.


***




Hendricks knew a fuck lot was wrong as he gradually reeled himself back in to Arch’s cruiser. He was hurting up and down, could feel the blood running down his neck. He’d felt that fucking demon bite him and knew nothing good would come of it. His right arm had gotten wrenched and trapped first thing, pulled clear out of the fucking socket so he couldn’t do a goddamned thing with it. It was right there, screaming at him along with his ribs.

His left arm was more or less okay, though; that was a plus. Or it had been until he’d heard the squeal of tires behind him. He’d known something had happened with the demon to make it let go, but he was in a little too much pain to figure it out until he was back in the seat. Arch was screaming at him about as loud as the pain in his own head, and it took a minute for him to decode what the fuck was going on.


***




“Shit shit shit shit shit,” Duncan said. Alison had the muffs off by now, but every word that the demon was saying was still low enough that she had to check to make sure they were off. They were in a hard turn now, the S-curve that Erin had missed, and the demons were threading around right down the hill toward where the Crown Vic had run off. Alison just held her breath.

“Oh, Lerner, you bastard,” Duncan said, and Alison glanced over at him. The only thing she felt at the moment was a sense of wicked gratitude that Arch hadn’t been in the car that went over.


***




The car hit the road and it was like an explosion of metal and glass. Lauren covered her face and looked away, felt something sting her on her bare legs. After a half-second she turned back to look, unable to keep down for long, and she saw the car settled on its roof. It was sitting in the middle of the road.

Holy fucking shit, holy fucking God! her mind screamed at her. What the fuck what the fuck?!

Then the analytical took over again. The bicyclists were still coming, like a black sea surging down the hill. Like a cloud descending to cover her.

She knew what they were. Could feel it. Could feel death coming.

Her legs stung as she came up off the ground—when had she fallen? She ran—that was what she was here to do, wasn’t it? Why the hell did it hurt so much? She ran for the car and squatted down behind the hood where it had come to land, facing down the mountain road like it was going to slide the rest of the way to the bottom.

It didn’t slide, though. It just sat there, like a rock in the middle of the crashing tides, and she sheltered under it as a horrific buzzing noise rose around her and the bicyclists in black swarmed down the hill on both sides of her like hell was riding behind them.


***




Lerner never lost consciousness, because he didn’t do that sort of thing. He could hear the buzzing start just after he got his bearings upon landing. There was a sense that something was wrong, a sort of veiled sensation that his equilibrium was off, but he attributed that to having gone over a cliff in a car.

The air was filled with the smell of oil, and a ticka-ticka-ticka noise came from the engine, like it was cooling off after a long car trip instead of being one hundred and eighty degrees from its correct positioning on the horizontal plane. Lerner was hanging by his seat belt, suit crumpled and ripped in places.

The buzzing came and he recognized it. He knew it was coming down the hill, and he felt a rush of anger over that peculiar sense of something being terribly wrong.

And yet he did not give a fuck.

He pressed the release on his seatbelt and caught himself on the shoulder as he landed. He saw feet crouching under the place where the front of the hood rested only an inch or two from the pavement. He wondered who they were, but did not give much of a fuck about that, either.

Lerner emerged, pulling himself out of the window as the first bicycles were going by on his side of the car. They did not bother to steer around him because they did not see him, pushing his way out through the crumpled, misshapen passenger window. The damned thing was like a fucked-up rhombus from all the impacts, and it made it more difficult to get his slightly saggy shell through. He realized, quite absurdly, that it was as though the wreckage of the car were giving birth to him, letting him slide and wriggle out into the world like one of those miniature humans.

He was halfway out when he realized that they’d start to run him over soon. He would have thought of it sooner, but he attributed his scatterbrained-ness to the fall, putting aside for a moment that impacts like that wouldn’t have any real effect on his thought process unless his shell was cracked.

He jerked the baton free of his shredded jacket and deployed it into the front spokes of the next bike that passed him. He felt himself smile automatically as the flimsy spokes tore against the hell-forged metal and sent the rider flying through the air. He saw the landing, a burst of black flame disappearing around a figure who had just lawn-darted head first into the fading asphalt of the mountain road.

Lerner saw another bike swerve to miss him after seeing what their compatriot had just been through. He thought it was a bad move on their part, avoiding the body of the one inflicting the harm to their little collective in order to swerve around. He proved it was a bad move to the unthinking demon who had done it, too, by using his legs to propel himself off the side of the car and wedging the deployed baton in the front wheel of that bike. There was a scream before that one hit the ground and evaporated.

Lerner pulled himself to his feet, glancing down to see his suit completely ripped across the front. His bland chest was partially displayed from below the right nipple down to his slightly protruding belly. He ignored this and slammed the baton into the face of a passing biker who burst into dark flame in the air before leaving a brimstone stink lingering around Lerner.

He heard the shouts, the cries of “OOC!” and watched the bikers that remained in the peloton scramble to go the other way around the car. Seeking safety.

He lit up three more that cruised his way. Each tried to make small moves to stop him—hitting him with a hand as they passed, clipping him with the bike, and the last even tried to hit him dead on. Every one ended in a black cloud of flames, but the last did manage to knock him over as the bastard burned up.

Lerner lay there on his back, the sound of the buzzing bicyclists receding in his ears. That feeling of something wrong—something fucked up—was still hanging on. He didn’t want to get up, didn’t want to move, just wanted to lie there and wait for Duncan. He felt a cringe come on involuntarily and knew that was bad news. That meant the shell was telling him something.

Something bad.

He let his hand fall to the place where his shirt had been ripped and ran a finger down the length of his body. He found it just above where the pelvis would have been on a human, a little ridge so insignificant that a human wouldn’t even have called it a scratch.

But he wasn’t human. And he knew it for what it was.

A crack in his shell.


***




Arch took them around the corner slower, the fear of all manner of badness put into him now. His concern was assuaged slightly by the fact that Alison was just behind him, he could see her as he glanced in the rearview. Still, he had a sick, swimming feeling in his stomach, like it was in the kind of free-fall Erin’s cruiser had just experienced.

He glanced at Hendricks. He’d intended to look for just a moment before turning back to the road. Instead he ended up staring.

The cowboy was in rough shape, with a hand held up to his neck and blood rushing between the fingers. His lip was bloodied, and he was holding his body at a peculiar angle. There was a jagged cut along his eyebrow, too, though Arch wasn’t exactly sure where that had come from. All told, the poor guy was clutching himself like he was hurt in a dozen different places. For all Arch knew, he was.

“This is gonna be a problem,” Arch said, trying to think ahead. “I gotta call it in.”

“Do it,” Hendricks said, his voice muffled as he seemed to try and keep his mouth clenched as tight as possible. “Erin …” His words drifted off.

Arch paused, and stared at the mike on his car. He clenched his jaw and picked it up, wondering exactly how deep the trouble was going to run on this one.


***




Lauren came out from her little pocket at the front of the cop car like she was a groundhog coming out of her hole on February 2nd. Tentative didn’t even come close to covering it. She poked her head out first, making sure there weren’t any other bikers streaming down the hill toward her.

There weren’t.

The sound of the engine and the burning scent that filled the air around her worked with her already fast-beating heart to give her a sense of numbness and a nausea-inducing taste in her mouth. She thought she was going to puke, to chuck hard right there staring at the broken and beaten frame of the cop car. There were torn branches lodged in the fuel lines and transmission, all speckled throughout the undercarriage like the damn thing had been feathered in them.

Lauren took a deep breath in disbelief, then another. She could hear sirens up the hill but she didn’t look up there. Not yet. First she saw a guy in a ripped suit lying on the ground to her left, just lying there, hand moving like he was poking at his hip.

Her training kicked in and overcame the desire to just sit there and stare, openmouthed, at the shit that had unfolded before her. She hurried over to him, still dimly aware that there was pain in her legs. She hit her knees at his side and snapped her fingers in his face. “Sir, can you hear me?”

“I can hear you just fine,” he said in a Yankee accent. Sounded like he was from Bahs-ton. “I can also see you.”

“How many fingers am I holding up?” she asked, throwing up a peace sign in his face.

“Two,” he grunted. “I’m fine, my back just hurts a little. Check on the girl in the driver’s seat.”

She whipped her head around to look in the window of the car. Sure enough, there was someone hanging there, limp, in front of the wheel. Thin arms dangled down lifelessly, along with longish hair that she could tell was blond in the last fading light of day. “Is that Deputy Harris?” she asked.

“Fuck, all you people really do know each other here,” Bahs-ton said. “Yeah, that’s her. You might want to go check on her. I just barely got her seatbelt fastened around her in time.”

Lauren started to get to her feet, ready to head around the car to do just that, but a police cruiser SUV came screeching to a halt just in front of her a second later, and out stepped Archibald Fucking Stan.


***




Alison got out of the car as soon as Duncan brought it to a stop and threw it into park. They’d seen a figure in a suit lying splayed out on the ground before Arch’s Explorer had blocked their view. Even without being able to see much in the way of a reaction on Duncan’s fairly impassive face, she could sense the temperature change in the town car. And it wasn’t a favorable one.

Duncan, for his part, bolted without even bothering to stop the ignition or pull out his keys. He was in a state, that’s how her mother would have described it. Seemed like it fit pretty well.

Alison watched Arch as he got out of the car, watched Duncan fly past him like he was running in an all-out demon sprint, cooking down the hill like he was on a skateboard or was one of the bicyclists. She just needed to make sure Arch was all right, and then she had a job of her own to take care of.

She knew he was all right by the way he stood there at the door, staring over it at whatever was happening past his car. Still, she watched him for a second. Looked at the wrinkles of his uniform, thought about how it needed a washing and an ironing later. Someone had to do it.

Then she hefted her rifle and went around the front of the car to use the hood as a rest. She figured she wouldn’t have to wait but a minute or two.


***




“How is she?” Hendricks asked, shuffling his way out of his seat only with great difficulty. There was a dark-haired woman with running shorts and bloody knees between him and the overturned cruiser, and he wasn’t entirely sure he could make it to her without tipping over.

“I—” The woman had a look on her face that was none too pleased. Hendricks didn’t know her well enough to speculate whether that was because of the bloody knees, the fact that there was an upturned car sitting in the middle of the road next to her, or because that was just her personality. Something about the lines around her eyes told him it was the last one, though.

“Lauren,” Arch said, calling her by name. Hendricks made a note of that through the fog of pain. Made of a note of it that was promptly balled up and thrown away as his ribs flared at him, pissed that he had the audacity to get out of the damned car. He fell straight to the pavement, and he couldn’t even rip a hand away from his chest to cushion his fall, which hurt like someone had dropped a semi-trailer on his side.


***




Arch watched Hendricks fall and was torn about what to do next. He knew Erin was in the upside-down Crown Vic, but that car was so trashed he was having a hard time imagining her surviving. The fall was at least a hundred feet down a mountainside, and that wasn’t the sort of crash resistance that the NTSB tended to rate on, he suspected.

“What the fuck is going on here?” Lauren said, and she made a move for him. She ran for Hendricks, and he watched her struggle as she went. She was tottering on weak legs, and blood was running down from both knees like she’d taken a hit from something.

“Hard to explain,” Arch said as something whizzed past his door, buffeting him with the breeze. It took a second for him to realize it was Duncan, and he was beside Lerner before Arch could say anything at all about it.


***




Lauren dropped down to triage the guy in the black coat and was again dimly aware of pain somewhere in her knees. That was the thing about triage, though—you needed to assess what was the worst so you could work on it. This guy looked like he’d been fucked up good. Whatever had happened to her legs was minor by comparison. She still needed a little better read on the guy in the middle of the road, but Deputy Harris was in desperate need of some assessment.

Even though Lauren suspected she was dead.

“Where are you feeling pain?” she asked the guy in the coat. His hair was all mussed and flattened back, like he’d been wearing a hat. She wondered what kind of hat would even go with this getup. Then he moved, and she saw the pistol holstered at his waist. She flinched back a notch.

“What?” he asked, shifting and then grunting in pain. He followed her eyes to the gun on his belt. “I’m riding with a sheriff’s deputy. Do the math on that.”

“You’re law enforcement,” she said and then leaned in closer to check on him again. She still felt her body grow stiff from the unease of being near to him. Lauren had a few cardinal rules, and avoiding guns was one of them. She glanced at Arch Stan. Figured that asshole would end up carrying one for a living. It just made him easier to dislike.

“Where does it hurt?” she asked the black-coated guy again.

“Ribs are broken,” he said, rattling it off between cringes. “Got a superficial lac on my neck, but it’s bleeding like a fucker. Some other minor shit. What about Erin?”

Lauren looked over at the upturned cop car. “Keep pressure on your neck wound, and try not to move. If you’ve got broken ribs, you’ve probably got other internal injuries.”

“I’m fine,” Black Coat said. “Go.” He waved her off with a bloody hand that he removed from his neck for just a second. She got a look at the wound he was covering; the blood was already starting to crust on it.

“Paramedics are on the way,” Arch finally said. She would have deemed him less than useless, but he was saying it from a prone position as he was wriggling his way into the passenger side of the overturned car. She could hear him, but he was muffled.

Lauren was ready to tear a strip out of him, but he’d gone the long way around to get to Harris, really. She came around the car at a jog, dropped down at the driver’s side window and saw the blond deputy still hanging there. She gently poked for the carotid pulse and felt the thrum of it. Harris’s chest was heaving up and down in gentle time, but she was straining, probably because she was upside down. Some open wound from somewhere on her body were causing long streaks of blood to run down her face and into her hair. There was a steady drip to the crumpled roof of the car as Lauren rested her hand on the underside of the—

A sound like thunder but louder and more violent caused Lauren to jerk, smacking the back of her neck on the door. Little pieces of shattered glass fell out of the door and down into her shirt. One of them caught on the back of her sports bra before it shook out. “Goddammit,” she said, and caught Arch Stan’s eye under the hanging deputy. “The fuck was that?”

“Gunshot,” he replied.

“What the fuck is going on here?” Lauren asked.

“Don’t you need to get her down?” he asked.

“I can’t,” Lauren said, not bothering to be polite. “She could have a neck injury. Moving her could be fatal, or it might mean she never walks again.”

“She’s bleeding awful heavy,” he said.

“I noticed that, too,” she mumbled, one step from ignoring his helpful words. “Do I need to worry about that gunfire? Because you don’t seem too alarmed by it.” Lauren was one step away from freaking out on him, but since he wasn’t exactly running to deal with it, she assumed he knew what he was doing. Though it did make her question her sanity.

“That’s our covering fire,” Arch said. “Still got some … bad guys … coming down the mountain.”

She looked up at him, only mildly incredulous. “Are the bad guys you’re talking about those assholes on the bicycles?”

“One and the same,” Arch said. “They’re the ones who killed Tim Connor and that other … person.” She wondered if that corpse had been identified yet and realized he’d just given her the answer as he knew it.

“So you’re up here on the mountain trying to stop them?” she asked. “And they what? Resisted arrest?”

She didn’t need to be a psychologist to tell he was pissed. “You could say that.”


***




Arch was lying. It wasn’t coming natural, either, so he tried to let Lauren Darlington fill in as many of the blanks herself and just work around that. So far he wasn’t having to get too out on a limb. The problem wasn’t with her, though, it was with what was following her.

And what was following her was Sheriff Reeve, at some point.

“She’s got … her abdomen,” Lauren said stiffly. Arch couldn’t tell if she was being so short with him because of the situation or just because she was short with him all the time. He didn’t have much cause to run across her, but when they had she had made it abundantly clear she didn’t want anything to do with him. Arch was fine with that; would have preferred to avoid her himself—because of how she acted, not because he had any personal grudge against the woman—but lately it hadn’t been real easy. “Put pressure here.”

Arch was not in an easy position to maintain. His frame was long and not exactly small, but he’d managed to crawl up in the front seat of the Sheriff’s Crown Victoria by shimmying in on his back like a mechanic changing oil. His chest was pinned under the center console and he didn’t have much mobility in his arms. “Need me to do what?”

“Put your fucking hands right here!” she shouted at him, and it echoed in the car. He didn’t flinch away, though, because it was like trash talk on a football field to him. No big deal. Heck, the louder she got, the cooler he tended to get in response. It was just his way.

He put his hands up there where she pointed, and he could see a dark blood spot on Erin’s khakis. Lauren had been able to get up a little higher and pull it down, but he couldn’t see over the ridge her clothing made hanging down. “You’re gonna have to guide my hands, I can’t see.”

“Superman’s got no x-ray vision, huh?” she snapped, and he wondered again how much of that was the situation. She grabbed his hands roughly and pushed them onto Erin’s belly. He could feel the wetness, and something sticking out of her skin, something metal maybe? He wondered what it was. “Now hold there,” she said.

“Yes ma’am,” he replied, as another of Alison’s big gunshots echoed down the mountain. He didn’t even flinch.


***




Alison took a breath and let it out slow. How many of these demons had they left behind? She waited until three of them had come around the curve and started to open up on them. She didn’t know whether they had ill intentions or not, but she knew she wasn’t going to give them a chance either way. It was possible they would have just pedaled on by the crash scene, but she didn’t live her life staking on possibilities and she didn’t much plan on letting her husband’s life hang in the balance, either.

She dropped the last one with a double shot. Missed the first time, hit the second. She wasn’t exactly a dead shot with the rifle, but she was getting better. Shooting was a perishable skill, and while she was good, handling a .50 was a whole different league of shooting.

But she knew—had known all along—what it took to just hobble these things, and she didn’t feel like hunting bear with a squirtgun. That was why she’d chosen the Barrett, the prize of her father’s gun collection, rather than something a little more manageable, like, say, a .223.

She stayed down, rifle still resting on the hood of the car. She knew the sheriff and paramedics had to be close by. It wasn’t like Midian was that far away. But it didn’t matter now, things were about to come out in the open in a big way, and she knew—

“We gotta get out of here,” Hendricks said, and she jerked her head around to see him standing a few feet distant, still clutching his side. He wasn’t standing straight, either, but leaning against the back of the Explorer like he was about to keel over any second.

“Pretty sure leaving the scene isn’t going to win us any points,” Alison said, and turned back to her scope. She kept an eye on the road. Didn’t they teach this guy anything in the Army? “Probably get us and Arch in a mess.”

“We’re already in a mess,” Hendricks said. Alison kept looking through the scope, popping back up to make sure she wasn’t missing anything in her field of vision. Three bikes remained up the road a ways, upturned and fallen where their masters had burned up. “Getting caught here with Lerner and Duncan isn’t going to make it any better.”

“There’s a witness,” Alison said, evenly, “in case you missed it. Even if we were to leave, I doubt she’s inclined to just forget about us being here. That’s likely to cause Arch and Erin more trouble than it’s worth. Even if Erin’s trouble might take a while to settle, if ever.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” He sounded ornery, and she wondered if it was from the pain or from her half-assed way of saying his girlfriend might die.

“It means what you probably think it means,” she said.

She could practically hear him stuffing a response deep inside. When he came back at her again, it was with a thin veneer of civility. “What do you think is about to happen here?” he asked. “Shit is going down. We’re all going to get questioned, and when our answers don’t match up—and they eventually won’t, because unless we tell the truth, which will land us in a crazy house, the effort of getting just the four of us to lie like fucking dogs is going to tangle us real quick. Which means we either get Lerner and Duncan in the car and get the fuck out of here to leave Arch to come up with the lies on his own, unimpeded, or we all wrap a big fat fucking stone around each of our necks and jump in the water with him.”

Alison froze and pulled her eye off the scope to survey the road. There weren’t more than three, were there? She couldn’t recall. She’d been viewing the world through the scope when Arch had hit the bastards with his Explorer and turned them aflip, so while she’d seen the bikes and riders fall, she hadn’t had the best view to count them. If there were any left, they were being damned crafty, though. “We can’t leave Arch to do that. He’s terrible at lying.”

She could feel Hendricks easing up behind her, but she didn’t turn, she just kept her eyes on the curve, waiting to see if one more of these dumb, life-sucking, black-hearted demons emerged. “Either he lies terribly on his own, or we all drown in this trying to do it better than him.” She didn’t look back at him as he spoke. “By himself, he’s got enough credibility with the sheriff he might make it out of this. With us …” She could hear his voice turn nearly dead. “Well, you ever see a man try to swim carrying four dead weights on his back?”


***




Lerner could hear the conversation even before they were coming. Sirens in the distance were getting louder, too. He was looking up into the round face of Duncan and it was all grimness. Having a crack wasn’t necessarily the end of the world, but it wasn’t sunshine and fucking lollipops, either. He knew it, Duncan knew it, and what would need to happen next was hanging over both of them.

“We need to go with them,” Lerner pronounced.

“I know,” Duncan said.

“Glad we’re in agreement,” Lerner said and steeled himself. This part was not going to be easy. “Help me up, you sad sack bastard.”

Duncan reached down and did just that, slowly, getting him onto his feet over the course of about thirty seconds of levering. Lerner could hear Alison and Hendricks coming, could hear the lady rattling the rifle over her shoulder as she moved. She already had the case in the back of the town car, so at least there was that.

“Arch?” Lerner called as Duncan steadied him, wrapping Lerner’s arm around his shoulder. It was pretty important that Lerner didn’t move that hip—hell, that whole side of his body—for the immediate future, until they could figure things out. “We’ve got to pursue the suspect.” He laid it on thick, throwing out the agent-y words like he was playing a role. It was second nature to him after watching episodes of CSI and shit.

“Where do you think you’re going?” This from the lady with the bloody knees. She didn’t emerge from the car, but he could hear her, and she sounded pretty damned unhappy.

“Lean on me,” Lerner said, and Duncan deposited him against the upturned Crown Vic for support. “Flash her the badge.” Duncan nodded. Lerner probably didn’t need to say it; Duncan knew what had to happen here to try and make it stick. He disappeared around the car, and Lerner could hear him squatting and pulling out his badge to show her. All she’d need to do was look at it and it’d make Arch’s story a little stronger—whatever that story ended up being. “We are federal agents in pursuit of the suspects that caused Deputy Harris’s accident and are responsible for multiple homicides here in Midian and elsewhere.” He kept laying it on thick, like he was using the verbal equivalent of a shovel. He couldn’t see the lady he was speaking to, but as long as she took one look at Duncan’s badge, she’d get the impression that he was a federal agent. As for the rest of the story? Hopefully just the impression would make it hold together, but this wasn’t exactly an exact science, was it?

“We gotta go,” Hendricks said, and Lerner looked over at him. Alison had the rifle over her one shoulder and was trying to support Hendricks with the other. “Over the—”

“Shut up,” Lerner said. “Duncan, we good to go?”

“We’re good,” Duncan said, emerging from behind the upturned wreck. He scrambled around to get his grip on Lerner again. Lerner could feel it, the crack, and he kept that side of his body still and let Duncan take up the weight for him. He waved his right hand at the town car, and Hendricks started toward it with Alison following in his wake to help catch him if he pitched over.

Lerner was betting on it happening, but he hoped the cowboy would at least have the decency to wait until they were in the car before he dropped. Otherwise, it was gonna hamper the hell out of their getaway. And those sirens in the distance were not all that distant anymore.


***




Lauren saw the guy’s badge, just for a second, long enough to know that they were federal. The other guy threw it all at her pretty quick, the guy with the hip injury. She couldn’t see him while he was talking, but he sounded like he was in a hurry to get after the bicyclists. She didn’t have a lot of attention to give, what with trying to save Deputy Harris’s life with nothing more than her clothes and her own hands to do it.

She’d found a new problem, too, and it was giving her fits. Harris’s knee was all manner of fucked up, probably from hitting the underside of the dash. Lauren was lacking in bandages and couldn’t send Arch to his cruiser for the first aid kit lest Harris bleed to death from the wound he was keeping pressure on, so she made the next most reasonable request. “Take your shirt off,” she told him.

He looked up at her from where he was lying on his back, reaching up to hold her insides in. “For bandages, right?”

“No, because I really want to admire your fucking awesome gym body,” she snapped. “Yes, for bandages.”

He looked like maybe he wanted to say something back to her on that, but he stifled it. Good. She didn’t need any of his shit today, anyway. He just pulled a hand down and went to work taking his uniform top off. Once he got the second button down, it was obvious he was wearing an undershirt anyway, the fucking prude.


***




Hendricks made it to the car and got in before he slumped against the window. He even waited until the door was closed to do it, falling over against the passenger window like he was going to take a nap. He wasn’t, though, he was just in so much pain he couldn’t hold himself up anymore. He let a loud grunt, like he trying to hold in the world’s biggest fart, and he laughed a little at that thought, which hurt even fucking more.

Alison slid into the driver’s seat next to him, and he heard Lerner and Duncan squeeze into the back somehow. He turned his head a little and glimpsed Lerner’s long legs butting up against the door immediately behind him. Based on the angle, he guessed the poor bastard was sitting in a pretty fucked-up manner. He didn’t have a clue how Duncan would get in there, either.

“Drive,” Duncan said from somewhere behind Alison. That wasn’t even a direction Hendricks could bend at the moment.

“Your shell casings,” Hendricks mumbled as the thought occurred to him.

“They’re gonna have to stay,” Duncan said from the backseat. Lerner had gone quiet, which was distinctly unlike him. Could he have passed out, too?

Hendricks heard the roar of the town car’s ignition, and Alison took it into a gentle three-point turn before she gunned it up the slope of the mountain. She wasn’t taking it easy, and she drove the first curve with a grace that told him she might maybe have done this before.

“Slow it down!” Duncan ordered from the back seat. He was quiet for a second. “We’ve got wounded here.” Hendricks had to agree with that, on every level. Then the pain he’d been pushing down caught up with him on a curve, and he really agreed with it, strongly, with everything in him as it came bursting out in a scream that followed him into the blessed blackness of unconsciousness.


9.


Arch was standing off to the side when they loaded Erin into the ambulance. His part was done, he figured, the paramedics tending to her along with Lauren—Dr. Darlington. He was just standing there, night coming on mingled with the smell of the burned rubber tires still lingering in the air and the engine of the overturned police car still making a ticking sound as it drained or something.

The paramedics were talking some gobbledygook, all medical terminology that Arch didn’t fully understand about IV’s and such. Lauren was making her presence known, and Arch caught the paramedics giving each other looks that said they weren’t as impressed as they were clearly supposed to be.

There were other personnel on scene now—Reeve was here, milling around, looking at the crash and all the mess that had come from it. He hadn’t said much once he’d heard the phrase “Federal agents in pursuit.” Arch hadn’t gotten too in-depth with it yet, and now he was just standing off to the side, staring at the paramedics loading Erin into the ambulance. He’d retrieved a spare shirt from the Explorer, an old t-shirt he kept in a gym bag, and was standing there with it clashing against his khaki uniform pants, feeling like this was the last place on earth he belonged.

She was a real mess, Erin was. Her face was bloody, though how much of it was from anything on her face was an open question. She hadn’t regained consciousness the entire time, and from the doctor’s offhand comments on the matter, that was either to be expected or a really bad sign. Hard to say which.

“We need to take her to Red Cedar in Chattanooga,” Lauren said, and her word sounded like the final one on the matter.

“Ma’am, SkyRidge is closer—” One of the paramedics made the mistake of speaking up.

“I know Red Cedar,” Lauren said, and that one had the cut of finality as well. “You will take us there, right now.” The paramedic took it a lot better than Arch would have, shutting the back doors to the ambulance as Dr. Darlington climbed in with him. Arch got the feeling that there was going to be more to it than that, but his part was over with. The flashing red lights on the top of the ambulance glared in the night as it started down the mountain road. It weaved between the two other police cruisers, the volunteer fire engine and the wrecker parked below, and Arch watched it disappear slowly into the night, brake lights flaring one last time before it rounded a bend.

There were a thousand noises around him—conversations, firemen doing things he didn’t have any idea about, Ed Fries trying to examine the scene for whatever clues he could come up with. Arch was aware of them, but not one of them made an impact, stuck. His mind was like Teflon, slippery, not absorbing a thing beyond that ambulance heading down the mountain road and a growing discomfort for what was coming. It let out its first wail now that it was out of sight, a piercing sound that cut through the conversation and all else like the sounding of a horn or like a train passing through on a quiet night.

“Arch,” Sheriff Reeve said, jerking his attention back to the man. His face was lined in shadow on one side, and the red light of the nearby fire engine gave the other half an otherworldly tinge. Arch could feel the world drawing in like the night was constricting to envelope him. “What the hell happened here?


***




When Hendricks woke up, he was in a dark room that smelled like faint perfume, the kind that made him think of old ladies. Not quite nursing home old, but old, not something he’d ever smelled in a bar or dancing close to a pretty young thing. It was heavy and sweet, almost cloying, something that brought to mind blue-haired grannies and fuzzy sweaters and other stuff he couldn’t readily attribute to any clear memory of his own.

There was something else underlying that smell, too, something heavier and deeper, like grease and something frying. Maybe dinner, once upon a time. Hendricks peered into the darkness as he came to realize his eyes were open. There was only a faint bit of light in the room, shining through some blinds just above his head. Thin lines of white light made him think it was either a fluorescent or the blinds were doing a magnificent job of holding back sunlight. He doubted it was the latter, even though he was having a hard time figuring out how long he’d been out.

He swallowed and found his mouth dry and sticky. Smacking his lips together brought new pain from his face where he’d been struck. This had happened before, but damn if he hadn’t gotten his shit kicked more times than he could count since coming to this small town. Before, demon hunting had been a hazardous occupation but not one that was quite as much of a bloodsport as it had turned into lately. He’d gone for fringe demons, causing trouble and nesting. He didn’t even see the fringe demons in this town; there were too damned many main-eventers. Big threats, big chaos, and apparently all in town for the convention from hell. This hadn’t been how a hotspot worked, at least not the ones he’d been to.

This was something new.

“You awake?” Alison’s voice cut in through the dark, causing him to shift his head to look at where her voice had come from. He was rewarded with the dormant pain in his side flaring back to glorious, horrible life and reminding him that his ribs were fucked, fucked and fucked again. No lube, with a desert-dry cooch.

“I’m awake.” Every breath brought pain, every one of them, and pain brought with it a desire to breathe, which caused more pain and made him want to scream a stream of curses into the air around him.

With that, a light clicked on, a lamp next to the bed he was lying in came to life, showing Alison Stan’s hair hanging in long, stringy strands on both sides of her face. She looked thin and tired, like the night had taken its toll on her as well. She pulled her hand away from the lamp and he caught a glimpse of black smudges on her fingers from where she’d been firing the rifle.

“Where are we?” he asked.

“My parents’ house,” she replied without emotion. He was getting used to that from her. He tried to remember when he’d first met her. She hadn’t been lifeless then; she’d been ready to tear Arch a new asshole. He hadn’t seen that side of her lately; she’d been pretty inscrutable. He wouldn’t have wanted to play Texas hold ’em against her the way she was now, and he wondered what could cause that kind of change in a person.

“We’re here alone?” Hendricks asked, just keeping himself still for a moment. He didn’t even want to think about moving, though he knew that was coming.

“No,” she said, just as sedate as ever.

“They don’t care you brought a wounded guy in a cowboy hat home with you?” he asked, shifting in bed.

“You don’t have your hat,” she said simply, just as lifeless.

Hendricks froze. “Still, injured guy in a black coat who’s not your husband. Gotta raise a few questions.”

“My daddy’s home,” she said. “Momma’s in Atlanta overnight. My brother’s downstairs, but I don’t think he’s been up to find out you’re here.”

“Oh, yeah?” Hendricks ran a hand—the one not on the side where he had the broken ribs—over his face, rubbing at it and finding a couple of places north of his eyes where he had bruises. “What is he, twelve?”

“Twenty-three,” she said. “Got done with college, moved back home because he couldn’t find work.”

“Must be rough,” he said, not really feeling all that sympathetic. Leaving home at eighteen had left him pretty cold to these stories he’d heard, though he knew people ooh’d and talked about how sad it was. He felt something else turn him colder. “How’s Erin?”

“Don’t know,” Alison said. There was a measurable drag on her words, like even she was feeling the weight now. “I haven’t heard from Arch.”

“She was in bad shape,” Hendricks said, thinking out loud. He hadn’t seen her, but that kind of crash … he’d heard a little of what that lady doctor had said on the scene after she’d left him. Erin had still been alive when they’d left—which had been a damned cowardly thing for him to do, he realized in retrospect. He hadn’t been thinking clearly the whole time after the crash, after that demon did his part to put the hurting on him.

She’d saved him. She’d maybe gotten herself killed to do it, but she’d saved him.

Maybe.

He forced himself up, causing more than a little pain in the process. Alison just watched him, a hint of alarm behind those dull eyes. “What are you doing?”

“We gotta go,” he said.

“Go where?” she asked.

He stared at the door, looked at it forlornly, knowing that he was about to have to do something that would damned sure piss off someone he didn’t want to piss off—if they found out about it. “We have to go see someone.”

“We don’t even know which hospital she went to,” Alison said, low and kind of comforting. “Or if she’s—”

“I know, and we’re not going there—yet.” Hendricks straightened himself up and got his feet over the edge of the bed. “We need to go talk to someone. Need to go get something.” He moved slowly, hoping the small moves would keep him from drawing screaming pain from any one of his countless injuries. “It’s for Erin.” And for me, he didn’t say.

Alison just looked at him, and he could tell she was sizing him up, figuring out if he was delusional. “Where are we going?” He liked how she just sort of got on board for the plan.

“We need to go see Wren Spellman,” Hendricks said, shifting again so he could put both feet on the ground. This he did without causing too much pain, again. He knew at least some was coming, and he was readying himself for it. He’d have to force his way through, because this—this was too important to even think about waiting on.

“That guy that Lerner is always bitching about?” Alison asked, and he caught a faint furrowing of lines in her brow. “The one who’s selling all these demons runes so they can hide from him and Duncan?”

“One and the same,” Hendricks said, and he started to stand. Alison was up on her feet in a hot second and helped him. “We need to go see him, and now. Then we need to figure out where Erin is and get to her immediately.”

“Why?” Alison asked. “What can this Spellman do for her that’s so important?”

Hendricks steadied himself and felt the pain start the minute he tried to take his first step. Alison had an arm slipped around his, but she wasn’t giving much support. She probably couldn’t, because he was damned heavy. It didn’t matter; he could have walked to Spellman’s house in the country right now if he had to. “Save her life,” Hendricks said. “Spellman can save her life.”


***




Lerner was lying still on the bed in the hotel room. Duncan was nearby, on his own bed. Not lying down, though. He was sitting up, staring at Lerner like the black flames were going to consume him at any moment. That motel smell was hanging in the air. It lived there, after all, something like a sense that the place had been scrubbed but that some dirt each guest left behind was going to linger, forever, in the smell. It was a weird thing, but it was true of every motel Lerner had ever stayed in.

Duncan was like a stone. Like a stone sitting on the bed, absorbing all the energy in the room. More like a black hole, Lerner supposed. It sounded better, given what Lerner knew about astronomy. It had gone on far, far too long. Better to call it out than let it fester. “Stop being so damned grim,” he said.

“You’ve got a crack,” Duncan said tonelessly.

“I know I’ve got a crack,” Lerner said, “because I’m the one with the crack. This is not the end.” Necessarily, he didn’t add.

“But neither is it good,” Duncan said. “It’s not like you have a body that heals itself.”

That was true, Lerner had to concede. Once cracked, you were always going to be at a higher risk of breaking open, and that only led one place. And it was not a good place. “I’m not busted open just yet,” he said. “Maybe we can epoxy me closed.”

“Epoxy?” Duncan asked, a note of disbelief in the way he said.

“Something,” Lerner said. “You know, I watch these medical shows—”

“I don’t think you can epoxy a shell.”

“I don’t think it’s ever been tried,” Lerner said. “It’s above my hip, in an area that doesn’t flex much—”

“And if it flexes just once and breaks the epoxy hold, you’re dragged back to hell in a wash of flame.”

“Which might happen anyway,” Lerner said. “Better than sitting here for the rest of eternity, staring at the ceiling and watching Dr. Phil during the long-ass days.”

Duncan was quiet for a bit after that. “You could always try and prevail on the home office—”

“I think we both know how that would go,” Lerner said. It wasn’t the sort of thing one asked for. It was the sort of thing you wrote a report about and hoped they didn’t notice. Which was probably a faint hope, in any case. It wasn’t like nobody read those things. They read every one and you hoped they got the right impression out of them.

Duncan was quiet again. “Epoxy?”

“Go to the store and pick some out,” Lerner said.

“I let Alison keep the car, remember?” Duncan asked.

Shit. Lerner had forgotten. “What, are your legs cracked? You can’t walk to the store? Rogerson’s or whatever it’s called? I’ve seen it on the highway that runs through town.”

Duncan kind of paused. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”

Lerner chuckled. “Believe me, I’m not going anywhere ’til you get back. And I ain’t moving, either. So hurry, will you?” He fumbled with a hand outstretched toward the nightstand. “I get tired of Dr. Phil pretty fast, and I suspect this motel has a low limit on the number of channels.”


***




Lauren felt the bump as the ambulance turned onto the interstate. The sound of the engine accelerating was muted, probably because of good insulation in the back cabin. The paramedic was keeping a decent eye on things, so Lauren just sat back in the jump seat watching Deputy Harris’s vitals. She didn’t know the girl very well but that didn’t matter. She was from Midian and she wasn’t on the list; that was enough to keep Lauren fighting hard for her.

Like it would have made any difference if it had even been Arch Stan on the gurney. She’d still be here, still trying to keep him alive, too. That ass.

The monitors beeped and beeped and beeped, a steady rhythm indicating the deputy’s pulse and oxygen were still in the acceptable range—for now. Lauren had her doubts how long that would last. Harris almost certainly needed surgery, but she needed to stabilize first. They had her head wrapped up in a collar to prevent spinal damage because that shit would put a kink in the rest of the girl’s life. And she really was still just a girl, Lauren thought, still a teenager, right? Right. Whole life potentially still in front of her.

“Lucky thing there was only one person in the sheriff’s car,” the paramedic said, breaking Lauren out of her thoughts.

“There wasn’t,” she said, still looking at the monitor. Wait, what? There was another person in there, wasn’t there? Shit, how did she forget that? “There was a federal agent in the car with her. And some other guy got hurt riding with the other deputy.” Had she seriously gotten so focused on Harris that she’d forgotten she’d treated two other patients at the scene? And they’d both left, against medical advice—and any sane thinking. Both of them, gone. She hadn’t even realized it. Where the fuck was the common-sense emergency room doctor on that one?

The paramedic let a low whistle. “Guess they were lucky if they both walked away, huh?”

She didn’t respond. The guy in the black coat had barely been able to walk. The federal agent had been lying on the ground, unable to move when she first examined him. But they’d both gotten up and left the scene to pursue the fugitives? The suspects?

But they hadn’t even gone the same direction as the bicyclists, had they? She hadn’t heard them pull their car around the wreck, had she? Could she have been so focused and tuned out to her surroundings that she missed that, too?

What the fuck?

She wanted to give it more thought, try and hash her way to a reason for that supreme level of incompetence on her part, but the monitors started beeping to indicate that Deputy Harris’s heart rate was crashing, and suddenly she didn’t have an ounce of thought to devote to that mystery anymore.


***




Reeve had listened to Arch’s story without interrupting him, not once. Arch was trying to decide if that was a very good thing or a very bad thing, and he hadn’t really landed on which yet. The old Reeve, the one he’d known before demons started showing up in Calhoun County and wreaking havoc, would have reacted one way, and it was a fairly predictable way.

This new Reeve just stood before him, almost impassive, watching Arch stone-faced as he spun a tale of two federal agents who had asked him and Erin for help, then led them in a chase down a mountain against bicyclists on the run for reasons that hadn’t been elaborated on by the agents—save for to point the finger at them for at least some of the deaths in Midian. Arch wasn’t proud of it, but at least his lies were mostly truthful. He was really just leaving a lot out of his story, that was all.

Because a lie of omission wasn’t a lie—except for that whole part of it that was plainly stating it was a lie.

“Well,” Reeve said once Arch had finished. And then he stopped, just stopped like “Well” was all he had to say on the matter.

It did not sound good to Arch. Not at all.

Reeve just stared at him for a minute and then drifted back toward Fries’s car, which was how he’d gotten to the scene. Arch spared a glance back at his Explorer, and it looked like it had been through the mill. The ringer, too. Dings and damage to the bumpers and huge scratch on the left side where something had ripped it up. Not as bad as the sheriff’s own car, which was being winched up onto the back of the tow truck after being righted. The roof of it alone looked like aluminum foil that had been crumpled off the top of a casserole dish.

Arch just sat there, watching the car and stealing a look at Reeve every now and again. The sheriff had eased into the front seat of the cruiser and was on the radio. Arch could see his lips moving, but couldn’t hear a word of what was being said.

And that concerned him more than a little.


***




Mick had been waiting at the Surrey Diner for Molly for an hour after she’d promised to show up. It wasn’t exactly a tough thing for him to do, since he didn’t have anywhere else to go. He was just hanging there, drinking free coffee refills and getting the increasingly unpleasant looks from the waitress for doing it.

She’d started out real friendly, but that had faded as the hour wore on, and the “sugars” and “huns” had been dropped about half an hour ago. He figured she’d rather let him sit here all night than get unpleasant enough to kick his ass out, but you just never knew, did you? Plus, the proprietor was giving him a look from behind the counter. Like there weren’t a hundred other seats in the place unoccupied by paying customers, he had to worry about the one guy drinking his coffee.

But when Molly walked in, every increasingly ugly word from the waitress and every suspicious glare from the owner had been worth it. He’d thought about leaving, maybe giving up on this town and waiting to fill his need until the next one, but dammit, he didn’t want to. This place had the right feel, and being a hotspot it was bound to get a little warmer than a normal place, right?

Right. This was the town.

And, he reflected as he caught a glimpse of her knees under a skirt that reached almost low enough to cover them—this was the girl.

“Hey,” he said as she sidled up. She had a look like she’d maybe dressed up a little, changed what she was wearing since he’d seen her this morning, but she’d gone just as casual so he couldn’t be sure. It was probably a tactic, trying to gussy up without looking like she was trying. He was pretty sure she was trying, though, at least a little. That was a good sign.

“Hey,” she replied. She was playing it cool, though; he knew that much from watching humans for as long as he had. She was taking this seriously. Probably because she hadn’t been on many actual dates.

“How was school?” he asked, offhand, like he was more curious than he really was. How interesting could the answer be, after all? Math class was super neat, factoring polynomials is the best! He would have bet on her answer before he got it, and he was not surprised when it came.

“Okay, I guess,” she said, shrugging her shoulders like it was no big deal. Which it wasn’t. After all, that was a daily grind for her. “Just another day, really.” Playing it cool.

“Sure,” Mick said, shrugging his shoulders a little, too. “I was just curious because—well, you know.”

She flickered with a little bit of annoyance. Of course she didn’t know. He knew she didn’t know. But he was playing it cool too, and she didn’t have a clue he was doing it on purpose. “No, I don’t. What?”

“I was just wondering because I’m not in school anymore,” Mick said. “Never really went to a regular one, so I’m just … wondering what it’s like?”

“Really?” There was a hint of earnestness in her answer, and he could tell he’d broken through the first brick of that wall of cynicism she carried for her own defense.

“Yeah,” Mick said, like it was nothing. It was nothing to him; he didn’t care. But for however long it took her to answer, he was going to pretend it was the most interesting damned thing in the world to him.

“It was … a normal day,” Molly said, a little less guarded this time. “We only have six classes a day, see, and I start with algebra …”

Mick nodded as she went, trying to follow along. Sure, it was boring as shit, but it would be worth it if he could just get through that wall that surrounded her—and into her damned panties.


***




Hendricks felt like he was taking forever getting down the hall. In rough terms, he probably was taking forever. He could feel himself dragging, the material of his coat scuffing against the white-painted wall. Alison stood off a few inches from him, hovering, ready to try and catch him if he fell. It was a laughable idea in his mind, since he weighed far, far too much for her to help without toppling over.

“Ali?” came a smooth voice from ahead of them. The hallway looked like it was extending, growing as he shuffled down it. Hadn’t it only been twenty feet earlier? Now it looked like a hundred. Two hundred. Shit, it was still growing.

“Right here, Daddy,” Alison said, and Hendricks watched her take her eyes off of him. He tried even harder not to stumble at that moment. As though she weren’t hovering enough as it was, he sensed that if he keeled over now she’d never let him go unwatched. He just needed to get to Spellman, post-haste, get this pain and these wounds taken care of. He shifted his neck to look at her and the demon bite screamed at him, hard enough to make him fall against the wall an inch or so. It didn’t quite light his ribs afire again, but close. It took him a minute to control his breathing.

There were pictures on the wall that rattled as he shifted against it, his arm knocking against a wooden frame. “Urgh,” Hendricks murmured, keeping it down.

“Is your friend all right?” came that voice again—smooth, like an announcer on the radio. A voice you could trust to sell you a used car or a water filter.

“I’m fine,” Hendricks managed to get out before Alison could answer for him.

“All appearances to the contrary, son,” the voice came again, and Hendricks managed to get his head up enough to see the guy this time. He was tall, powerful-looking, looked to be in his sixties. Not a guy Hendricks would have cared to get into a scrape with, if he could have avoided it. “You look like you could use a doctor. Or a drink.”

“I need something, that’s for sure,” Hendricks said and tried to straighten up. It didn’t go so well, and he found himself still against the wall a few seconds later, no better off than before. “You might be right. I should get to the car. That’ll … I need to …”

“To get to the doctor, yes,” Alison said. “Daddy, can you help him?”

“Certainly,” Alison’s father said, shuffling closer to him. He was damned big; not quite Arch’s size, Hendricks thought, but maybe close. Hard to tell at this distance and without Arch here for comparison. “What happened?” he asked as he placed Hendricks’s good side of undamaged ribs against his, wrapping Hendricks’s left arm around his shoulder.

“Bar fight,” Hendricks lied. It wasn’t so far off; he had been in a bar fight a few days earlier.

“Huh,” the man said. “What’s your name, son?”

“Lafayette Hendricks, sir,” Hendricks replied.

“Well, Lafayette Hendricks, I’m Bill Longholt.” He could feel the scrutiny. “Army?”

“Heh,” Hendricks said, feeling a little lightheaded. “No. Marine.”

“Oh, you’re one of those,” Longholt said. “I was Army.”

“I’m sorry for you,” Hendricks said, unable to avoid the needle jab. “You know what Army stands for? Ain’t Ready for Marines Yet.” He felt a sudden, sharp pain as Longholt readjusted his position, causing his side to jar, just a little, pressing his wrecked ribs together.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Marine,” Longholt said, not sounding contrite at all. “Thought I was losing my grip on you there for a second. You know what Marine stands for? My Ass Really Is Navy Equipment.”

The hallway swam around Hendricks, and he could see a white door up ahead. “Lordy.”

“Say, is that a bite on your neck?” Longholt asked him.

“My girlfriend got a little rough last night,” Hendricks said, vision swimming. Did that even make sense?

“Daddy, he needs a doctor,” Alison said from somewhere in the periphery of his vision. It was dark in the hall, and growing darker by the second, swirling motes of blackness crawling around in his eyes.

“Right you are, dear,” Longholt said, and Hendricks felt his legs drag forward in motion. “Bar fights and a girlfriend who bites you so hard, your hicky bleeds. That does sound about like the Marines I knew.”

There was sound and motion in the corner of Hendricks’s eye, and suddenly there was a newcomer there. All Hendricks could tell about him was that he was a white guy with dark hair, and he was shorter than Hendricks, even in his crumpled-up state.

“What the hell happened to the dimestore cowboy?” the guy asked.

“Fuck off, Brian,” Alison said, stronger than Hendricks had ever heard her speak before, and they just kept on going, out the door.


***




The waitress at the Surrey Diner had gotten miraculously friendlier when Molly showed up. The “huns” and “sugars” made a sudden return, and the coffee refills came a lot quicker. The owner’s glare softened, too.

The boring fucking stories portion of the evening had commenced as well, but there was a price for everything, right? A tradeoff, Mick figured.

It’d be worth it.


***




Lauren didn’t panic in crisis situations. She had that detached part of her brain, the part that saw everything from a distance, that evaluated coldly and without emotion, and that part always worked overtime during these moments. It was training, beaten into her head through long practice just as sure as if it were a nail hammered into a board through repetition. She’d had a moment when she was a kid—before she’d had a kid of her own—when she’d seen a friend damned near lose a toe in a bike chain. Panic had taken over, and she’d tried to help her friend yank it out. Hysterics, crying, screaming—from both of them—and an emergency room visit later, she’d been stuck in the waiting room feeling like an impotent failure. That was probably the catalyst moment for her, looking back. She never wanted to feel that panicked and out of control again.

And she hadn’t, except for when she’d fallen in love with Molly’s father. But that was panic and loss of control of a different kind, when she’d realized she couldn’t hold on to the sonofabitch. Now she realized that there wasn’t much worth holding onto in him, but her teenage self had seen it differently and always would.

She did what she had to do. Stabilized the pulse, got the deputy breathing again. The beeping of the heart rate in the background was steady, repetitive, maddening. Like it should be.

Lauren sat back, took a breath. “Don’t check out on me yet, Deputy,” she said, staring down at the face of Erin Harris, the massive bruises on the girl’s cheekbones just starting to appear. This was going to be some surgery, she suspected, and she was glad—not for the first time—that it wasn’t her specialty. The ambulance bumped, the sirens still blaring as the shot down the interstate toward Red Cedar. Pretty soon they’d get her there, get her triaged. That’s where Lauren’s responsibility would end, and it couldn’t come soon enough for her.


***




“Turn here,” Hendricks said as they reached an old, overgrown driveway. There were gravel tracks that perfectly mirrored tire placement, and a big wedge of green in the middle of the path where grass stood tall. It made the place look like no one had driven up to it in a while, though Hendricks was pretty sure that was all illusion and bullshit.

He was sitting in the passenger seat, just about ready to pull a bullet out of his .45 so he could bite down on it to stifle the pain. He’d never tried it, but the thought of chomping down on something seemed like a nice idea at the moment. Anything, if it might help ease the pain. He would have sworn something in him was about to break if he wasn’t already sure something had.

“That was your brother, right?” he asked, trusting the words would make their way out of his mouth and find Alison wherever she was sitting—in the driver’s seat, probably, about two thousand miles or an arm’s length away. Same difference at this point, since he didn’t want to move his arm. Or anything else.

“Yeah,” she said tersely, and Hendricks wrote off that line of inquiry for later. Family was a touchy topic for lots of folks; he couldn’t see it being much of an issue for Alison, though. For crying out loud, her dad had offered to accompany them to the hospital. Seemed like a nice guy, got along with his daughter.

There was a farmhouse ahead, and the sight of it jolted Hendricks back to the here and now. It looked like any other farmhouse to Hendricks’s eyes. His attention was a little scattered at the moment, just enough to give Alison the directions he’d had in his mind but not enough to pay attention to every detail along the way. Or even most of the details. She was from here, he figured, she could pay attention. Or that was how he justified it to himself as he squinted his eyes shut through ninety percent of the trip and focused mostly on not whimpering.

He opened his eyes and tried to take a harder look at the farmhouse. Didn’t happen. He’d bitten his own tongue at some point during the journey, blood filling his mouth, and frankly, it was the least of his hurts. He was sunk down in the leather seat.

“We’re here,” Alison said, like he hadn’t noticed the car bump to a stop. It was the bump that did it, sent him wailing in his own head. He’d gotten off the bed somehow, but dammit, a car ride on an uneven country road had just about fucking done him in. How did that happen?

Hendricks tried to open the door and failed on his first attempt. Just couldn’t get it pushed open, and it closed back. Not completely, though, that little annoying click telling him the door was still partially open. He tried again and failed, not able to use his strength to throw it open and not able to lean far enough to get it clear of the fucking latching mechanism.

This was pathetic, even by his somewhat weakened estimation.

“Wait just a second,” Alison said, and he heard her get out.

Fuck waiting. He wasn’t going to be that much of a pussy. He pushed hard and nearly tumbled out. When he opened his eyes, the car door was still only open about six inches. But at least he hadn’t hurt himself in the process. Victory.

Then Alison tugged at the door and he felt a thundering agony run down his side as she pulled at him in a way that his body DID NOT FUCKING LIKE AT ALL and he spent the next thirty seconds—or maybe ten years—trying to keep from cursing at her in every possible way, starting with the words that were least polite, then moving to the ones that were most polite. If there was such a cunt motherfucking sonofabitch ass hell damn thing.

“Maybe you should let me go in and talk to this Spellman,” Alison said as he sat there, eyes rolling back in his head from the feeling oh sonofafuck the feeling.

“Just help me up,” Hendricks said, but he was not sure he meant it wholeheartedly.


***




“Arch, why don’t you get on out of here?” Reeve said. Said, not asked. It had sounded like asking, but Arch knew it wasn’t, could tell it from fifty paces. They’d finished winching up the sheriff’s car now, the tow truck driver—Sam Allen, Arch could see from here—about to take it down the mountain and to his body shop. Arch had his doubts there’d be much they could do to fix it, but if anyone could, Sam could.

“Sure thing,” Arch answered, light on the enthusiasm. “Anywhere you want me to go in particular?”

Reeve just stared at him, bald head catching the reflection of the flashing red lights of his patrol car. “Why don’t you just head on home for now?” And then he got back into his car, not a word of explanation further.


***




Hendricks burst into the farmhouse barely supported by Alison, ignoring the room to his immediate left. Alison partially blocked his view, anyway, which was good, because he could smell the fetid scent of animal and human waste from the creatures in cages. He could almost taste it, like something had crawled up his nose before it lost the fight for life, leaving behind nothing more than a rotting corpse, with all the waste and shit that came out after.

He’d never really been in a place like this, but he knew what a deal with the devil looked like, and when you were ready to make one it was best to avoid looking right in the fucker’s eyes.

“Well, well,” said a man in a Han jacket with a full head of hair that was grey around the edges. He had a relaxed bearing, holding his fingers together in a sort of steeple configuration as he stared down the hallway at Hendricks and Alison. Dark floorboards shone with fresh wax, and the Pine-Sol scent almost—almost—covered up the smell from the room to their left. “If it isn’t Corporal Hendricks. And Alison Longholt Stan.” The man bowed. “Such a pleasure to have you both here in my humble shop.”

“This is a farmhouse,” Alison said with aplomb, but sounding to Hendricks’s ears like she really believed it.

“Well, the outside certainly is,” Spellman said with a little bow.

“I’m not a corporal anymore,” Hendricks said, unable to hold himself upright and not even fucking bothering. “Nice touch, though, knowing that.”

“Indeed,” Spellman said. “As you know, I’m in a customer service business, and the more you know about your customers, the better you can service them. I pride myself on being in tune with my clientele and knowing their needs.”

Hendricks looked at the empty bastard with one eye. He missed his hat; it was always more effective to survey someone from underneath it, because the brim did a great job framing the face. “What is your customer-centric focus telling you about what I need?”

A line of wrinkles folded on Spellman’s forehead. “I have just the thing for what ails you.” From out of the sleeve of his jacket came a vial. “What do you get for the man who has it all? Well, everything except ribs that are intact, and skin that’s not seeping blood from a vembra’nonn bite, anyway.” He pointed, keeping the vial safely in his other hand, in view but not in reach. “Those bites can cause some complications, by the way. I’d clean it out when you get a chance. In fact, if you’d like, I have a medical kit I’d be willing to throw in for—”

“Spare me,” Hendricks said. “How much for the drink?”

“Well, as you know, the first one was free,” Spellman said with a little twinkle. “But this one won’t cost you much.”

“Cost us much what?” Alison asked. “Gold? Silver?”

“I deal in the coin of the realm, whatever realm I’m in,” Spellman said. “That said, my IRA is not in tangible assets at present, so I’ll just take cash. U.S. Dollars,” he amended. “Say … two hundred.”

“Cheaper than a hospital stay,” Hendricks muttered and fumbled in his coat, causing Alison to sway with his motion and damned near lose him.

“Come, have a seat,” Spellman said, beckoning them forward. “I’ll have a look at that neck while you drink up.” He waited, and as Hendricks staggered his way forward, the man slipped the vial in his palm. “You’ll probably have an easier time reaching your wallet once you’ve had a sip or two.”

“No cow bladder this time?” Hendricks felt just a little bit of the burn of pride as he looked at the man—no, this wasn’t a man. He looked into the eyes, looked right into them, and he could see only a little something there. That didn’t stop him from pulling the stopper on the vial and chugging it back.


10.


Arch followed the wrecker back into town, providing an unasked-for police escort the whole way. He had his reasons, but Sam Allen didn’t need to know them, not straightaway. Darkness had fallen on Midian, maybe not just metaphorically, either. He tried to sift through things in his head, making the mental rounds on all the things that had happened and everything they’d learned. Erin was out of commission, Lerner was waylaid—he still wasn’t clear on how that had happened—Hendricks looked like he’d gotten put out of the fight for a while.

That left him, Duncan and maybe Alison on defense, all versus a whole mess of bicyclists for whom the Tour de France looked like an easy win. No blood doping needed, unless it involved drinking said blood. He put a vision of Hendricks’s neck, dripping scarlet, out of his mind. Vampires on bikes.

Unprompted thumps and clacks from the Explorer entered his consciousness every now and again. They were not normal sounds but something produced when the vehicle had run over those accursed bicyclists. He suspected he’d need to get it checked out at some point, but this was not the moment.

Sam guided the tow truck through the gate of his yard and Arch followed, the Explorer’s undercarriage protesting as he bumped up over the curb and left the paved road behind. Glowing yellow lights every hundred feet or so illuminated a corrugated metal building that looked like it was at least fifty percent rust. And that might have been optimistic. The yellow lights cast cone-shaped illumination on a few entry portals—garage doors and a standard one for people to walk through—shedding the kind of light that told Arch that Sam Allen hadn’t made way in his budget for those newfangled CFLs just yet.

Sam stopped the wrecker and backed it up. Mountains of flattened and beat-up cars littered the yard. It truly was a junkyard, and he had a maze of the wrecks out back, Arch knew. He’d come to Sam’s a few times to pull salvage off destroyed vehicles. It was cheaper getting a hubcap from Sam than ordering it through one of the auto shops in town, and everyone knew it. Alison might not have known it, come to think of it, but then he’d had to get the hubcap for her, so she was covered, he supposed.

Sam was winching the sheriff’s car down from the back of the truck when Arch caught up with him. The red tail lights of the big tow truck glowed, casting Sam’s unshaven, three-four day scruff in a light not unlike that which Reeve had been in when Arch had seen him. That caused a moment of disquiet, thinking about that particular landmine, still lying in his path undetonated.

“What can I do for you, Arch?” Sam asked, glancing up at him as he approached. “I don’t reckon you followed me back here just to make sure I got home safely.”

Arch didn’t bother splitting into a grin for him, but the man had figured that much out. “Police property in the trunk, Sam. I can’t just leave it to get smashed.”

Sam blinked at him, lines around his squinting, folding like the middle of an accordion. “Arch, this trunk is all beat to shit, if you’ll pardon my French. I don’t think you’re gonna be able to open it with a key.”

“I can’t leave it in there, Sam,” Arch said. “Sheriff stored his long guns in the back.”

Sam scratched his face, giving it a thought. “Got a pry bar. You might could work it loose if you were willing to put some elbow grease into it.”

Arch let out the hint of a smile. “That’d be mighty helpful, Sam.” He watched the man nod and make his way slowly back to the cab. It wouldn’t do to just let what was in the trunk of the car get lost, not when Arch had an idea of how they might make use of it. Waste not, want not.


***




“You look much better already,” Spellman opined, the sorry fucker.

Hendricks could hear the sounds from the room down the hall now, the rattle of cages. Deal with the devil nearly done, he was about ready to start looking someone in the face. He gave a moment’s thought to the absurdity of using the phrase metaphorically and moved on.

“Your color is much improved,” Spellman continued.

Hendricks tore his eyes away from the empty skin that was Spellman and looked Alison in the face. She was sitting next to him at a finely appointed dining room table that would have looked a few degrees out of place in an actual farmhouse. It was a little too swank, a little too polished, a little too unused. He doubted a fork or a knife had ever been set upon the surface of this smooth monstrosity. The whole room had that feel about it, all appearance, with no sense that anyone actually lived here.

“You do look almost alive now,” Alison told him in that flat, anti-depressant tone of hers.

“Thanks.” He swept his gaze back to Wren Spellman, trying not to look him in the eyes and taking in the salt and pepper sideburns instead. “I need another round before I go.”

Spellman was hovering, his—its?—hands a few inches from Hendricks’s head. He did have a medical kit, Hendricks noticed, wondering where the hell that had come from. It was open in one palm, and he had a nice piece of gauze pinched between his fingers. It reeked of rubbing alcohol, even though Hendricks hadn’t seen him open a bottle nor dip the gauze in it. “This is going to sting, so you might want to prepare yourself.”

“I’ve had wounds cleaned before, thanks,” Hendricks said through gritted teeth, already preparing himself for the pain.

“I wasn’t talking about the wound cleaning,” Spellman said, pressing the swab to Hendricks’s neck. It burned only a little, surprisingly. Probably the effects of the drug already working on him. “I was talking about the fact that I can’t sell you another round of the medicine you just took.”

Hendricks felt himself give a comically exaggerated blink. He could feel the cool, mentholated burn of the swab on the skin of his neck, dabbing away the crust of blood as Spellman’s hands worked with precision to clean whatever was left of the wound. “Beg pardon?” he asked. “What, are you out of the stuff?”

“No, I’m quite well stocked,” Spellman said coolly, and it took all Hendricks could manage not to jerk around and start battering the smug fucker with a fist. “I just can’t sell you another vial knowing what you plan to do with it.”

Hendricks lost his battle with restraint, and the chair flipped over behind him as he came to his feet. He had a few inches on Spellman, the empty bastard, and he drew himself up to his full height as he stared down at the Screen, looking for something behind the eyes. “Say that again.”

“I can’t sell you any more of the compound in question,” Spellman said with a shrug, like it was just a fact of life. “You see, you intend to use it on Deputy Harris, a noble—no, really, laudable goal.” His face fell, the tics of emotion following along with his speech. “The problem is, Deputy Harris is in the hospital at this very moment, fighting for her life. Doctors are working on her. X-rays are being taken, magnetic resonance imaging is being done—all the wonders of the human medical world are being applied to her.” Spellman’s hands were clean now, not a hint of bloody gauze anywhere in sight. “So if you were to walk into her room and administer some of my compound to her, you would produce a verifiable medical miracle. You’d practically bring her back from the dead.” Spellman’s face went dead. “I can’t have that, no matter intimidating you look, all puffed up like that.”

“I don’t really do much puffing,” Hendricks said, “or huffing. Pretty much skip straight to blowing your house down.”

“Ah, yes, my house,” Spellman said with a light shrug. “It’d be a shame if you did that. I wouldn’t be able to help you any more if you did. And I’d have to go through the trouble of pulling up stakes, of finding a new storefront. A very messy headache would entail. Of course there’d be the matter of revenge, too—”

“Are you threatening me?” Hendricks said, and it was only through sheer will he didn’t seize the man by his Han jacket and smear him all over his too-fancy table.

“No more than you’re threatening me,” Spellman said, face inscrutable. “No, I can’t sell you the compound you want. But … perhaps there is something I can do for you.”

Hendricks hadn’t reached for his sword yet, but damn if he hadn’t wanted to. “Go on,” he said, once he got his jaw to stop locking up from anger. It took a moment.


***




Lauren didn’t push the gurney because she didn’t really need to, but she was right there with the paramedics as they did, riding it right through into the Red Cedar ER. She saw Doctor Burnham as they came in, knew he’d been on duty tonight but decided to divert here anyway. Still sort of young, married, but fooled around with any woman he could sink his dick in. She’d heard from two of the nurses that every time he fucked he made a “The doctor is in!” proclamation when he got his tip wet. She hadn’t been interested in him before that, and afterward it had put him on the DNF list forever.

“Gimme the bullet,” Burnham said as she slid in alongside the gurney into the trauma room.

“MVA, possible skull fracture,” Lauren said, noting that Burnham didn’t even say a word about her being in the ambulance, like her picking up a shift and coming through the door in runner’s clothes was a perfectly normal occurrence. She ran through the rest of the vitals on memory, not really paying attention. She was eyeing Deputy Harris’s face again; the poor girl … she just …

“So, Lauren,” Burnham said as he got to work, “what the hell are you doing here?”

She ignored the twitch of a nerve at the corner of her mouth. “I’m not here, Chase,” she said, calling him by his first name. If he wanted to get familiar, it was a two-way street. “I’m a product of your overactive imagination.” She pulled the latex gloves from her hands one by one, letting them snap as they were removed. “You got this?”

Burnham only spared her a glance as he started to assess his patient. His patient. Not hers anymore. “I got it.” Dipshit he may be, but Burnham was a decent doc. If he said he had it, he had it.

“Great,” Lauren said, and looked down, remembering that faint pain in her knees probably meant she needed sutures. “Because this doctor is out.” She pushed through the swinging doors before Burnham could say anything to that. She paused in the white tile hallway, looking down the path straight ahead, staring off into the far distance of the corridor. “Good luck, Deputy,” she said, and started toward the locker room. After she cleaned up she’d have to find a ride back to Midian. And Molly.

Oh, Molly.


***




“I’d like to see you again,” Mick said. He’d done it right, he knew it. Her face was all aglow, the overhead lamp hanging above them, the skies dark outside the window, lights of the square the sole guard against the blossoming night. The proprietor of the café was the only one left, and he was giving Mick the eye again. Not a good look. Every time he passed near, though, he was all smiles for Molly.

Molly’s face was flushed, and she had a good look to her, at least to Mick. She’d had fun. He’d made her laugh. That seemed important, making her laugh. Those pale cheeks pink with the laughter, like she’d brushed them with a rose, leaving traces of the color behind on her snowy skin as they passed. “I’d like that,” Molly said, her lips fighting not to turn up in the corners.

Oh, yeah. Mick had this one. It was almost in the bag. “How about coming to the carnival tomorrow night? I’ve got the evening off, and I could show you around.” He just tossed it out there. Like bait. Waited for her to go for it.

She stared at him soberly, looked down for just a second. Thinking it over, he figured. “All right,” she said finally.

“Want me to pick you up at your house?” he asked. Fishing again.

Her eyes darted to the proprietor. “No,” she said, hushed. “Not unless you don’t want me to go with you.”

He nodded like he was some kind of sage. “Parents. I get it.”

“Just a mom,” Molly said. The cheeks weren’t quite as red now. “She used to be cool, but lately she’s just … ugh. Anyway. Meet me here? In the square? Say around sundown?”

“Sundown, tomorrow, here,” Mick said, spelling it out. He forced a smile. “Sounds good. I think you’ll like the carnival. I might be able to show you some things you haven’t seen before.”

She didn’t answer in words, just a slight nod, and a partial smile that hid a subtle enthusiasm. Oh yeah. Mick knew he had this. Right in the damned bag.


***




“How long do you think it’ll take to work?” Hendricks asked, staring at the banana bag skeptically. He’d already paid, figuring something was better than nothing. He gave it a squeeze, and the clear liquid seemed to glimmer with the motion, like there was something hidden inside it.

“It’ll begin working immediately,” Spellman said. “It just won’t have as sudden of an effect as what you’ve taken. This is a watered-down version of the compound. Slow burn instead of … raging forest fire.” He shrugged. “It’s an imperfect metaphor. The point is, it will begin to heal her as soon as you manage to trade this for her present IV.”

“Great,” Hendricks said, and started to leave. He didn’t wait to see if Alison was at his side, just turned on his boot and felt the slip of the ornate rug underfoot.

“A word of caution,” Spellman said, and Hendricks turned back to look at him. Alison was behind him, between him and Spellman, just watching the screen where she’d entered the hall outside the archway to the dining room. “Even if you administer the dose, she may not recover in time.”

Hendricks felt that rampant desire to grab the man by his jacket again, to smash his head through the glass curio cabinet on the side of the dining room. To ventilate his skin, just a little, to let the essence run out. “Clarify, please.” He said it with restraint.

“You might want to settle down, just a little,” Spellman said. “That threatening mien may work all manner of wonder when you’re out in your role as demon hunter, but it does so little good for your complexion in this light.”

Hendricks took a step and stopped when Spellman held out a hand. “I’ve given you the best I can; what I mean to say is that your … lover? Paramour? Fling? She’s in a terrible condition, putting it mildly. She may die regardless. I want to warn you, because I’d hate to have you angry at me because of some perceived failure on my part. So I’m giving you the product warning.” He moved his hands as if he were indicating a marquee of some sort: “Warning: you need to get it to her in the next couple hours to have a chance, and even then…this may not save her life.”

“Then give me the one that does,” Hendricks said in a low growl.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Spellman said. He wasn’t quite gleeful, but he was way, way too close to it for Hendricks’s taste.

“Then I’m afraid you’re about to feel the embrace of the warm summer air in your innards,” Hendricks said, and started for his sword, pushing aside the rough fabric of his coat.

Spellman laughed, looking skyward. “I don’t think you quite understand what you’re up against here, but putting that aside—even if you could somehow compel me to part with the potion … what makes you think you could get your poor, unconscious lady friend to drink it?” He stared back at Hendricks, who had a hand on his sword’s hilt. “You need something that works intravenously.”

“I’m about to give you something that works intravenously,” Hendricks said and made to draw his sword.

The lights darkened and the fixtures rattled, and Spellman’s eyes went red. “I’m not a garden variety demon, and I think you’ll find that my bite is worse than any vembra’nonn.”

“Hendricks,” Alison said warningly.

Hendricks kept his eyes locked on Spellman but didn’t draw his sword. He realized that the lights had not flickered, had not dimmed; there was some sort of darkness in the room, a pervasive aura of blackness that seemed to be pushing against Hendricks, wrapping his chest, squeezing him. He struggled for breath like he was in a bear hug. “You know, I’ve got a couple friends that would just love to know where you are.”

Spellman made a sound like a squeal, but lower and more violent, like a breath hissing out of a balloon with vibrato. It made his ears ache. “I wouldn’t go confusing any OOCs in your acquaintance with friends. I suspect there won’t be too many days until it’s driven home to you in agonizingly obvious ways that those … things … are not on your side.” Spellman’s eyes faded. “Besides, they couldn’t find me if they wanted to. My invitation is open to you and only you.” Spellman paused. “Well, you and one other member of your … entourage. Your … association? Your …”

“Watch,” Hendricks said. “My watch.”

“However you like it,” Spellman said with a flowery bow. “Are we now settled in all the matters of discussion between us?”

Hendricks kept his gaze on the screen, his hot, resentful eyes the only expression of the gut-level emotion churning in his belly. He wanted to throttle this motherfucker, put his face against the tread of a tire and peel out until the skin—or shell—was all gone. He was fairly sure that Spellman could see all this as he looked into those mildly glowing red eyes, but that smile never dimmed. “We’re settled, all right.”

“Then I look forward to seeing you again when we have further commerce to conduct,” Spellman said with that trace of a smile. “Good day, Corporal.” He smiled more broadly at Alison. “Mrs. Stan.”

Hendricks didn’t turn away from the bastard, just kept his left hand cupped around the IV bag, right on the sword hilt, letting his fingers play on the leather that wrapped it. He gestured for Alison to get moving, and she did, not taking her eyes off of Spellman either. “Yeah,” Hendricks said. “I’m sure I’ll be walking through your door again real soon.”

“I’m sure you will, too,” Spellman said without a trace of irony.

Hendricks let the door close behind him, avoiding a last look at that room by the entry as though his life depended on it. The deal was done, but he felt less than satisfied. That was how a deal with a devil went, didn’t it? Feeling like you got fucked, but your pants were still on?

As the door closed behind him, shutting out that smell, those sounds, and giving him the curious sense that a gateway was shutting to something like another world, he was left standing on the porch of a farmhouse next to Alison, staring out at the messed up town car that they’d taken from Lerner and Duncan.

“Now what?” Alison asked.

As if he knew. Other than getting the IV bag to Erin, he had nothing. “This,” he said, waving the banana bag, the liquid within catching the light and sparkling as he waved it in front of her face. “This and … hell, I don’t know. Find those bicycling bastards somehow.”

“You think they’re just gonna stick around and let us run them over again?” Alison asked. She didn’t look all that impressed with his plan.

“Seems like they came out of it hurting less than we did,” Hendricks said, a little stiffly. He could feel his pride burning, still, from the confrontation with Spellman. It was sticking in his craw something fierce that he’d backed down. Hendricks hated backing down. The only thing he hated worse was losing, and he’d gotten a real good sense that losing was approaching on the horizon if he kept sailing toward Spellman.

“In the sense that there are probably still forty of them left to the four of us, yes,” she said. “But we killed a lot of them. And I don’t think they’re going to flee town just because we ran a few of them down. Unless that’s usually how it works with these hotspots?”

Hendricks felt his eyelids flutter at her a few times. She had a damned annoying point. “No. That’s not usually how it works. Demons don’t typically flee hotspots. I don’t know how these vembra’nonn work, but … no. With things going like they are around here, they’ll probably stick around for a while yet.”

“Your flock of vembra’nonn are irrelevant, Lafayette Hendricks,” came a voice out of the darkness. He spun to see her there, under the porch light, pale as a fresh Wisconsin snowfall, her red hair blazing behind her and those dark eyes threatening to out-blacken the night sky. “There is a greater danger approaching this town than some kamikaze cyclists.”

“Well, hello, Starling,” Hendricks said with as much aplomb as he could gather to him on the short notice afforded by her appearance. “Is it the end of the world again already?”

“You mock, but it comes nonetheless,” Starling said, and Hendricks would have sworn the shadows around her eyes moved in a way that the light shining on her face couldn’t have supported. “And soon—only a day away.”
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Alison stood there, under the porch light, staring at the redhead. She felt it build inside, that pressure, the need, and then she could hold it back no longer. She let out a long, cackling laugh that split the night, echoing over the flat grass surrounding the farmhouse, corralled by the trees that edged the horizon, barely visible as sentries against the surrounding night. It was a good laugh, a hearty one, and when it drew the frown from Hendricks and the cool look of surprise from Starling, she found she still couldn’t quite get it under control, the wracking hilarity bubbling up from within like its origin was somewhere in her toes.

She was doubled over, feeling the pull and tug of muscles warring over her direction. Consciously, she wanted to be upright again, but the humor—God, the sheer humor of it!—pulled her earthward. Why was it so funny to her? Even as she laughed, she knew it wasn’t really that funny.

“Care to share the joke with the rest of the class?” Hendricks asked. He looked odd without his cowboy hat, his brown hair pointing in every direction, matted down in front where the Stetson had pushed it flat and spiked in back where his stint on his back at her parents’ house had given him a wicked case of bed head. This, too, gave her an inescapable bout of giggles, adding right to what was already a losing battle with mirth.

“It’s funny because she’s a redhead, and she said—” Alison felt her lips stretch, her belly feeling that slow ache from the hilarity of it all. “Like Little Orphan Annie, because she’s a redhead and ‘only a day away’… Never mind.” She drew herself upright again. “It was probably one of those things you can only appreciate in the moment.”

“I do not understand,” Starling said, staring coldly at her.

“I figured the meaning behind that one might go sailing over your head,” Alison replied. Why would a super-powered hooker know the words? “It was just …” She sniffled a little, her nose running in the night from the laughter of the moment. She could look back on it now with the appropriate perspective; it wasn’t that funny, but everything else was just too crazy for it not to have made a strange, hilarious diversion.

“There is a threat at hand,” Starling said.

“Is this the one that’s gonna cause me to lose all hope?” Hendricks asked. He didn’t sound too impressed to Alison. “Because I can’t keep track of all these scary things anymore.”

Starling just kept those dark eyes nailed on him. Alison didn’t like that look, it was just a little too appraising for her taste. “This is the next of your trials.”

“I don’t really go in for trials,” Hendricks said with a low sigh. He was walking upright now, like a real boy and everything. Already a far cry from the shattered mess that had required her help just to get into the house a few minutes earlier. “I’m just a demon hunter. Trials mean someone’s putting me through something I don’t care to go through. I just fight.”

“You will experience trials,” Starling said, like that was the last word on the matter. “You will be tested.”

“This conversation is doing a mighty fine job of that,” Hendricks said.

“The town is in danger,” Starling said, like it was some kind of conclusion. Alison just watched her, feeling a little like a kid while her parents were arguing, talking adult stuff in serious tones.

“This town is always in trouble,” Hendricks said with a sigh. He was recovered enough to drop that wall of anger that had cropped up when Spellman had been telling him how it was. Alison had watched that, too, wondering if the cowboy was going to push the man. (Was Spellman a man? The OOCs kept calling him a screen, whatever that was.) She hadn’t cared for the odds, but she also had a contingency plan in case things had snaked in a downward direction on that one. She eased her hand onto it now, a slapjack she had ready to hammer Hendricks on the head if he got stupid again. She was not signed up to die if the cowboy got a sudden case of the moronic.

“And it is in trouble again,” Starling said.

“I saw this episode last week,” Alison said, “and the week before.”

“The threat is new,” Starling said.

“Please tell me it’s the bicyclists,” Hendricks said.

“It is not the Night Riders,” Starling said. “Their threat is isolated, restricted only to those who cross their path.”

“The … ‘Night Riders’?” Hendricks asked, dully. “Do they call themselves that or is that your name for them?”

“It is their own designation,” Starling said. Alison realized she sounded a little like a robot from science fiction movie.

Hendricks let loose a long cackle. Not quite the belly laugh she’d experienced, but a fair guffaw that had him bending at the knees a little. “Man. The ‘Night Riders’. What’s their leader’s name? KITT?”

“His name is unpronounceable with your tongue,” Starling continued, as if she hadn’t just been laughed at, “but he likes to call himself Michael.”

Alison felt herself snicker a little at that one, and she was joined by Hendricks, who shot her a look, the bridge of his nose crinkled with laughter. “Fan of the ’Hoff, huh?”

“Probably from Germany,” Alison cracked.

“They are most recently from Germany, yes,” Starling said flatly, sending Alison into a deeper laugh. Hendricks, alongside her, howled with laughter. “How did you know?” The redhead had her face cocked to one side, analyzing the situation. Still robotic.

“Lucky guess,” Hendricks said, shaking his head as he straightened. “All right, so these Night Riders are pulping people all over Midian, but they’re not the world-ending threat that will shake my belief in everything. Fine, then. What is?”

“I cannot give you the answer,” she said.

“Of course not, because that would be far, far too easy,” Hendricks said, throwing up his hands. His black coat sleeves fell to mid-wrist, revealing dried blood in the dark hairs of his arms. Alison wondered where that had come from. “What can you tell me, lady of mystery—and the night?”

“The fate of Midian is tied to another town, long buried in the past,” Starling said, the words flowing like they weren’t coming from a human voice and throat, but from somewhere deep inside the creature that was Lucia on her off days. “This place is a nexus, a summoning ground for all the darkness that calls forth the true believers.”

“Believers in what?” Alison ventured to ask. She did not get an answer. She got ignored.

“Some come by what appears to be chance,” Starling said. “But there is no chance. It is calculation. Forces move in the shadows that conspire to bring ruin to Midian, to hasten its fall, its demise, knowing what that will bring.”

“God, let it bring pizza,” Hendricks said, shaking his head. When Alison gave him a questioning look, he just shrugged and said, “I’m hungry.” Turning back to Starling, he asked, “Any chance you can tell us what will happen if Midian falls?”

“The world will end,” Starling said simply, like it was nothing. Like a natural consequence, like a math problem. A plus B equals the end of the world. No big.

“Midian falls, the world dies,” Hendricks said, and by now he was so jaded, so worn, possibly disbelieving—Alison couldn’t quite get the read on him—that he got matter-of-fact about it, too. “Got it. And you’re some sort of benevolent hooker angel, sent to help us even the score.”

“I am Starling,” she said, like that answered that.

“Cool,” Hendricks said in a tone that suggested it was anything but. “All right, well, I get the sense you’ve just about reached the limit of what you’re going to share, so … spit it out.” He waited, and the redhead said nothing. “Well, go on, give us the last little bit of the puzzle we need to start stumbling around in the dark to solve your little mystery game.”

Starling just stared at him. “You will need to go to Hobbs Green, Alabama, in order to understand what comes to Midian.”

Hendricks blinked. Alison noted it like she’d note a butterfly floating by as a catastrophic storm destroyed everything she cared about. “Hobbs Green,” she breathed.

“Well, that’s a little more than we usually get from the mystery box,” Hendricks said.

She heard him at a distance, ten thousand miles away from the vision of carnage that was flashing through her mind. She could see the smoke and fire, all lit up in her head, black ash in clouds and fallen on the ground in every direction in her mind. She could taste it, see the black specks falling on her suntanned skin, see it smear when she touched it to brush it away. It was memory, it was real, it was bile rushing up from her stomach and doubling her over again in a way that was nothing like what she’d felt moments earlier—

She fell to her knees and exploded in a gush of vomit, her stomach hurling everything out in a wave of sudden and uncontrolled nausea. The yellow liquid splattered on the white porch and splashed like a bucket poured everywhere. The acidic smell washed over her, the awful taste of that stringy, empty, viscous liquid that was heaving out of the back of her throat overcame her.

“Holy shit!” Hendricks said, and she watched his boots dance backward, thumping on the porch floorboards as she made her mess.

A few more heaves and she was empty; she hadn’t had much to begin with, but she finished as abruptly as she began, trying to hold in the last little bit of fluid and keep herself from dumping her entire stomach out there in the half-light of the porch. She sat there for a brief second before the self-consciousness came rushing in, and she become keenly aware of Hendricks staring down at her, his messy hair framing his rough, unshaven face. His lips were slightly parted, both eyebrows keening skyward as he asked his question with his expression rather than his mouth. What the hell?

“Sorry,” she said, brushing the dot-like splatters on her hand away on her worn blouse. She never liked this one anyway, and it had blood on it now. “We gotta go.”

“What?” Hendricks asked, and his head whiplashed around, searching for something that wasn’t there. “Where the hell did Starling go?”

“Back to the whorehouse, probably,” Alison said, shaking her head as she fought to her feet. She fumbled in her pocket, brushing past the slapjack, and came up with her cell phone. She had it dialed before she even got to the car and was speaking as she was climbing into the dinged-up mess of the Lincoln. “Arch? We need to meet,” she said, putting the key in the ignition and starting the thing before Hendricks was even in. He was a step or two slow, and she was tempted to throw it in reverse before he was even in the car. He took a second too long to gather his drover coat around him and she hit the gas, sending the car backward down the drive and whipping around in an empty space in the yard, closing the door on Hendricks’s side handlessly, prompting a yelp from him. He fumbled for his seatbelt as he watched her with cautious, wide eyes. “Call Lerner and Duncan,” she said and then just hung up on her husband as she gunned the town car’s engine, sending a cloud of dust billowing behind them as she raced down the farmhouse’s driveway.


***




Lerner was just staring up at the ceiling. He was still trying to figure out the popcorn thing, but only because he wasn’t in a mood to watch TV. Something about the peril hanging around his immortal essence didn’t entice him to want to laugh with nerdy humans on that Big Bang show or get overly involved in the drama surrounding a cooking contest.

Duncan was in the next bed over, freshly returned. The epoxy had been applied, and now it was a waiting game. Waiting to see if it held, if it would do any good. His money was still on “maybe.”

“Want to talk?” Duncan asked. None of the lights were on; they were sitting there in the dark, the only illumination the occasional set of headlamps from passing cars that would drag slowly from one side of the room to the other, shifting the shadows as they passed.

“You never want to talk,” Lerner said, more offhand than he meant. That was bad. If Duncan was willing to talk, and he’d seen the crack while he was applying the epoxy …

“But we could,” Duncan said. It had the air of an easy suggestion, something put out without effort or care. No problem, let’s just chitchat while we wait for you to do the demon equivalent of spontaneous combustion.

“Anything to break the sense of misery, huh?” Lerner said. He cracked a smile then frowned, not wanting to do anything associated with the word “crack.”

“It’s not that bad,” Duncan said. Only someone who hadn’t known him for a century could fail to catch all the subtle nuance in the way it was said. “It’s not the—”

“End of the world?” Lerner asked. He felt his lips push hard against one another, puckering with emotion he didn’t normally feel. It was a sense of anger, sure—and that he felt all the time. But there was something else there, too, something deeper. “You remember that one time, in Oklahoma …?” He didn’t even bother to finish the thought.

“With the shopping mall,” Duncan said, picking it up with their easy shorthand.

“And the lady with those massive clogs!” Lerner said, feeling himself chuckle, just a little, his shell’s natural reaction to that levity. “Her feet were the size of hams, all shoved into those things—”

“Was she a dancer, you think?” Duncan asked.

“Maybe in her youth,” Lerner said, “about two hundred extra pounds before we met her. The heels on those things must have been industrial grade to keep from breaking until they did.” They both lapsed into silence. “You remember that sound she made? When she died? When that … chis’thago tore her throat out?” He spoke soberly, the levity all faded. “I think about that sound sometimes.” He stared at the ceiling. “She was trying to say something, you know, staring up at us, the only ‘living’ witnesses to her death, that clog busted on her fat foot, twitching as she lay there dying.”

“It was a gruesome thing,” Duncan said.

“We’ve seen worse,” Lerner said, a little huskily. “But that noise! That noise she made. It was like …” He played it back in his head, that wail. “It was like pleading, but without the words.” He pressed his puckered lips together and found them dry. He didn’t really need water, but for some reason just now the fact that his lips were parched bothered the hell out of him. “I think about that sound. That pleading sound. Like it was her way of saying, ‘I only want a few more minutes, please, please, just a few more minutes.’ Bargaining. Hoping for just a little more.”

Duncan was quiet for a moment. “That was a long time ago.”

“I know,” Lerner said. He felt the stir. “I know.” He shifted his head just long enough to look at Duncan. “I just want a few more minutes.” He could feel the hint of a plea as it formed on his lips.

“You’ve got time—” Duncan said, not looking at him.

“I really don’t,” Lerner said, and Duncan turned his head so quickly Lerner thought it might snap off. He was off the bed in a roll and next to Lerner in a hot second. Demon speed. It almost wasn’t fast enough.

“The epoxy—” Duncan said, and he tore his eyes from Lerner’s face down to where the wound was. Lerner couldn’t see it, but he could feel it, sucking away like it was a sinkhole, dragging in the skin around it— “Oh, shit,” was all that Duncan said.

“I just wanted a few more minutes,” Lerner said, and he felt that sinking feeling run all the way through him. A hundred years—the best hundred years he could have imagined, out of the pits, out of the fires, out of the—

He watched Duncan’s wordless face as black flames filled his vision in all directions, dragging him back to the waiting hell. Duncan’s eyes were the last thing he saw before he left—wide, weary, and infected with that human sentimentality that Lerner had spent the last century resisting with everything he had. As the flames ate him up, he wished—oh, how he wished!—that he had just let go as Duncan had, because the place that he would be going now would have been just the same, but at least he would have felt—
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They met out on MacGruder’s farm like usual, Arch kicking the dirt while he waited. Hendricks looked calm, his cowboy hat retrieved from Arch’s car, his face a twisted knot of thoughts that had yet to bleed. He squeezed the banana bag of IV solution in his hand, not too hard, cupped it like it was a softball or a soft fruit, aware it was there and fiddling nervously but not harshly with it.

Arch, for his part, was sick of kicking the dirt. He had taken to studying Alison’s staid face in glimpses here and there. She had a little something hanging on the corner of her mouth, and she hadn’t made to kiss him. He knew they were on a strange road, a rough path maybe, but that wasn’t like her. He could catch a whiff here and there, though, when the wind shifted, and had a suspicion kissing was not something he would have wanted to do even if she’d been amenable.

A dog howled in the distance, a couple plots of land down the road. He’d stirred the dust as he’d shot down it to the meet-up, hammering his way out of town as soon as he’d gotten Alison’s call. It sounded urgent; he’d hurried up and now he was waiting, waiting with the other two. Three of the six they’d had the other day when they’d been here, just waiting to see when Lerner and Duncan would show up.

Arch’s uniform clung to him like it was midday and the sun was hanging overhead instead of a half-moon with a vague crescent casting silver light on the clouds that had it surrounded.

“Did you get ahold of Lerner?” Hendricks asked, finally, breaking that awful nervous silence. Arch didn’t care for it, for once. He had a feeling—just a hint—that he was going to get some of that from the sheriff for a while. He was supposed to be on shift right now, but he’d heard not a word directed toward him on the radio all night. That was the sheriff’s wife on dispatch, after all, and maybe a suggestion of her husband’s current sentiment filtering through.

Or maybe he was reading too much into it. “Got Duncan,” Arch said. “Said he’s on his way.”

Hendricks nodded. “How’d he sound?”

Arch pondered that; it didn’t quite compute. “Like Duncan, I reckon.”

“Huh,” Hendricks said. “I wonder how Lerner is doing.”

“Not good when we left him,” Alison said.

“He had a crack in him?” Arch asked. It had sounded a most peculiar thing to have, something positively bizarre—but no good at all.

“Don’t we all?” Hendricks said with a smirk.

“If he’s cracked, does that mean he’ll break open?” Alison asked. She said it a kind of wandering voice that he recognized as fatigued.

“If he does, he’ll burn like the rest of them,” Hendricks said, but Arch caught the ring of uncertainty in the way he said it.

“You sure?” Arch asked.

“Think I heard ’em say it before,” Hendricks said with a shrug. “They’re demons, right? Break ’em open like a piñata and that black fire swallows ’em back to hell. Rules of the game.”

“Yeah,” Arch said a little sourly, “and the others rules of the game include the idea that guns don’t kill demons, right?”

Arch could see the cowboy’s jaw tighten in advance of his answer. “Just because I’ve been in this game for longer than the rest of you, don’t assume I know everything.” Hendricks folded his arms in front of him, gingerly moving to avoid damage to the banana bag. “Though I have to admit, the learning curve had leveled out considerably until I got here. Things are happening in this town I hadn’t even heard of before.”

“What’s the new deal?” Arch asked, figuring he might as well pry while they waited. Who knew how punctual a demon was? They could be here until the dawn.

“Starling paid us a visit,” Hendricks said, moving his hands to expose the IV pouch again. “While we were picking this up for Erin.”

Arch felt his face twist involuntarily. “What did she have to say?”

“Nothing good, as per usual,” Hendricks said. “Promised us the end of the town is in the offing. Suggested it would lead to the end of the world if Midian goes down.”

“That’s a new wrinkle,” Arch said, but he could see by a flicker on Hendricks’s face that it might not have been all that new. “She give any hints on how it’s gonna happen?”

“Name of a town,” Hendricks said, glancing over at Alison. “Hobbs Green, Alabama. Ring any bells?”

Arch felt the frown crease his forehead. “Not for me. Why?”

“Because—” Hendricks started to say, but he was cut off by the sound of something laboring along the road. A thin, ticking sound, repetitive, like spokes on a wheel— “Holy shit, is that a bicycle?”

Arch had his gun pulled, low rest, facing down the driveway before he saw the figure on the bike in the half-light. He took aim, and saw Alison out of the corner of his eye already going for the town car’s trunk while Hendricks matched his aim with his own .45.

“Cool your boots, gents,” the figure on the bike said, emerging into the moonlit night, his lime-colored suit bleached of its color in the placid light.

“Duncan, what the fuck?” Hendricks asked, not lowering the barrel of his 1911. He didn’t look too happy in Arch’s view; then again, when Arch sifted the jumble in his chest, somewhere below that hammering heart was a flash of anger of his own at the demon. “A bike? Now? Of all times?”

“You have my car,” Duncan said, bringing the bicycle to a stop with a skid on the dirt driveway. “Walking would have taken longer, and stealing a car would have drawn more attention, so …” He shrugged, near-emotionless, though Arch saw a flash in his eyes. “You call, and I appear.”

“You could have asked for a ride, man,” Hendricks said, still not holstering his gun. Arch dropped the barrel of his, and watched Alison slam the trunk of the town car, the sound reverberating over them. The cowboy was fixated on the shiny metal frame of the bicycle, his eyes anchored on it like they’d caught on a hook.

It was an old bike, not exactly modern standard. Duncan stood there, astride the thing. “Where’s Lerner?” Arch asked. “He on bed rest?”

“He’s gone,” Duncan said, a pronouncement with no more enthusiasm or note than if he’d declared the night dark. True, and boring.

“Gone where?” Hendricks said, still a little sizzle in his reply.

Duncan just shrugged a lime-suited shoulder. “Fires of hell. Stygian depths. Home office. Whatever you want to call it.”

Alison spoke first. “Jesus.” He didn’t even give her a hard look for taking the Lord’s name in vain on that one.

“Quite the opposite, toots,” Duncan said in a reasonable approximation of Lerner’s accent.

“Is he gone for good?” Hendricks asked. “I mean, can you come back from that?”

Duncan did not blanch, just stared flatly ahead. “No. No, they don’t let you come back from that. Being an OOC is like parole; you get broken here, you get dropped back to the … well, let’s just say you don’t want to go back.” His lips turned into a thin line. “Lerner didn’t want to go back.”

“Fuck,” Hendricks said, shaking his head as the brim of his hat hid his face in shadow. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

“Eloquent and accurate,” Duncan said.

“We’re down another ally,” Arch said, dully, not quite sure what else to say.

“We need to get this to Erin,” Hendricks said, holding up the banana bag. “Need to get it to her now.”

Arch stared at it, glinting in the moonlight, and thought he saw something else in the liquid, something he couldn’t see when he squinted closer at it.

“Where did you get that?” Duncan asked, with the closest thing to feeling he’d exhibited since he’d arrived.

Hendricks waited a full five seconds before answering. “You know where I got it.”

Duncan let a pregnant pause hang before he replied. “You’re looking fit compared to when last I saw you.”

“I’m a real physical specimen,” Hendricks said, and Arch caught the interplay between the two of them, not a clue of what any of it meant.

“Don’t drink any more of that stuff,” Duncan said, and he turned his head away from the cowboy, like he was done. Just done. “But you should get that to Harris right away.”

Arch blinked. “I can probably do it, I guess.” He reached out for the bag and Hendricks handed it off to him. It was a little cool to the touch, springy plastic wrapped around liquid, and it sloshed as he took it in hand. “What’s this other thing you’re into? Nob Green or whatever it is?”

“Heh,” Hendricks said. “Hobbs Green. And you should ask your woman about that, because I get the sense she knows more than she’s saying.”

Arch dragged his eyes around to Alison, who was staring into space like she hadn’t heard. “You know something about this place Starling mentioned?”

“Starling?” Duncan asked. “That redhead? She show up again?”

“Cryptic warning and all,” Hendricks said. “Town’s gonna be destroyed, world’s gonna end.”

“Is that all?” Duncan asked with a shrug. “I thought it was serious since you called me in the middle of the night.”

“The world we’re currently resting our shoes on coming to an end doesn’t strike you as serious?” Arch asked.

“I was joking,” Duncan said, still inscrutable. “It’s probably important to keep it spinning. How is it ending, and what does that have to do with the town?”

“That’s the ‘cryptic’ part of the warning,” Hendricks said. “She gave us that Hobbs Green thing as a bonus, like it was some sort of blueprint for how things are going to go.”

“What did you do to this bitch to make her hate you so bad?” Duncan said, and his voice scratched as he said it, dragging Arch’s head back around from the uncharacteristic nature of what was said. Duncan was mild. Duncan was polite. Now Duncan was swearing and tossing in something like that?

“Hell if I know,” Hendricks said, raising his shoulders up in a shrug, like he could just drop all the weight off them.

“She said you had to go through trials.” Alison spoke up at last, a thin thread of a voice in a chorus of louder, deeper ones. Everyone heard her, though.

“Trials?” Duncan’s eyes narrowed. He was thinking something, that much was obvious, but exactly what was going through his head was as much a mystery to Arch as it was … probably at any other time. “It’s never simple,” the demon muttered.

“What’s never simple?” Hendricks asked, the cowboy tilting his head toward Duncan like he was waiting for collected wisdom to spray out and hit him in the face. Arch had a sense that he was about to be disappointed.

“Nothing. Nothing is ever simple,” Duncan said, shaking his head. “We got a flock of vembra’nonn tearing through town on bikes and now something about to end the world. I long for the days of an ychoraba dispute.”

“What’s an ychoraba dispute?” Alison asked.

“Family quarrel,” Duncan answered. “But they’re all sex partners in addition to being related.”

“How the fuck is that simple?” Hendricks asked.

“They’re partially human, and they’re inbred, so their intelligence is low,” Duncan said, almost sighing. “Ergo, they’re …” He just laid it out there and waited for them to stumble into it like a landmine.

“Simple,” Arch said. “Classy joke.” Duncan nodded his head but didn’t smile. “So what do we do about these bikers and the end of the world?”

“I want the bikers,” Duncan said tightly.

“That’s what she said,” Alison tossed in.

“You want the world to end?” Hendricks asked, ignoring her and directing his inquiry to the demon.

“No,” Duncan said. Not quite as tightly.

“We need to make like the doctors and do triage,” Hendricks said, sweeping his gaze over all of them. “I don’t like these bloody messes that the Tour de Midian is leaving, but I like the thought of the whole town being flattened or destroyed even less, especially if it triggers the end of the world somehow.” He glanced at everyone but Arch, and for just a second Arch got the sense the cowboy really was holding something back. “I want to beat their bicycle-pants-wearing-asses too, but I’ve done the whole vengeance thing, and I’m over it.” Arch sensed he was not over it. At all. “We have priorities here.”

“You may be over it, but I’m not,” Duncan said simply. “Set your own priorities, and I’ll set mine.” He started to shift his weight to ride off.

“Hold up a second, Duncan,” Arch said, stalling for time, hoping a brilliant idea would descend from heaven just before the demon rode off with a quarter of their remaining strength. Probably more. “I don’t think you’re gonna get your revenge on the bikers if the world comes to an end.” It sounded lame even to his ears, though it had that ring of truth to it.

Duncan halted, the front handlebars angled up the driveway toward the road. “Go on.”

“Well,” Arch said, trying to spin the wheels a little faster, “do you think these things are gonna leave town?”

Duncan stared at him evenly. “Unlikely. They don’t have much reason to.”

“Even with everything we did to them?” Arch asked. The mess up on Mount Horeb would have scared away any criminal with even a tenth of a functioning intelligence. Only a real fool liked to do their odious deeds in the presence of those who would catch them.

“Where else would they go?” Duncan asked, like it was an answer in and of itself.

“I dunno,” Hendricks said, droll, “any one of the other eighteen hotspots currently running?”

“Something is going on here,” Duncan said. “Something home office either doesn’t know or isn’t telling me. This place is getting the draw. Eighteen hotspots, there should be a more even distribution of chaos. But things are gravitating here for some reason.” He chewed his lip like it was invincible, tearing into it with a savagery that made Arch want to take a step back from him, in case he started crackling with black flames. “No, they’re not going to leave. Find a new place to hide, probably. Leave … I don’t think so. You’ll be scraping up their victims for a while yet, deputy.” He placed a peculiar, needling emphasis on that last word, looking at Arch as he said it.

Arch didn’t care for it, but he didn’t want to lose sight of his objective, either. Keeping a player from storming out of the locker room when they were already behind on the scoreboard was more important than replying to the cheap goad. “So they can wait just a bit for us to deal with them.”

Duncan moved his head forty-five degrees, clicking like a machine, turning to focus on Hendricks. “You sure want to let this pass to the back burner? After what they did to your girl?”

Hendricks’s jaw looked ready to sprain, like the bone was going to break and come shooting right out of the skin he was pressing his teeth together so hard. “I don’t want to,” he said when he finally managed to pry his lips apart. “But there are bigger things going on here than a bunch of shitheads who have a hard-on to get their morning ride in. Let’s settle this ‘end of the world’ business first.” His jaw muscles worked in obvious ways under his skin. “Then we’ll make hood ornaments out of the rest of these fuckers.”

Duncan just stared at him for a long moment. “Sounds like a plan,” he said at last, and Arch could feel the sense of relief wash over him, even as he fumbled a little nervously with the IV bag.


***




“You wanna talk about it?” her mother’s voice had the maddening edge of reason to it, like she was making clear sense, but Lauren wanted no part of reason, nor sense. They were on the way home from the hospital and Lauren just wanted to go to bed. To forget this day had happened, to forget what she’d seen up on the mountain, and go on about her life like that buzzing swarm of bicyclists had never descended that road and made her feel … something. Desperate.

Afraid.

Yeah, that was it.

“No, I don’t want to talk about it,” Lauren said, keeping her eyes straight ahead. Dusk was long past, and it was closer to midnight now. Her relaxing run had turned into a several-hour clusterfuck, an inadvertent return to work when she least wanted to be there. She’d had plans, dammit, plans that didn’t involve ministering to the medical emergencies that seemed to revolve around Nicholas-goddamned-Reeve and his entire department.

Still … there was something about the whole thing that picked at her, itched in her brain. Those agents. The guy in the black coat. The wreck.

The bicyclists. What the hell had been so damned fearsome about a bunch of men dressed like they were out for an evening ride? What was it about that buzzing, that noise that had made her want to leap off a sheer cliff face, casting aside every thin fiber of reason that remained with her?

“You sure?” Vera asked again. Persistent.

“I’m sure,” she said as the car’s headlights swept around a turn onto their street. The row of white houses was settled under a dark sky, the green grass swallowed up by the night and given color again by their headlights as they passed each house in turn.

“Suit yourself,” her mother said, like it was her loss for not wanting to delve into the details of watching a young—damned young—sheriff’s deputy fighting for her life. That had been a hell of a thing, watching the car come tumbling down the mountain. And the fact that she’d felt driven to hide behind it as those cyclists came roaring down around her—

Lauren felt her face crease in a frown. Why had she felt compelled to hide from men on bicycles? Everything was so damned muddled—

The car’s headlights swept along in a turn as they pulled into the driveway, and all thoughts of bodies, deputies, blood and jumping a cliff flew right out of her head as the lamps illuminated a figure hanging off the trellis that ran up the front of the house, furtive, deer-in-the-headlights look in those big eyes that Lauren had known from the time she was a baby, nursing out of a bottle.

“What. The. Fuck,” Lauren said succinctly as she watched Molly freeze on the trellis, hanging motionless for just a moment before dropping the three feet back to the ground, giving up on her climb.

She hit the ground with a thump that was all in Lauren’s head. She could hear it in her mind, the sound a reverberating bass hit like the hammering of a drum. A damned furious drum, beating over and over with each heartbeat. “Stop the car,” she told her mother.

“Well, I was just gonna park it under the carport anyway, but since you asked so nicely.” She threw it in park and Lauren felt the shudder of the transmission shifting into place, that slight drop as the car steadied out. She could feel her mother’s eyes burning on her, boring into the side of her head as she stared at her own daughter out in the headlights. “Well, go on. Make a scene on the front lawn, wake the neighbors.”

“I’m not gonna—” she shot a furious look at her mother.

“Well, you damned well should,” her mother threw back, common sense. “If anything warrants, this is it. You just caught your daughter out well past midnight. When are you gonna start acting like her momma instead of a slightly disinterested commentator on her life? ‘Oh, looks like she might have done a bad one here; let’s she what she does next.’ Maybe it’ll be coming home pregnant at sixteen, because that won’t make her life harder at all—”

“Oh, just shut up!” Lauren said, throwing the car door open. She felt her long black hair spill over her shoulders, stirred by the breeze soughing its way down the street. “What are you doing?” she asked, keeping it calm. Calmer than she wanted to be. Not wild enough for a YouTube video, anyhow.

“Hey,” Molly said, the practiced, sheepish look. She’d done it since she was a kid. Probably because it worked. So innocent, oh yes, couldn’t possibly have done anything wrong. “I, uh … guess I’m kinda busted, huh?”

“That’s one word for it,” Lauren said. “Busted.” She was still calm, determined not to throw a white trash scene here on the front lawn, a hissy fit of epic proportions. “‘Fucked’ would be another.”

Molly’s sheet-white face reddened and changed into a sneer. “What?”

“I said you’re fucked.” Lauren closed the car door gently as she heard the motor die. “Screwed. Nailed. Boned. I can go on, if you want, there’s really no shortage of euphemisms to cover how shafted you are, kid.”

“It’s nice how they all tie right to the same act,” Molly said, and she folded her arms and looked away. Down the street and into the dark, like she was gonna run for it. Her body showed no sign of tension; just the opposite, in fact. She was braced for the tirade she seemed sure was coming.

“It seemed appropriate, what with you sneaking back into your window at this hour,” Lauren said, meeting her with folded arms of her own. She was in scrubs, her running clothes a write-off with all the blood on them. It was like she could still smell it right now, though. “Or were you just somewhere innocent, whiling away the dull hours after curfew?”

“I don’t technically have a curfew,” Molly said with a sideways, smug smile. “You probably should have set one, huh?”

“It hadn’t really been necessary until now,” Lauren said, hearing her voice rise on that last point. “My honor roll student daughter was always responsible enough that I didn’t manage her life in the micro—”

“Or the macro,” Molly said under her breath, stepping Lauren’s irritation to eleven.

“I figured you were so good at doing what was expected of you that you didn’t need a warden,” Lauren said.

“Who are you kidding? Grandma Vera was the warden,” Molly said. “You weren’t even on the parole board.”

“I like how we went from a sex metaphor to prison ones,” Lauren said. “I’m pretty sure you can see where the natural progression is gonna take this next.”

“Yeah, it’s an episode of Orange is the New Black around here,” Molly shot back. “Are we done yet?”

“Oh, you’re done,” Lauren said. “You are. Done.”

“Okay,” Molly said, uncaring. She snugged her arms tight around her. “Then I’m going to bed.” She started forward, eyes rolling automatically and giving Lauren a few feet of berth as she passed.

“You’re grounded for a month,” Lauren said.

“Fine,” Molly said, but her voice had changed. “Whatever.” She disappeared under the carport.

“It amazes me how she can say ‘whatever’ in the same tone I use for ‘Bless your heart,’” Vera said, still leaning on the open door of her car.

“And the same way the rest of us say ‘fuck you,’” Lauren replied, staring under the carport after her daughter.

“Mmm,” her mother said. “It was a multipurpose expression from a gentler age.”

Lauren just stood, staring straight ahead as she heard the door to the house slam. “Do you think this is gonna make any difference?”

Her mother eased up by her side, a presence she could feel as the wind blew a little cooler. “Did it for you any of the times I did the same?”

Lauren just stared. “No.”

“Well, then probably not,” her mother said, and patted her on the arm reassuringly. “But bless your heart for trying.”

Lauren felt the nasty frown take over as she watched her mother shuffle inside without a backward look. “Bless your heart, too,” she muttered, but it didn’t sound nearly as sweet when she said it.


***




“Take I-75 south to Chattanooga,” Alison said from the back seat. “Then it’s I-59 into Alabama, I think.”

“Oh, you think so?” Hendricks asked, a little mocking, into the town car’s warm air. He was a little jumpy in the front seat, holding the steering wheel. Duncan had waved him to the driver’s side and gotten in the passenger door, leaving Hendricks—the only one in the car without a valid driver’s license—to take the wheel. Alison had gone for the back seat like it just made sense. It did make an odd amount of sense to Hendricks, kind of a weird instinctual thing, but he could no more explain why it made sense than he could explain why a redheaded hooker seemed to know the answers to questions no living person should.

“Yes,” Alison replied, but she wasn’t snippy about it. He caught a glimpse of her in the rearview, messing around with that honey blond hair she had hanging all about. She was still holding something back. He knew it and she knew he knew it, but she was just hanging onto it. Woman’s prerogative, he supposed, not quite sure how to approach it just yet.

The car made the turn onto the interstate real smooth. It hadn’t been that long since Hendricks had driven, but he was a little rusty. The last time he’d driven on a regular basis, his vehicle of choice had been a Humvee. Before that, it had been a pickup truck back in Wisconsin. Every now and again, he wondered idly what had happened to that truck.

“So we’re riding into danger,” Duncan said, “but we don’t know what kind.”

“Sounds like a happy day, don’t it?” Hendricks asked, not taking his eyes off the road.

“As joyous as any occasion can be,” Duncan replied, and Hendricks was not quite sure if he was being facetious. “What’s the deal with this town?” That question was directed to the back seat.

“What makes you think I know anything about it?” Alison asked, almost innocent. Almost.

Hendricks caught Duncan pointing a finger at him. “He suggested you did.”

Hendricks kept his hands on the wheel, resisted the urge to throw them off to make a gesture to protest his innocence. “Starling suggested it, I’m just passing it along to the committee for consideration.”

Alison stared down at her lap, Hendricks could see that much in the rearview. “I’ve been there before. The town’s wrecked, all right.”

“Define ‘wrecked,’” Duncan said.

“Burned,” Alison said. “Filled with creatures of the sort you deal with for your job.”

“Ah ha!” Hendricks crowed. “You knew about demons before I even came to town!”

“Of course I knew about demons before you came to town,” Alison said flatly. “I knew what they were when they came busting through the door of my apartment. I couldn’t believe they were there, but I knew what they were. Do you think it’s a normal reaction to follow your husband around with a big bore rifle when you think he’s just been attacked by psychopathic meth dealers?”

“No.” Hendricks cast a weary eye into the mirror, receiving nothing in return. She was still looking down, and her voice was consequently muffled. “But I’m not sure it’s a normal reaction to tote a .50 around in response to demons, either.”

“But a smart one,” Duncan said sagely.

“You knew about these things, you got into the fight, and you were just gonna … what? Keep it quiet?” Hendricks asked. “Follow Arch around and provide covering fire as needed?”

“Somethin’ like that,” Alison said, still muffled.

“Why didn’t you tell him you knew?” Duncan asked.

“Why is how I conduct my marriage any of your business?” Her voice was sharp.

“Maybe let’s focus on what matters here,” Hendricks said. “What about Hobbs Green? What are we gonna find there?”

“A burned-up town,” Alison said. The shrug was implied in her tone. “There was a survivor last time I was there, but this was years ago. Kinda doubt she’ll still be lurking around. Not exactly the friendly type, either.”

“What was she doing there then?” Duncan asked.

“Living life,” Alison said, “such as it was. I didn’t really get a chance to talk to her. Got a good idea of what she had surrounding her—demons and such. Left before it got too messy.”

“She have a nice standard of living?” Hendricks asked, sending a smirk at Duncan, who did not respond. “Parking her flag in a demon-torched town?”

“Do you?” Alison sent right back at him. “Hopping from cheap motel to cheap motel?”

Hendricks felt a little zing as that one grazed him. “Sometimes I upgrade to a flophouse.”

“Here’s the question that’s been nettling me since we met, demon hunter,” Alison stopped focusing on her lap and leaned forward to place her hands on the back of the front seat. “Are you really in Midian to save the town? Or do you just want to kill demons?”

“What kind of question is that?” Hendricks brushed it off, looking at Duncan with a “Can-you-believe-this-shit?” look.

“Probably a serious one,” Duncan said.

Hendricks felt that one scrape him harder than the comment about his living arrangements. “What the hell are you here for, Mr. Demon? To keep the status quo so as not to disrupt the market price for human meat?”

“Wouldn’t want the price of hindquarter to go too high,” Duncan said. “Some poor huagh’tii in the Kentucky backwoods might not be able to afford to feed its litter.”

“And you ask me if I’m here to save the town?” Hendricks asked, turning his head slightly to look at Alison.

She just stared back, cool. “He’s a demon. I know what to expect from him, I think.”

“I wonder if you do,” Hendricks said, guiding the car through the night. He could see Arch’s headlights behind him and hoped the deputy was enjoying his nice, quiet drive.


13.


Arch pulled into the hospital parking lot forty-five minutes later. He stopped the car and just sat there after he’d pulled the keys from the ignition, feeling the weight of the married key and fob between his fingers as he stared up at the lighted windows of the Red Cedar Medical Center. A hospital by any other name, he figured.

The nurses all saw his uniform, and it activated that extra solicitousness that came with the vague and insubstantial threat of arrest. Or maybe it was just a desire to help those who protected society. Whatever the case, Arch was directed to Erin’s room with little trouble. He had figured she might be in surgery but she wasn’t; she’d been stuck in a private room off the ICU all by herself, with monitors adding their subtle beeps to indicate she was, indeed, still alive.

The wheeze of the machine helping her breathe was as regular as the beeping, and she had tubes running every which way to and from her. It wasn’t hard to find the IV tree, nor replace the bag subtly and quickly; a simple snap of the plastic fasteners put the new one on and let him pull the old one off. It was easy, even for a layman like Arch. He stepped into the bathroom and drained the old bag by squeezing it into the toilet, then washed it off and wiped it down before dropping it into the trashcan and covering it with paper towels. Better safe than sorry.

He heard movement outside, and the hammering in his ears made him worry for a split second about the danger of a heart attack. He was done, the job was finished, and all that was left was escape. He had felt surprisingly little emotion throughout the process, not equating the thing lying out there with tubes running in and out of it with Erin Harris, the bright, vivacious deputy who had thoughts and feelings and ambitions, and who had spent enough nights in Fast Freddie’s to qualify for a frequent flyer card, if they’d had such a thing.

Looking in the bathroom mirror, Arch took a moment to compose himself. His face was drenched in sweat, whether from the hot, late summer night or the stress of the deception inherent in his mission, he couldn’t say. He wiped his dark brow with a paper towel and watched it fall into the metal trashcan, adding another shovelful to the grave of the old IV bag. He took a breath and heard it, a strangled moan from his own throat that made him sound like he’d exerted himself running a marathon or something.

He pulled open the door to the room and saw Nicholas Reeve waiting for him there. His thudding heart became a booming one, and he hoped he controlled his reaction better than he felt like he had.

“Arch,” Reeve said to him. The sheriff was turned away from him, giving him his left shoulder and only a half glance as he remained facing toward Erin’s bed.

“Sheriff,” Arch said, a little formally, and with his voice a little high to his own ears. “You just checking in on her, too?”

“Figured somebody ought to,” Reeve said. “Her momma and daddy are out of town, trying to catch a flight back from Sacramento or some such place. Of course, her brothers are all gone, too, away in various corners of the map. Sounds like they’ll be a while getting here, if at all.”

“Huh,” Arch said in muted acknowledgment. If it’d been him in the bed instead of Erin, he imagined only his in-laws would be around for it. Them and Alison and Reeve.

“How long you been here?” Reeve asked. His head was slightly bowed, like he was in prayer, and he did not look at Arch as he spoke.

“Few minutes,” Arch said. “Not long at all. She going in to surgery?”

“I guess they stitched up all they could stitch up,” Reeve said. “They did a …” Even without turning, Arch could see Reeve’s brow crumple as he tried to recall, “some sort of … well, they pumped fluid into her belly, and it came out not bloody, which is good. So now she’s just got a lot of exterior wounds and some broken bones and a head injury to beat the band.” The sheriff made a slight slurping noise as he licked his lips. “Even without the threat of internal injuries, I guess she’s running against the odds here.”

Arch felt his eyes inadvertently creep toward the IV bag he’d just hung. “Doesn’t sound too promising.”

“No,” Reeve said, “it doesn’t.”

Arch waited for an accusation, for elaboration, for anything. It did not come. He shuffled away from the bathroom door, heading for the other side of Erin’s hospital bed. The main lights were off, only a dim incandescent overhead bulb was shining on the scene. He could see the shadows on her face, on Reeve’s face, from the solitary light. The sheriff’s brow, in particular, still looked lined like something had dug trenches across it, shadowed in a darkness so deep he could not see how far down they went. “About what happened—”

“You don’t want to start swimming across that particular river at the moment, Arch,” the sheriff said, clipping him off.

Arch waited, mouth slightly agape, his bottom teeth testing his lip. He fought off the urge to bite in nervousness. “Pardon me?”

Reeve’s eyes lifted off the near-lifeless body on the bed and searched him. “Rule number one when you’re in a deep hole is stop digging your ass deeper and put down the shovel.”

Arch swallowed, he hoped unnoticeably. “I don’t understand.”

“You sure you want to take that tack?” Reeve asked. He still held himself amazingly still, almost inscrutable.

“What tack?” Arch asked, holding back that ounce of defiance he felt surging through him at the challenge.

“All right, then,” Reeve said, lowering his eyes and nodding like it was some inevitability. “If that’s the way you want to play it.”

“Play what?” Arch felt himself grow warmer. The shadows in the room grew longer with every lie, creeping around him as the room seemed to contract in his view.

“I put a lot of faith in you, Arch,” Reeve said, averting his gaze and letting it fall on the TV hanging off the wall at the foot of the bed. The screen was black.

“I know that, sir.”

“I’ve known you for a long time, son,” Reeve said, laying it on thick with the “son,” even though he wasn’t looking at Arch. “So here’s what I see. I’ve got a deputy I’ve backed to the hilt, one I thought was an honest man. Now every other thing he tells me is a lie.” Reeve’s eyes flashed and they found Arch, coming off the darkened TV screen like a boxer coming out of the corner at the dinging of the bell. “Don’t even try and argue it. You’re an awful goddamned liar, though I think with the practice you’re getting, you might just be proficient at it before too much longer.”

“What exactly are you accusing me of?” Arch heard his own voice, level steady, dead inside.

“I’m not gonna peel this particular onion just yet,” Reeve went on. “But I will tell you this—if she dies, I will dig so deep into this incident that you won’t be able to hide in China. I will come after you, Arch. With everything I have.” Reeve still stared at him, combative. “You better pray she lives.”

“I already was,” Arch said, too stunned to be defiant. He felt the burgeoning desire to club the man, to hit him right in the jaw solidly, to let the wrath take over. To throw it in his face what was being done, what he’d done. But he held it all back, and heard his voice get quieter. “I don’t know what you think I did—”

“I don’t know what you did or didn’t do,” Reeve said, and his eyes were once more nowhere near Arch. “Maybe this time it is exactly as you say. Maybe federal agents did drag you two into something deep, something that ended with my car and my deputy flying over a mountain cliff. If so, then this is incredibly tragic timing.” His eyes flashed. “But that don’t take away from the lies, Arch. A whole damned mountain of them by themselves, one you could just about fall down yourself at this point.”

Arch just stared at him, a ringing in his ears telling him that it was time to flee, time to run, not time to fight. He put a foot ahead of the other and walked away from the bed with its occupant, scarcely paying attention to that slow beeping, that sound of the respirator wheezing its breaths into Erin Harris.

“I’ve seen good cops go corrupt before, Arch,” Reeve said as Arch was nearly out the door. The fluorescent hallway was like an oasis of light, an escape from the shrouding, crippling darkness he felt was surrounding him. “You know what another word for corruption is?” Arch didn’t turn, but he heard the hard edge in Reeve’s voice. “Rot. And there’s a hell of a lot of rotten things going on Midian lately.”

Arch did not look back. He shuffled into the light of the hallway, out of the dooming darkness, and felt no better as he made his way slowly back to his car.


***




They stopped at a waffle place south of Chattanooga near daybreak. Near as Hendricks could tell, the main draw was that it was open twenty-four hours a day. The aged, yellow tables might have started out as white or they might have been meant to match the sign, but either way they were a product of an older restaurant, designed long ago and probably in need of an update.

Hendricks shuffled in behind Duncan, who had remained pretty well mum about any need for food. Hendricks reckoned he didn’t have a need for it, but that didn’t matter. Hendricks needed a bite, and now, so when Alison had suggested the waffle place, he’d jumped. It smelled pretty decent in the joint, too, that aroma of something good cooking.

Alison slid in to the middle of her side of the booth and Duncan moved all the way over on his, leaving Hendricks with the conclusion he was going to be sitting next to the demon. When he brought it up with a quizzical look, Alison just shrugged. “I’m married,” she said, like it explained everything.

“I went to a whorehouse with you,” Hendricks said with a certain smugness. Of course the waitress showed up right then.

She got a load of his cowboy hat and the drover coat, taking it all in with a once-over before moving on to Duncan. The demon had switched it up, and his suit looked purple in the restaurant’s light. Hendricks felt himself hold his breath, then swept his gaze across to Alison, who was in jeans with a tight-fitting t-shirt with the name of—presumably—a band called Naked Prozac. Hendricks wondered, just idly, if that was in fact a band, and decided that if not, then the meaning was best left very, very unclear.

“So,” the waitress said in an drawl, “is the circus in town?” She said it with great amusement, as though it were not an all-night restaurant at four in the goddamned morning and weird shit didn’t happen all the time. She had the look of a woman who had been on her feet for a long time and was taking her boredom out in the form of smartassery. Hendricks could empathize.

“Carnival, actually,” Alison said. She had her menu up and was thumbing through it. “But we’re not with them.”

“Y’all might be the most unlikely travel companions I’ve ever seen,” the waitress said. She looked to be near forty, just a couple of visible streaks of grey in her dyed brown hair, just a couple of wrinkles starting to escape the thick patchwork of concealer. Her name badge proclaimed her to be Marian. Marian, queen of the waffle place just across the Alabama line, that’s how Hendricks thought of her. “You fresh off the rodeo circuit, darlin’?” This she addressed the Hendricks, just the corner of her mouth turned up.

“I’m a Texas Ranger, actually,” he lied.

She made a low laugh, letting her eyes drift to Duncan. “And you?”

“Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms,” Duncan said without missing a beat.

Marian turned to Alison without missing a beat. “I suppose you’re FBI?”

“Health Inspector,” Alison said. “How are the burgers?”

Marian showed the first sign of suspicion. “Friendly advice, dear.” She leaned forward. “Our graveyard shift cook tonight is a little new, so you might want to stick with the waffles. Let him get trained up with somebody else.”

“I’ll take waffles,” Hendricks said.

“Waffles,” Alison said.

“I’ll have a burger,” Duncan said. “He’s gotta learn sometime,” the demon added with a shrug.

“Suit yourself,” Marian said and gathered up their menus. “Drinks?”

“Coffee,” Hendricks said.

“Same,” Alison said.

“Water,” Duncan replied.

Hendricks shot him a look that was at least seventy percent frown.

“You just dare to be different there, darlin’,” Marian said, giving them a last nod before she walked away, the weary motions of a woman who was only an hour or so from the end of her shift. When she got back around the counter she paused about two feet from the short order cook who was standing in front of the stove, the entire kitchen visible to everyone in the restaurant. The guy looked young, pimply and nervous, and the nervousness didn’t get any better when the waitress started yelling the order at him in some sort of code phrases less than two feet from his ear.

“Well, that’s a little odd,” Duncan observed.

Hendricks just stared. “Is that a local thing or Southern thing?” He shifted his gaze to Alison and felt Duncan do the same.

“I dunno,” she said with a shrug, her chest’s movement causing the band name on her shirt to fold to read ‘Nad Prac.’ If Hendricks had been in a laughing mood, that might have done it.


***




Mick had come shuffling in a couple hours before dawn, especially cognizant of the fact that most of his fellows were already in bed. He tried to be quiet, tried to tiptoe and shut the door near-silently. He was patient and he had excellent muscle control—mainly because he didn’t have any muscles, which made things easier. When he got to his bunk, however, both of those things were rendered pointless by the squeak of his mattress springs.

He made the vault quickly after the first squeak, settling as fast as he could. He was on the upper bunk and hadn’t ever complained about it; three double-decker bunks in the trailer with five occupants, someone had to take the high beds. Mick didn’t mind, though he doubted his entry tonight was going to make his buddy Rex on the bunk below him very happy.

He listened to the squeak fade under the gentle snores of Troy a couple beds down and Michael in between them. The aroma of feet and body odor was a little strong in the room, but it didn’t trouble him much.

“How’d it go?” came the hushed whisper of Rex from below. He didn’t have that slick sleepiness in his voice; Mick could hear the keen interest of a man who’d maybe been waiting up.

“Good,” Mick replied, just as hushed. Didn’t want to wake the others, after all.

“I saw you with her on the square earlier,” Rex said, still whispering, hissing into the night like a snake. “Pretty little thing. How was she?”

“Dunno,” Mick said, pulling his thin sheet across his body more out of habit than need. It was hotter than fuck in the trailer, like the humid swamp air had rolled up from Florida and taken up residence in the room, never to leave. “I’ll find out tomorrow.”

“Hot damn,” Rex said, and there came a noise of him re-settling himself. “I’ll root for you, boy. Get yourself in there and get some of that young pussy.”

Rex was a dirty old man by Mick’s reckoning. Not that he was older than Mick, but he had to be going on fifty. He stared at the young women walking around the carnival like they were filet mignon and he was a starving man. He was big around the middle, too, and Mick imagined his fat belly on a thin girl like Molly, sloshing around as he plowed in and out of her. Mick was vaguely aware that it was the sort of image that might cause disgust in others with human sensibilities. For him it was of no more interest than a math problem; quickly there, perused, and discarded once solved.

He heard Rex’s breathing get a little more labored, heard the sheets move underneath him. Mick was used to this, too, living in a bunk room with four other men; their conversation was at end. He rolled over and didn’t pay much attention to the sound of Rex taking matters into his hands. For Mick, this was even less of a thought worthy of consideration.

He focused his attention on Molly as the sound of Rex’s breathing came to a head below him. Tomorrow night—tonight, technically—would see the end of the tale. Relief, sweet and long sought, would be coming soon. It had been a long, long time.

He listened to Rex finish with disinterest—it had been less than a minute by his reckoning—and drifted off to sleep as the pervert below him lurched off into a satisfied stupor of his own.

Tomorrow.


14.


Dawn had broken a while ago, rays of light shining from the forest on every edge of the horizon. Pine needles and the scent of something smoking in the far off distance filled Alison’s nose as she stood before a rusted out, ten-foot-high chain link fence. NO TRESPASSING and KEEP OUT signs were posted at regular intervals. There was no gate built into the thing, and the road had been broken up, removed a half mile before they’d reached this point. It had been a trek based on memory—her memory—and the directions she’d gotten texted to her cell phone.

“This fence has seen better days,” Hendricks commented, surveying the thing with hands on hips.

“How long do you suppose it’s been here?” Duncan asked.

“Twenty years, maybe?” Alison said, not really sure. “Maybe more. It was here the last time I came. Looked a little weathered then.”

“You cross it that time?” Hendricks asked.

“Of course,” she replied, and took a step forward. She hesitated, staring at the barbed wire across the top. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out the little wire cutter she’d carried, clicking it together experimentally.

“Let me handle it,” Duncan said, and extended his hand. She gave it to him and he was off, scaling the fence like it was no more difficult than the walk had been on Hendricks.

“You look nervous,” Hendricks said, sidling up to her as they watched the suit-clad demon pause at the top of the fence, the sound of the cutters being applied to the barbed wire filling the air with a hearty click that echoed in the early morning.

“I don’t have my rifle,” Alison replied. Carrying the obscenely heavy Barrett over uneven ground on her shoulder hadn’t been a proposition she’d been excited about. Then again, she wasn’t excited about facing whatever was waiting inside without it, either. “You probably don’t understand; you still have your sword and pistol, after all.” She had a pistol as well, a Glock she’d borrowed from her daddy at the same time she’d gotten the Barrett, but she was under no illusions about what it was: a holdout weapon, no more. It wouldn’t do much more than make a demon flinch back, if that.

“Believe me,” Hendricks said with a sly grin, “as a Marine I know how important a rifle can be to a person.”

“Okay, start climbing,” Duncan said, looking back down at them. He dropped the wire cutters to the ground and they bounced an inch or two before coming to rest in a patch of weathered, near-white grass.

Hendricks just stared at them, lost in thought, before shifting his gaze to the two-foot gap in the wire at the top of the ten-foot fence. “Why didn’t we just have him cut a couple foot square out of the middle of the fence?”


***




Arch was up early because sleep didn’t come. He’d waited for a while, hoping it would, but unlike last night when Hendricks and Alison had gone to the brothel, it hadn’t bothered to creep up on him. It hadn’t shown up at all, just stood him up and left him staring at the glowing red clock face, the puckered ceiling and the empty space in the bed next to him in turn. There was only so much of that he could take, so he rose at five-thirty and showered, dressing in his uniform. There was a peculiar certainty that clung to him, even after the confrontation he’d had with Reeve the night before, and it was centered on the idea that Erin would wake up and exonerate him. All the bad feelings and that cloud of suspicion that hovered over him in Reeve’s eyes would just be blown away like a cloud hanging over Mount Horeb on a windy day. That was the hope he labored under, anyhow.

And it lasted until he walked into the sheriff’s station that morning and talked to Ed Fries.

“Mornin’, Arch,” Fries called out as he entered the near-empty room. Fries sat behind the desk munching on a McMuffin. The portly deputy ate often, which was no surprise. Hash browns spilled out of his paper bag onto the desk next to him, leaving a greasy sheen on the dirty, nicked wood top.

“Mornin’, Ed,” Arch returned the salutation as he passed through the counter’s gate. The air conditioner was cranking full strength, blowing lukewarm air out of the vent above Arch as he crossed over to Fries. “What are you up to?”

“Holdin’ down the fort,” Fries said with a bite of his sandwich. His puffed cheeks moved in time like he was working on a full pack of bubble gum. “Took over for Mrs. Reeve a couple hours ago.”

“So, you’ll be the voice at the other end of the radio today,” Arch said as he punched his timecard.

“Didn’t know you were on duty,” Fries said with a frown.

“Figured y’all could use all the help you could get,” Arch said with a weak smile.

“I’d a thought so, too,” Fries said, pausing from his eating. “Especially with that fresh body that just turned up on Lincoln Avenue this morning.”

Arch felt the tingle before he’d finished processing the words. “Got another one?”

“Bloody smear on the pavement, yeah,” Fries said, and his stubby fingers snatched a greasy hashbrown the diameter of a nickel off the desk and popped it in his mouth. Arch could hear it crunch, and he didn’t know if it was Fries’s eating habits or the thought of another murder that he hadn’t even been called in on that caused his stomach to turn. He’d eaten lunch with Fries plenty of times before, though, and hadn’t felt like this, so he supposed he had his answer. “What do you reckon is doing this?”

“I don’t know.” Arch shook his head.

“Well, you saw it up on the mountain, didn’t you?” Fries pressed. Didn’t stop eating to press, but he pressed.

“I don’t know what I saw,” Arch said. He shook his head again, and pulled his time card out of the repository and punched out. “Guess I’ll head home.”

“But you just got here,” Fries said.

“Doesn’t sound like the sheriff wants me in on this,” Arch replied.

“Probably short on cash,” Fries said sympathetically. “You close to overtime?”

“Nope,” Arch said as he moved back through the swinging doors to the counter. “Pretty close to done, though, I think.” He kept that part back until he was safely in the entry hall, with a bulletproof door between him and Fries.


***




Lauren planned the conversation in her head before it was to happen. She’d been planning it all night, in fact, in lieu of sleeping. Fatigue edged around her, swooping in and pecking at her like a carrion bird, but it had stubbornly refused to send in a big-ass predator to just finish the job and drag her carcass away to dreamland, so she’d let her mind race as she plotted out everything she wanted to say.

She’d run the gamut in these conversations from the stereotypical angry mother—“I’m worried about your safety, you lying little liar!”—to the solicitous and friendly mom—“You know I’m just concerned about your well-being…”—to the grossly inappropriate girlfriend-instead-of-mom approach—“So, how was he in bed?” The last one nearly made her vomit to even consider, so she’d settled on something between the first two. Something self-aware, something cool, something that would not set off all of Molly’s parental proximity alarms, she hoped.

Also, something that would reassure her, as a mother, that the, “So, how was he in bed?” line was wholly unnecessary in this case. Because moms worry about that sort of thing, especially when their own experience has given them cause to worry.

Molly came down with slumped shoulders around the usual time. Lauren’s efforts had been directed toward the stove for most of the morning—or at least the last few minutes—and she did not say anything as Molly entered the kitchen, waiting as her daughter poured a cup of coffee and with the first sip seemed to realize that something was out of the ordinary.

“What … the hell?” Molly asked.

“I’ll take ‘Things I said last night for $1,000, Alex,’” Lauren tossed out, with as much good humor as she could muster on no sleep. And with shit on her mind that wouldn’t go away.

“What is this?” Molly asked, staring at her over the coffee mug, steam blurring her features slightly.

“It’s called ‘breakfast,’” Lauren said, stirring a skillet of eggs with a spatula while she took a quick glance at the timer. The toast was in the oven, and she figured another two minutes would see it done. “I don’t blame you for not recognizing it, though, since we haven’t really seen it ’round these here parts for a while.”

Molly did not look amused. “I’m not hungry.”

“Come on, kid,” Lauren said, putting a note of pleading into her voice. “I know you generally like the sort of morning meal that comes wrapped in an aluminum package and has more preservatives in it than a freshly embalmed corpse.” Molly blanched at that—maybe it was a little topical for the occasion. “But it’s Saturday, you’ve got no school to run off to in a rush with homework in tow. I made fresh eggs.”

“How fresh?” Molly asked, still looking either suspicious or put out. “Like … farm fresh?”

Lauren paused before answering. “Like … they might have been purchased at Rogerson’s sometime in the last few months.”

“I’ll stick with the Pop-Tarts, I think.”

“Oh, don’t go organic-superior on me now, missy,” Lauren said, pointing the spatula at her, “and especially not with your carb-infused, post-apocalyptic toaster pastry.”

“Whatever,” Molly said, nonplussed. She turned to leave.

“Who’s the guy?” Lauren called after her. She saw her daughter’s shoulders hunch just a little, and a slight slosh of coffee hit the linoleum.

Molly swore, quietly, mildly, under her breath but just loud enough that Lauren could hear it. She turned, and there was that look of half-guilt, half-wonderment. “You keep asking that. What guy?” Like she hadn’t just given herself away.

“Come on,” Lauren said, stepping away from the stove. “It’s me. You’re out of the house in the middle of the night, you think I don’t know there’s a guy involved somehow?”

Molly’s brow arched down. “Projecting much?”

“Probably,” Lauren said lightly, letting that one skate past. “I assume you’re at least a little like me.”

Molly’s forehead was home to its very own thunderclouds. “I’m not …” She sighed. “I’m not that much like you.”

“Just a little,” Lauren pressed. “So, what’s his name?” She could feel the hesitation. “Come on. You had to have been seen with him in town. You know by noon your grandmother is going to have enough information on him to put out an arrest warrant to all fifty states and Interpol.”

Molly made a disgusted noise, one that held just a hint of concession. She waited a minute then spoke. “Mick. His name is Mick.”

“Ugh.” Lauren did not even try to hide her distaste. “You cannot go out with a guy named Mick.”

“Why not?” Molly asked, more than a little umbrage cracking through. Her coffee had stopped steaming, but she had just started, Lauren figured.

“Because you’d be ‘Mick and Molly,’ and that’s just unacceptably cutesy.” Lauren waited, burying the unease, letting a little smile—maddening, infuriating, she knew, and just a little too close to the edge of ‘Mom trying too hard’—creep up. She just waited.

Molly’s face softened, her shoulders slumped, and her head pitched forward. “Yes. How could I not have seen it before now? ‘Mick and Molly.’ I’ll call the whole thing off immediately.”

“As well you should,” Lauren said with a smirk. “When are you seeing him again?” she asked, a hundred degrees cooler than she felt. If this Mick had been in front of her right now, she would have wedged the spatula firmly up his nose.

“I’m not,” Molly said, a little too coolly herself. “I’m grounded, remember?”

Lauren took a slow, painful breath. Her lungs felt leaden, like someone had filled them full of air already. “When were you supposed to see him?”

“Tonight,” Molly said. “At the Summer Lights Festival.”

“I trust I don’t know this Mick for a reason?” Lauren asked. “I mean, I don’t recognize the name, so I’m assuming it’s not just a nickname one of the boys at your school decided to adopt, like Razor, or Scooter, or—”

“Strangely, no one at my school goes by the name ‘Razor’ or ‘Scooter,’ though there is one who goes by the name ‘Razor Scooter.’ He’s about as cool as you’d expect someone with that nickname to be.” That was Molly back on her feet, the fun, the snark all flowing out.

“Sounds like the equivalent of a skater when I was growing up,” Lauren played along. “Totally gnarly dudes, those guys.” She consciously softened her approach as she pushed a little more. “So … Mick. I don’t know him?”

“He works for the carnival,” Molly said, just a little sheepish. “He’s a really nice guy. He’s leaving town after tonight.”

Lauren felt her face go ashen inside, that sense that she’d stood up entirely too fast after sitting for a long while, but she kept the smile in place from her last joke. “Your grounding can start tomorrow morning, I think.”

Molly took it without a sign, save for a little glint in her eyes and a little smile crawling up on her lips. She did walk with just a little more spring as she headed back toward the stairs. “Thanks, Mom.”

“You’re welcome,” Lauren said, and then belatedly remembered the eggs on the stove. They were like pebbles in the pan. She sighed, then sighed again as she threw them into the garbage. The blackened toast followed a few minutes after.


***




Midmorning came and went without a sign of any sort of dwelling. Hendricks felt antsy, Alison looked just tired to his eyes, and Duncan walked on without a care in the world. Hendricks found himself envying the demon, even though he was hardly exhausted at this point. The drover coat was hot, though, with the summer weather in full effect. He could feel the sweat popping out everywhere, and his thighs were sticking together down below. A most uncomfortable sensation.

“How far?” he asked Alison. The smell of greenery in the air wasn’t too bad. Pine, he figured. It wasn’t as hot as Iraq, that was for damned sure. The humidity was a real bitch here, though.

“I don’t know,” Alison replied. She just looked worn down, and Hendricks found himself wondering how long it had been since she’d slept. He knew it’d been a while for him, too, but whether it was the waffle place’s coffee or the vial of whatever Spellman had given him, he felt no urge to sleep. “A couple miles, maybe?”

“Memory a little faded?” Duncan asked. He seemed a bit too chipper.

“Like I said,” Alison sniffed, her shoulders with a pronounced bow to them, “the last time I came here I was a kid. It was a long walk, I remember that much.”

“Your daddy brought you here?” Hendricks asked. “Not just a Sunday drive, I presume.”

“One of his friends had moved down here after medical school,” Alison said. “They were close, talked all the time on the phone. One day he called and got an ‘Out of Service’ signal. He tried a few more times over the course of a year and finally decided to take matters into his own hands.”

“Didn’t call the state police, I guess,” Hendricks said, taking an uneven step over a shrub that brushed his jeans. The cowboy boots were nice for a fight, but not particularly great for long walks. He could feel blisters forming. Ah, the sexy life of a demon hunter.

“He couldn’t conceive of a scenario where he’d need to call the state police for this,” Alison said. “So he drove down one day, just me and him. When we got to the fence, he figured it was some kind of mistake. Spent a half an hour looking at the map, then took us back up the road. Once he figured he was right, he decided to cross the fence.” She exhaled softly. “I went with him.”

“Trespassing?” Hendricks said with amusement.

“Yep, we were regular lawbreakers,” she said without amusement.

“I’m getting the hints of that,” Hendricks said. Didn’t really believe it, though, not really, even with her nighttime sniping of late. “So what did you find?”

“I told you—”

“What did you really find?” Hendricks shook a finger at her. “No more of this woman of mystery crap. Starling’s got that well and truly covered.”

He watched her swallow, and almost pale in the faint sunlight. The clouds were hanging a little low, Hendricks thought. “We did find a survivor,” Alison said. “Didn’t really talk to her or anything, but we saw her. And there were creatures. Things.”

“What kind of things?” Duncan asked before Hendricks could beat him to the punch.

“Demons, for sure,” Alison said, “though we didn’t really know that at the time. They chased us. Nearly got us.”

“What stopped them?” Hendricks asked.

“My daddy goes heeled everywhere,” Alison said simply, like that was an explanation.

“Heeled?” Duncan asked, his face exhibiting the first hint of curiosity. “Like … in high heels? They were put off by his innate sexiness?”

“I think it means armed,” Hendricks offered helpfully. “In Old West slang or something.”

“He carries a pistol, yes,” Alison said. “Everywhere he goes. He pulled his pistol and kept the things off of us while we ran. We saw someone as we hurried out of town. It’s not like we were ready for a fight. But those things … demons … they kept on coming until we were well into the outskirts. Then it was like they had their chains pulled, and they peeled off of us to go back to town.”

“Dogs?” Duncan asked. “They were like dogs?”

“Ran on all fours,” Alison said without emotion. “Looked like hellhounds or something.”

That one sent the OOC to puzzling, and he kept his silence. Hendricks wanted to interrupt him to ask about it, but figured he could wait just a little bit longer before he absolutely needed to know.


***




Lauren arrived at the hospital just a little bit earlier than she had to. The pall she’d felt the night before had more or less vanished, aided not by a burned breakfast that had all gone to waste but by the feeling of honesty and connection to Molly. Yeah, it sounded a little hippy-dippy even for her, but she’d take it. This was how she and her kid got along best; she trusted her to make good decisions.

And not fuck a carnie who was about to leave town.

Well, that part was implied.

Oh, God, was it implied? It needed to be plainly stated, she figured, and made a panicked mental note to have another conversation with her daughter when she got off shift that afternoon.

Still, it was with a mostly calm feeling that she rode the elevator up to the fourth floor so she could—person of conscience that she was—check on Deputy Harris before she started her shift in the ER.

She found the nursing staff absent from the station in the hallway, which was not exactly unusual. They didn’t have a ton of patients to cover, and they were probably out checking around. She just checked the board behind the desk, saw that Harris was in room 412, and whistled her merry way into the room. She found the respirator still going, the heart monitor still beeping, and the poor deputy’s color much improved.

Lauren grabbed the chart off the end of the bed by sheer habit. Checking the notes, she peered from what she was reading to what she was seeing. Heart rate was looking a lot nicer, and so was the pulse ox. That didn’t necessarily mean anything by itself, but it was a good sign after the way the girl had looked when she’d been brought in.

Lauren almost made it out without seeing two things of note. Almost.

One was Sheriff Nicholas Reeve, asleep in the corner of the room with his hat down over his eyes. That made her tread quieter, afraid she’d wake him up. He would almost certainly want to talk about something, and she didn’t really have time for that.

The second thing was the IV bag hanging from the tree. She almost made it past before something nagged at her and pulled her back. She stepped back and looked at it again, and it just jumped out at her.

There was no writing on the bag at all. Not a brand, not instructions, nothing.

“What the fuck …?” she said, so undone by the surprise she did not bother to keep her voice down.

“What the fuck what?” Sheriff Reeve repeated, hat coming down off his eyes, blinking the bleariness out.

She told him. The eyes went from bleary to hard in seconds flat, and Lauren had this feeling—just a hunch—that she was going to be late for her shift.


***




Time slowed to a crawl as Hendricks made his way through that half-forested plain that passed for Alabama countryside. It was hillier than he expected, but he kept good time. Alison looked more and more worn out as the time passed, however, and he started to feel sorry for her. “Maybe we should take a break,” he suggested.

“I’m fine,” she said. She was not quite wheezing, but it was evident from her gait that she was feeling the hike. She looked to be in reasonable shape, but Hendricks knew looks could be extremely deceiving. He’d met a few truly skinny people who were in just awful health, without enough cardio fitness to run across a driveway.

“Maybe just a little rest,” Duncan said, giving him the eye. Hendricks could see the demon was observing the same phenomenon as he was, and wondered if the OOC was feeling a flash of sympathy. “No point in getting there if we’re exhausted when we arrive.”

“You planning on running when we arrive?” Hendricks smirked at that, though upon reflection he wasn’t sure that was much of a reason to smirk, really. He felt himself rest a hand on his pistol grip, just to reassure himself the old 1911 was still there.

“Depends on what we’re staring down,” Duncan said. He lurked, walking slowly across the forested ground, the crunch of leaves under his dress shoes as Alison leaned against a tree. They hadn’t brought water, which had been stupid on Hendricks’s part. He’d been back in civilization so much of the time that the ordinary precautions of war had faded as he returned to a place where you could buy a water bottle in every store if you got thirsty. Sloppy.

“What do you think we’re up against?” Hendricks asked. “Based on what she saw?”

“Hellhounds are a broad category,” Duncan said, like he was just recalling it all right up, out of a memory bank or something. “They’re not really dogs, most of them, just four-legged and propel themselves like one. Or near enough so as not to matter.”

“You people come in all shapes and sizes,” Hendricks said, leaning on the “you people.” He remembered a little belatedly that Lerner had needled him about that just a few days earlier.

“There is a long history of hellhounds being set loose on earth,” Duncan said in what sounded like agreement. “Not really sure what class they’d be, though. Some of them look more like beetles, and those are a real bastard to dispatch—”

“Why?” Alison asked.

“Hard shell,” Duncan replied. “Low essence, low intelligence. Built like tanks, if tanks were low to the ground and moved like a cheetah.”

“Abrams tank can get up to about fifty,” Hendricks said for no reason he could point to. Except that he hated feeling out of his depth, and marching into some town that had been dropped off the map for probably very good reasons felt like the dumbest move he’d made lately. Which took doing. Why was he buying into this again?

Oh, right. Starling. If he really reflected on it, putting his faith in a girl who had as bad a problem with ambiguity as she did seemed like the dumbest move of all.

“It seem like it’s getting … darker to you?” Alison’s voice came out in a low wheeze, like air coming out of a balloon. It was a sneaky, squeaky noise, almost irritating.

Still … Hendricks looked into the sky and saw a dull grey cloud hanging overhead, wisps of its structure dark with only the vague sense that the sun might lurk somewhere beyond. “It’s just that cloud.”

“I remember it getting dark early last time I was here,” Alison said, leaning against a tree with her shoulder. It didn’t look like a strong one, and Hendricks surely wouldn’t have trusted his weight to it. “Like midafternoon was black as night.”

“Gets like that up north in the winter,” Hendricks said mildly. “Back in Wisconsin it gets dark at four in the afternoon in December sometimes.”

“It’s not winter here,” Alison replied, slumped slightly forward, hands resting on her—dammit, Hendricks noticed, though—shapely thighs. “It’s still summer.”

“Barely,” Hendricks said.

“Sounds like an unnatural phenomenon anyway,” Duncan said.

Hendricks frowned. “A cloud’s an unnatural phenomenon? You’ve been living in the underworld for a little too long.”

“This cloud is an unnatural phenomenon,” Duncan said. “What she’s describing … midday darkness? That’s not normal. When you couple it with the idea that this town is a hotbed of some sort of demonic activity …” He just shook his head. “I’d say they’re related.”

“How do you not know about this place?” Hendricks asked. “If this town got wiped out, shouldn’t that have registered on your OOC radar? Or does that not matter to your office?”

“Not my case, not my department,” Duncan said with a lack of concern that Hendricks found to be the latest un-damned-settling thing in a whole line of them. “Like I told you; the Office of Occultic Concordance is not big on the info-sharing. I know what I see, and I’m told what I need to know.”

“Any chance you boys gossip around the water cooler like normal working stiffs?” Alison asked, and Hendricks damned near applauded for her asking such a useful question. And for getting his mind off her thighs.

“We don’t work with others very often, but yes,” Duncan said. “That does seem like a constant. Still, never heard of this place nor anything about it.”

“Well, that’s pretty much fucking useless,” Hendricks said, just shaking his head and turning back to Alison, who met his eyes without any reluctance. He didn’t know whether to find that to be a problem yet or not, but she was still cool. “You want a few more minutes?”

“No,” she said and shook her head just once before starting off into the woods. Her t-shirt was drenched with sweat down the back, the cloth almost blackened from wetness. It clung, and so did her jeans. Hendricks tried to put that thought out of his mind and focused instead on the branches of the trees around them. The light that once flooded in from a hot, shining sun grew dimmer and dimmer with each step they took until finally, Hendricks had to admit that there was something mighty damned unnatural going on around him.


***




Arch wasn’t the type who was predisposed to sit around while there were things to be done. Another body somewhere out in the town was a stark reminder that there was work to be done and he pored over his map trying to puzzle it out. He thought it unlikely—but not impossible—that the bicyclists were still hiding out in the same place. He had that circled on the map, the mine where he figured they’d been up on Mount Horeb. Charging in there seemed like a darned, foolish course of action, so he was resolved not to undertake it unless he had to. He did have a different idea of how he might approach it if another day was to turn to dusk without the rest of his crew—that was the oddest way to think of them, as some sort of crew, like they were all in the mafia together—returning from Alabama.

Arch took to his feet again. He’d paced around the table in the kitchen, staring at the map over and over. Not even knowing where the latest crime had been committed was a liability to his investigation. But then, he couldn’t exactly call and ask Ed Fries. That might look suspicious, and he needed more suspicion on him like Job had needed more torment.

Arch gave up the pacing and hit the couch. The soft material, like felt, hit his neck with a loving touch of comfort. It drew his mind to Alison, to that particular brand of relief she’d brought him just the other day. It was the strangest thing, being drawn into thoughts of that after seeing death up close and personal. It was as though a bony hand had reached out and tried to pluck one of their number, had clenched ivory fingers around Erin and ripped her out of their midst. Something about the whole thing had set his mental teakettle to boiling, bringing an unease he was finding it real hard to shake.

He ran rough fingers over beard stubble, letting out a hot breath that stank of coffee even to his own nose. That velvety sensation of the couch on the back of his neck rubbed at him like he wished Alison was. His eyes wandered to the kitchen counter; he’d started with a full pot of coffee just an hour ago—

Now it was empty, just the smell remaining. He’d downed the last cup and not even noticed how much he’d shotgunned into his system. He pulled his hand away from his face, waiting to see if it shook. It didn’t, not a whit. A whole pot of coffee, a complete lack of sleep, some crazed events cracking their way through his life like a lobster getting broken out of its shell, and he was thinking about—

Arch wiped his mouth again, feeling a thin line of perspiration on the stubble of his upper lip. Maybe that was the caffeine. Or maybe that was the oddly placed, strangely rampant desire for Alison that he couldn’t explain as anything other than grossly inappropriate. For a long time he’d felt out of sorts in his life, bizarrely longing for something else. It was a call he’d heard and ignored in favor of just doing his job, and now that he was in the middle of a mess outside his control …

His hand didn’t shake. Not at all.

For a man whose boss had turned on him, he felt strangely calm. Even stranger considering that whole pot of coffee he’d downed.

He stared at the wall for about another minute before he found himself standing again, stalking back to the map in the kitchen as he paced once more around the table, seeking perspective on a problem he knew he needed to solve. And the one he was considering didn’t even involve Nicholas Reeve, not even tangentially. It was the beasts on the bikes that were all he could think of, them and them alone. He would find them, he would crush them, break them, send them back to Satan with relish and gusto—

Then he’d see his wife again, and maybe that inappropriate thirst he wanted to sate wouldn’t feel quite so inappropriate with this problem out of the way.


***




Hendricks had to concede that things were becoming more and more … unnatural as they progressed further. Once-fresh shoots of trees gave way to gnarled and ragged trunks that twisted unpredictably in ways that nature never intended. The skies darkened, the wispy grey clouds turning darker, until finally he could ignore it no more. “What the hell are we walking into?” he asked Duncan and Alison. “Mordor?”

Alison stared at him blankly, her breath ragged and heavy. “What? Where?” She sounded about ready to keel over, which did not bode well for any running they might have to do.

“One does not simply walk into Mordor,” Duncan said, eliciting a grin from Hendricks and a shake of the head from Alison. “I love catching those movies whenever they’re on cable.”

“I have no idea what you people are talking about,” Alison said.

“Come on.” Hendricks waved his arm, beckoning them onward. Any sign of a road had long since disappeared, and Hendricks wondered who might be responsible for that particular bit of ominous work. Could some agency have come in here and plowed it up to discourage visitors? If so, what did they do to keep the supposed demons that were lurking at bay while they did it?

“Not far, now,” Alison said, and Hendricks saw her bearing change. Her breathing went much shallower, like she had overcome her difficulty with it. He watched for a second then caught Duncan doing the same. The demon didn’t betray much with his look, but it was enough to make Hendricks think he was on the same track. Alison’s gait straightened, losing the lopsided limp she’d been harboring a minute earlier as though she had a stitch in her side.

Hendricks eased toward Duncan and whispered, “What the hell was that?” She had changed in seconds, no longer the weak, winded little princess.

Duncan just shrugged, not taking his eyes off of her. “Seems like we’re being played with.”

“But for a good reason,” Alison said, and Hendricks stopped just in time to avoid plowing into her. She was right there, halted in the middle of their forward path. She was stiff, slightly hunched, her hand hovering at her side. She was tense, that much was obvious just from looking at the back of her jeans.

Hendricks dropped his hand to his side as well, opening the drover coat. He waited, hand near his belt, trying to decide which weapon to pull. The air was hot and humid, and he felt drenched and sticky, everything clinging to his skin.

“Son of a bitch,” Duncan said, and the night started to close in around them—even though it was midday.

Hendricks listened. The chirp of crickets was strangely absent. So too was any other ambient noise. Gone was the familiar hum of the woods—the rustle of the leaves, the sound of silence or of distant cars. All that was missing, vanquished by the falling dark. He could no longer even hear Alison’s breathing, save for the occasional low breath. Duncan made no sound at all.

There was almost a sound of buzzing in the distance, and Hendricks’s first thought ran to the bicyclists. He drew his sword, a sound of metal on leather as it cleared the scabbard. The noise passed, though, and left him clenching his blade. Duncan had his hand filled with the baton, and now Alison had a subcompact pistol in hers—a Glock, he thought.

They stood arranged in a rough triangle, facing the perimeter of the woods. The clouds had become complete, and the sun’s last rays had disappeared. There was only a hint of illumination—like red moonlight—shining down from above. It cast Alison’s face in a strange pallor, her blond hair turned strawberry like someone had hit their brake lights right in front of her. It gave Duncan’s suit an even more exotic look. Hendricks was left to wonder what he looked like by the fading, demonic light.

“My kingdom for a flashlight,” Hendricks muttered, and he heard a click as one turned on.

Alison held one in her left hand, crossed under and supporting the pistol in her right. “Guess you Marines don’t prepare for everything, huh?”

“That’s the Boy Scouts,” Hendricks said a little bitterly. “And I have a flashlight, but no one told me I’d need it.”

There was another click, and suddenly a white beam streamed from where Duncan had stood moments earlier. “A gun and a sword on your belt, but you don’t have room to carry a micro flashlight? They weigh ounces.”

“I didn’t know I’d need it.” Hendricks repeated, more irritable the second time through.

“You’re a demon hunter,” Duncan said, and the beam started to move ahead, with a rustle in the leaves that echoed through the air around them. “Don’t you have to go into dark places sometimes?”

“I try to travel light.” Hendricks could feel the aggravation, like a heavy stone being dragged through his chest. It was painful, this galling little lesson. He followed behind the two of them, watched their silhouettes in the light of the beams as they danced along; Alison’s swayed considerably as she walked, while Duncan’s was as steady as though it were mounted on some moving frame. “But thanks for the reminder,” Hendricks muttered under his breath.

The lack of noise was disquieting, and with every step forward, Hendricks became more aware of even the red light through the clouds fading away. He could hear his companions, could smell Alison’s sweat, that scent of outdoor briskness and activity when he got close to her. He followed just behind her, wary of bumping her but even warier of getting too far away from the only people that kept him out of total darkness.

“Do you hear them?” Duncan asked. Hendricks stopped to listen closer, breath stuck in his throat. Give him a thousand demons head-on rather than one lurking in the darkness, that was his take. The overwhelming evil he could see versus the tiny little one he couldn’t. It resonated in his head, in his heart, that feeling, and he chafed under it, wanting to throw caution aside and charge into the underbrush blindly to stab whatever was out there. Foolish but cathartic, he thought, with an emphasis on the foolish part. His superiors from his Marine Corps days would not have approved. Understood, but not approved.

“I don’t hear anything,” Alison said. “But I can feel them.”

“They’re watching,” Duncan said. “Growing in numbers. Feels like they’re working in a pack. Surrounding us, maybe, before they come in.” He sniffed, and Hendricks wondered if he was actually breathing. “Or leading us.”

“Where are we going?” Hendricks asked, absolutely rhetorical.

“Deeper,” Alison said. Better than any answer he could conjure. Because really, no matter how you sliced it, that was true.


***




The day dragged like a dog wiping its butt on the carpet, and Arch gave up on the pacing after three hours. Looking at the map was a steady descent into madness, staring at gridpoints and coordinates until he went blind in both eyes. He felt the itch get progressively worse as time passed and his phone stayed silent. He wanted to call Alison, check in, but even if she’d been in a place to answer a phone, he knew what that could prompt. They were heading into the heart of trouble, into a place where a sudden noise could be a real detriment to your continued well-being. So he kept his hands off his phone, kept his eyes on the maps, and kept his feet moving until he could bear the weight of his uselessness no longer.

It was a simple craziness that came on, that cabin fever feeling. He’d ignored it for an hour, then another. By now, the utterly insane was sounding more and more intelligent. There was a cave on Mount Horeb. This much he knew. An old mine. Probably had contained the bicycling demons only a day earlier. Were they there now? Unlikely.

But his brain buzzed in circles around the hope that there was some sign of their flight still hidden in that darkness.

Of course all the reasonable reasons to not undertake this path were perfectly present and cogent in his mind. They could actually still be there. He could be walking into a trap laid by demons. He could be outnumbered and devoured, drawn and quartered or worse by soulless beasts from the very depths of the biblical hell that he had feared since childhood.

But every hour he stared at the four walls of his apartment was another hour where taking the initiative to go deep into the mine seemed like a better and better idea, even without a whit of backup.

His rational, logical mind argued again, then again, that was dumb beyond dumb. That this was the height of arrogance, it was Samson not listening to the warnings and seeing his strength ripped away with his hair. The forces of the Morning Star—and he fully believed with every bit of his heart that was who was at work here—would exult in every champion’s fall, and his would surely be no exception.

But that part of his mind became quieter as the hours passed, and as he grabbed his keys and walked out the door, it lost to the part that suggested that even one more night going by without a read on where these things were hiding would result in yet more death. More chaos in the name of the one who reveled in these things. The thoughts were still there as he revved the engine and took the damaged Explorer onto the road, heading toward Mount Horeb once again, but he let himself think that self-sacrifice for the greater good was the one that was driving the car, and ignored that little part of him that said he was just losing his good sense and giving in to wrath.


***




Hendricks was way too close to Alison for his own good. He was practically up on her back now, in boner-stabbing distance, he might have called it in the Corps, nuts to butts, but he was a little too aware of the worsening situation to feel much like bonering right now. He was young, though, and sex was always—ALWAYS—in the back of his mind if it wasn’t in the front, and even in a forest that was dark as hell’s pits during midday, standing close enough to poke the wife of his friend, with his own recent lover lying in the hospital, yep, it was still there, even with a demon watching on, and it would have been to Hendricks’s shame if he hadn’t had those other worries to keep him from exploring it much. There’d be time for guilt later, he figured, maybe after the running and screaming and all hell had broken loose. He figured that was moments away based on the way his internal tension was ratcheting up, the heat just building under his coat like a furnace inside him had gotten stoked with fresh wood.

Wood. Heh. He wasn’t too wary to appreciate that one, either. Wood.

“Gettin’ hot,” Duncan said, a clear statement that made Hendricks come out of his own head for a minute. He was sure that the feeling of warmth was from the coat, from the fact it was Alabama in summertime and the fact there was a pretty girl just in front of him. Sweaty, but pretty.

“Thought it was just me,” Hendricks said.

“You ain’t that good lookin’, sweetheart,” Alison said flatly, like she could read his mind and wanted to pour some cold water on him. Southern drawl, too.

“I meant—” He felt the frown rise. He kept the sword in one hand and grabbed the lapel of his coat with the other, flapping it like it was a valve he could turn to let some steam off. Jesus, it was getting hotter. “Never mind.” There was no way to say it without coming off like a sour sonofabitch, anyway. “How’s it getting hotter if the sun’s behind the clouds?”

“Good question,” Duncan replied, his gait completely unchanged from when they’d first started. For Hendricks, the chafing had started. He’d heard it called being galded, where the thighs start to stick together as you walk. It made him want to sashay sideways for a bit, but he knew he’d look ridiculous and have a bitch of a time keeping up, so he didn’t. “I don’t know,” the demon conceded after a brief intermission, maybe to think it over. Hendricks didn’t think that boded too well. It was like having the native guide on an expedition telling you that you were off the fucking map, in hostile territory. Like you wandered into North Korea or something. Oops. Bad luck. Sayonara—or however you said it in Korean.

Even his fucking feet hurt by this point, and his boots had been broken in long ago to the point where he could hump it for miles in them. Hendricks had had e-fucking-nough of this town, and they weren’t even there yet. He bypassed the coat and went straight to his t-shirt collar, finding it completely drenched with sweat. He peeled it off his chest, making way for the heat to come rushing out. It didn’t seem to help. God, if he could only take off his coat …

He felt the trail of the drover touching the ground before he even realized it was. He looked down and saw his legs were buckling, and his first thought was that he was being such a damned pussy. This wasn’t that far of a walk, and he wasn’t in that bad a shape. Then his eyes flicked up, and saw Alison hobbling a little, too. Not like she’d been earlier, with the wheezing, but like the gravity had turned up. Her Naked Prozac t-shirt (what the hell was that band, anyway?) was completely soaked through now, looked black even in the beam light, and he saw her knees slightly folded.

“Shit,” Duncan announced, and Hendricks just stopped.

Sweet fucking son of a fuck, it was stifling, the air growing hotter and hotter, like he’d stuck his whole body up next to a barbecue grill someone had opened on the hottest day of summer. The sun he couldn’t see was shining down on him, the black coat absorbing every bit of it, and he felt the sweat just coursing from under his sleeves, making trails that tickled their way through every hair on his arm. His palm gripped his sword tighter and he felt the grip slip, the leather wanting to slide out of his grasp.

“Not a good … sign,” Hendricks said, barely getting it out. He wanted to open his mouth and pant like a fucking dog in hopes the heat building inside would just Please Just Get The Fuck Out Already. It was like a rubber suit had gotten wrapped around his whole body and he was sweating into it. He could barely take a breath without smelling that stifling sweat smell, that faint hint of fucking charcoal or ozone or something, Sweet Jesus, something that made his head tingle from the beads of water dripping down under the hat. He wanted to tear it aside and mop his brow with a canvas-hard sleeve, but he knew that wouldn’t do it and—

“Holy fuck,” Hendricks said as Alison hit a knee. She was breathing heavy again now, her hair completely and totally turned from straight and dry to a soaked, streaked mess of tangled blond turned dark with perspiration. He watched her fold and knew—just knew—that this wasn’t the heat, even though FOR FUCK’S SAKE WOULD SOMEONE PLEASE TURN DOWN THE GODDAMNED THERMOSTAT ON THE WORLD BECAUSE I WANT TO—

His free hand came up and ran across his face, smearing stinging salty liquid into his eyes, and he bumped his hat clean off even though he knew—HE KNEW—that it would not help at all. Shaking off the coat would similarly have no effect, but that was another thing that the distant corner of his brain whispered while his body told him to strip it all the fuck off and be rid of it, to jump naked in the nearest body of water, to drag Alison with him and get the poor girl some help because it was just out of control, this feeling that—

Ice cream on a summer’s day, sherbet melting down the side of his face as he licked his way to the cone. That thought popped into Hendricks’s head and it helped. That sweet, tangy tartness hidden in the first feel of chill that the lick brought.

He imagined his skin the time he’d done the polar plunge that time for charity in high school. Frigid cold water that sprang over his flesh as he jumped into the lake and felt his balls make a rapid and strategic retreat as his skin felt like it froze fucking over—

The air conditioner in that shithole base in Iraq working double overtime after they’d come off a five-day mission. It was like a cool bath standing in front of it, trying not to get into a shoving match with the dipshit next to you, all thought of you being brothers in arms forgotten while you were trying to just get a little more cold soaked up, like it was the only thing in the damned world, with that mechanical smell filtering out the desert outside—

Hendricks felt the will to crumble leave his legs. He was still sweating like a motherfucker but it was like the wool sweater he’d had pulled over him had been ripped off in one move. He could feel something pressing on him, like a wave of heat hanging out at arm’s length, kept at a distance by his mind.

“You figure it out?” Duncan asked, not looking at him. The OOC was facing into the darkness, his flashlight beam dancing over the gnarled and twisted tree branches, illuminating blackened husks of things that might have born leaves and shoots once upon a time, but that was a long time ago, galaxy far away, all that jazz.

“Heat demon of some kind,” Hendricks replied, and his sleeve drifted over his soaked upper lip. The salty taste dribbled onto his tongue. “It’s pushing thoughts on us. Feelings.”

“On you, yeah,” Duncan said.

“You don’t feel it?” Alison asked, and Hendricks thought that this time—for sure—she was truly breathless.

“I feel it, but it doesn’t matter,” Duncan replied, like a freezer of cool compared to their surroundings. “They ramped it up pretty fast, and that was dumb because then it was obvious to me. Still wouldn’t have affected me like it hits you, but I’d have been less likely to notice if they hadn’t trumpeted it like an invading army.”

“The Mongol hordes of heat,” Hendricks joked weakly, still feeling the heavy toll the flaming beasts had been trying to exact from him. “Think cold thoughts, Alison. Think of the times you were freezing your ass off.”

“Can’t,” she said, and her head was slumped to the side.

“Whoa, whoa,” Hendricks said, and stepped in closer to her. She pushed at his leg, trying to force him away because of the heat or because she had nothing else to do. “When was the last time you remember being cold?”

“Hunting season,” she said after a minute. “In the woods. With Daddy. Years ago.”

“Think about it,” Hendricks said, not taking his eyes off the trees around them. Where were these fuckers? Wouldn’t now be the time to strike? “What did it feel like?”

She let another heat-laden breath out as she answered, and it came up at Hendricks like someone had opened the barbecue again. “Felt … like a blanket of chill settled over me. Like it wrapped me in a fall day, with a first snowfall a month still off, but the freezing feel on its way. Like I could see my breath frosting in front of me on the air, not steam and smoke. Like my lungs hurt from the cold when I walked home through the woods too fast and took a breath too deep. Like I could stick my tongue out and catch the air as it turned to ice on the tip.”

She shuddered once, and he saw the tension leave her. She worked back to her feet at her own pace, and it took a minute. “I don’t remember it being like this last time,” she said once she was upright again. “Not like this.”

“Likely whatever is here is getting stronger.” Duncan had pulled closer to them now, making their triangle tight, his purple-tinted jacket just a finger’s distance from Hendricks, who wanted to touch it, see if there was sweat beneath it at the small of the demon’s back. He knew there wasn’t, but after the assault on his senses he’d just weathered, he was curious. “Some of our kind can develop an affinity for a certain place; makes them more powerful the longer they’re homesteaded there.”

“Must be nice to have a place to hang your hat,” Hendricks said as he picked his hat up off the ground. He brushed the dirt off the brim and settled it back on his head. It was still gawdawfully warm but not unmanageable. “How much farther—?”

He barely got it out before Alison’s beam hit on something that didn’t look like woods. It was too smoothly rounded, though it was still a little like a tree trunk, wood scorched and reaching skyward. She started moving first, a little more sure now, but less than she’d been before the warmth had tried to melt them down. The object came into clearer focus as they went, Hendricks fighting to get one foot in front of another, the world swaying around him like he’d crossed the whole damned desert on his faltering legs.

The scorched trunk of the thing became obvious when he got close. Little nails jutted out from it, blackened by time and heat, he supposed, but not unrecognizable. Alison’s beam shot skyward and his gaze followed with it to the top, where the crossbeam was still attached, though the wires that had once been strung across it were long missing.

“Telephone pole,” Hendricks said for all of them. He wanted to wipe his face again but held off. He pictured that ice cream cone again instead, and it helped some.

“Another one up ahead,” Duncan observed. They were moving now, a train sprung to motion, Hendricks’s steps coming erratically but coming, following Alison’s lead, all thoughts of boner distance forgotten. Her smooth beam caught a straight line and Hendricks followed it, blackened edges emerging out of the dark.

“Building,” Duncan pronounced, now leading the way. They were in line, and Hendricks did not dare look back for fear of a misstep while his head was turned, for fear of taking a tumble he could not recover from while lollygagging.

He followed them, feeling his consciousness on a lower level than usual. It was almost surreal. Then suddenly there was orange light again that had nothing to do with a sun in the sky that he could no longer see or believe in. His steps were staggering, one leg locked permanently to keep it from betraying him from the fatigue or the mind-fuck or whatever that was working on him.

“This way,” Duncan said, threading them into a gap beside the scorched wall. There was another a few feet away, Hendricks realized, and as they drew between them he could see the fire marks staining the walls where heat had burned its way through the alley they walked. He could see the orange light at the end and knew that it was not a train. Trains didn’t have orange lights, did they?

They stepped out of the end of the alley, Hendricks playing caboose (fucking trains again, why was that? He felt like he’d been run over by one, maybe). The orange light drowned out Alison’s flashlight. Duncan’s was already off, and Hendricks hadn’t even noticed until now.

He stood there, and it took him a minute to realize he was leaning on Alison for support. She was leaning right back, and he could feel her softness pressed against him on the side. She moved, and he watched her leave a trail of sweat on his coat as she slid an inch back and he caught her, his sword hand wrapped around her shoulders. He transferred the weapon to his left hand and barely avoided dropping it from the slick, sweat-drenched hilt.

“Well, here we are,” Duncan said as they stared out on what Hendricks figured had once been a town square not that dissimilar from what Midian had. There might even have been a statue on that pedestal in front of them at one point, that stone block base that just stood there in the middle of a black-dirt field, with a bonfire burning right in the middle of it.

The bonfire was a mile tall to Hendricks’s eyes, and black smoke piped off it and mingled with the clouds, like they were coming down to take it up and blow it evenly around the four corners of the sky. He didn’t see any wood in the bonfire, though, like it was burning without fuel, fire without source.

The first shape broke out of it without so much as a waver in the flames. The second followed, then a third. Low to the ground, walking on four legs, each step sending up a hiss that was audible even over the crackling of the flames, and Hendricks saw one of the paw prints turned to glass in the dirt, catching the refracted light of the fire as flaming devil dogs emerged from within one after another.

They had a sick, hungry look in their eyes that reminded Hendricks of a stray he’d gotten a little too close to one time, some element of desperation in those red pupils that he could see from halfway across the square. “Here it comes,” he muttered, and waited, sword in hand, afraid to take another step.

But it didn’t come, and the dogs formed a little path, a little chain on either side of the bonfire as they stacked up in a line, that black earth laid out like a red carpet between them. They turned and faced each other like a salute, and Hendricks didn’t know whether to be impressed or just say fuck it and run. “Looks like someone tunneled a little too deep into the Mines of Moria,” he said.

“Not big enough to be a Balrog,” Duncan replied. “Though they’ve got the look, the fire and darkness thing going on.”

“You people are nerds,” was Alison’s only comment on the matter.

The bonfire rippled again but taller this time. It belched a human shape out of the flames, a figure that looked impressively tall next to the four-legged flame beasts but not so big for a human. He could tell by the slightness that it was a woman, or a girl, and her steps were even more lopsided than his had been, like she’d been worn the fuck out and never replenished.

She made it all the way out to the street that ringed the square before she stopped, bare blackened feet perched on the edge of the curb, a river of broken asphalt between her and them. He looked in her eyes out of curiosity more than anything, and he didn’t see the red fire there that the dogs had.

He saw a screaming fucking horror that stretched all the way from the top of the girl’s bald head to the pit of her near-empty soul.

She just stood there and stared at them, the dogs flanking her on either side, a hearty dozen of them, presumably with a shit ton more in the fire if need be. Hendricks didn’t love those odds, but he called out anyway.

“What’s your name?” he asked. His voice sounded like he’d swallowed the bonfire all the way down, and it’d left nothing but scorched cracks from the back of his tongue to somewhere in his belly, where the fire had gone out completely and left nothing behind in its wake.

When she spoke, it was a crackling whisper, something that demanded attention, and every one of the demon dogs seemed to hush to make way for her speech. It was an awful quiet too, split by the voice of the thing—the girl? The woman?—they paid some sort of homage to, here in the wreckage of lives, of homes, of a whole town.

“My name is Mandy,” she said, and it was not anything approaching human, the way she said it. Like she’d almost forgotten. “My name is Mandy.” Like that meant anything to anyone.


15.


Lauren rode up Mount Horeb in silence, her mother driving and her in the passenger seat, again. It was tiresome, this co-op thing, but she hadn’t had time to get her car before morning shift, and so she’d had to impose on her mom again. It was probably the least of the impositions she’d put on her in the last few years, though, so she didn’t feel too fussed about it.

Besides, her head was a little too busy swirling with the tandem craziness of Molly and her carnie boyfriend and what Arch Stan had maybe done this morning. The former was personally important and of special interest, while the latter had been good for making her late for her shift and would possibly bear fruit in delivering a comeuppance to one righteous sonofabitch, smacking him down off his high fucking horse. And, she dared to hope, with all the trampling underfoot that might follow such an occurrence.

Lauren was so wrapped up in this fascinating yin/yang of karma—the Molly situation because of the parallels she could draw with her own teenage years, and the Arch Stan one because … well … because karma was a stinging, mean-spirited slut when crossed, apparently—that she barely noticed when her mother nudged the car to the side of the road behind her own, which sat waiting on the overlook, nothing but a thin layer of brown dust to indicate she’d left it there some twenty-four hours before.

“You’re not going for another run, are you?” her mother asked, jolting Lauren back to the world.

“I’m in my scrubs,” she said, indicating the blue garments in answer.

“So, that’s a no?” her mother asked. “Because it seems to me I’ve seen you go out in what looked like a bra, and this is quite some improvement over that—”

“Ughhhhh,” she let out in frustration and forced the door open. “It’s called a sports bra, Mom—”

“—with your belly out there for the world to see like you were in a whorish bathing suit, and your bosoms all flopping around—”

“I’m a B cup, there’s really not that much flopping, thanks.”

“I just wanted to know if you’d be home for dinner,” her mother said as Lauren stood there, one hand on the door and the other on the roof of the car, leaning over to look in at the grey-haired pronouncer of judgment on everything. “That’s all.”

“And maybe take a little zip or two at my wardrobe choices in the process,” Lauren said, “because really, there’s never a moment when you should waste an opportunity to point out the things I do that you disagree with.”

“Oh, get over yourself,” her mother said, putting the car back into gear. “I ain’t got time in my day to point out all the things you do wrong.” Lauren barely slammed the door in time to let her mother drive off, pulling around into a U-turn and lurching off down the mountain.

Lauren could feel her internal teakettle boiling and sighed to let off the steam. It was pointless to hold onto it, because even if she did just bottle it up all the way home, unleashing it like a factory whistle, blowing as she came in the door, her mother would just look up at her with that faintly amused smile—Are you still on about that? But that was ages ago! There was a statute of limitations on every unpleasant conversation, and it was always as short as her mother wanted it to be.

Fuck it, she said to herself. She got in her car and started the engine. She stared off the overlook, willing her irritation to be pushed off, because it would do her no good alive. One time, she goes jogging in a sports bra, gets reminded forever. All because that fucking biddy Genevieve Lane mentions to her mother than Albert Daniel—the old horn dog—was gawking at her. Not her fault that Albert Daniel hadn’t gotten laid since protesters were chanting about how many babies LBJ had killed that day. Not her fault that the shithead would probably stroke off until he stroked out, the pudgy fuck. Her legs were all right, she guessed—guys had mentioned them before in bed as being good—but nothing else was worth writing home about, certainly not her sports bra. But Albert Daniel—aww, fuck it.

She blew the hostility out again as she drove. It was a process, a slow one, dealing with her mother’s little sand spurs that she tossed with unerring accuracy. She could land ’em in the gap between the mental sock and shoe, and for the rest of the day they stung, no matter how much you dug at ’em. Lauren took another breath out, trying to steer back to something more productive. Back to the yin and yang of karma. Back to Molly …

… and Arch Stan …

… who was driving past her on the road up the mountain, still in his fucked-up, dented police Explorer, signaling to turn onto that abandoned road that the old mining company had left gated off.

She frowned. Reeve was gonna arrest the man, based on what she knew. It sounded inevitable. The only thing they were waiting on was lab results from that IV bag he’d apparently hung.

But he was driving his police cruiser up here on Mount Horeb?

She half expected him to hang a U-turn and come back down after her, like he could read what she’d been conspiring to do to him. She watched in the rearview, though, and his car disappeared down the road. She watched—and watched another few seconds, and then she hit the brakes. There was not another car in sight, and Arch Stan was still up there, still down that road somewhere.

She went through about three phases of thought in quick succession. The first was the extremely natural Ah, well, fuck him, too that she sensed came almost as much from her feelings about him as from the man himself—that bastard. The second was the deeper thought—the suspicion, the wondering What the hell is he doing up here?

The third came with a fresh breath of annoyance, and ended as she spun the car in a U of her own, heading back up the slope with full intention of following the bastard to see what exactly he was doing trespassing on the mining company’s land. Maybe it’d give the sheriff even more reason to stick the karma Taser up his deputy’s self-righteous ass.


***




Arch was in the dark. It had felt like the right thing to do. He’d plunged into that mine entrance at a run, slowing only as the darkness fell and he’d had to flick on his light and draw the switchblade. He wasn’t counting on conventional threats, so the knife made sense. It wasn’t like there was a high likelihood of a bear hiding up in here, after all.

He’d found the gate to the mine ajar. Well, a little more than ajar, actually; it’d been hanging off the hinges, open wide. Tracks for more bikes than he could rightly count were all over the ground in front of the entrance. It looked like the tunnel stretched down a ways, maybe to an elevator or something else. The gate at the front of the cave was a half-butted effort to keep teenagers out, Arch figured, the product of a company that had hit the bankruptcy skids and lost everything, even the consideration for others that might have caused them to spend their last dollars on a more substantial method of keeping out trespassers. But bankruptcy was bankruptcy, and you couldn’t get blood out of a turnip. He eased down the tunnel, done with the running.

His light fell over dark rock, stone bereft of value. Supports lined the walls, designed to keep the world from falling in around him. There wasn’t much to see—yet—but his eyes kept track of it all. The smell of cave air would have been a little dank, he figured, but for the opening behind him. He very carefully did not look back, knowing that the sight of sunlight would blind him for seconds, and Arch was now fully aware that even a second’s blindness was far too long when one was dealing with demons.

He came to a carved split in the rocky tunnel about a hundred yards in and found himself faced with a choice of which way to go. The cool air crawled up his arms, causing his skin to tingle in a way he surely wouldn’t have felt were he still standing out in the hot sun. Which way to go, that was the question. It didn’t take him long to decide, because lingering about was surely a fast way to get himself made into a ripe target for ambush. He headed right, flashlight beam bouncing its way in front of him, revealing nothing but rock walls and the detritus left behind by a mining company on its way out.

The tunnels were wide; he couldn’t reach from wall to wall if he’d tried. They were open channels bored into the earth, and the cut tracks on the ground indicated where the mining company had transported the minerals out of the earth with steam locomotive hauling cars. Arch minded his steps as he walked into the silence.

His footsteps echoed, but at such a low resonance that he wondered if they could be heard down the shaft. He slowed his pace, listening, but the sound of a faint dripping in the distance overcame the soft steps. He became aware of his own breathing, even though it was quiet.

His flashlight beam caught the first hint of something foreign in the rocky tunnel, and Arch stopped short. He stood there, the pale light stretching across the dusty tunnel floor until it found a lump, something cloth-like that reminded him of a cocoon. He stood there, hesitant to even move, waiting for something else to stir, as though the mere light could awaken something in the darkness.

He heard something and froze, that crash of fear like a cymbal in his head. He straightened, a pang of awareness running down to his stomach. He was vaguely aware that he’d frozen at the thought of some trouble and told himself that it was natural, that he needed to listen. He needed to know where it was coming from before he could deal with it.

Arch listened, listened hard, waiting for some subtle clue about its location. Was it a demon? A drip of water? The hand on the flashlight shook, and even the knowledge he’d fought a demon that breathed fire at him—on him—did nothing to bring him warmth as he stood there in the dark. It had been a bad idea to come here, he knew that now, not just in his mind, but his gut, which had told him just moments ago to charge into this. The beam shook on the cloth object in front of him, fooling him for just a second into thinking it was moving.

There was a quiet scrape of something and this, he knew for sure, came from behind him. His head snapped around, and he could see no hint of the entrance and the bright sky somewhere above. He could see nothing, not really, like he’d turned off the lights around him and stood in the dark. His hand sweated on the flashlight, felt it slickly in his palm, the ridges feeling almost ineffectual against the tangible proof of his nervousness—his fear.

He almost shouted “Hello!” but remembered himself. There was reassurance in that word, in hearing it echo, in hearing someone else repeat it back. But he kept it in, knowing that here in a mine that had so recently harbored demons, reassurance was not what he was likely to find.

Arch’s eyes adjusted, and now he could see the faint light somewhere down the corridor. Outlines were visible, the dark of the mine broken just slightly by his flashlight’s beam and the far-off promise of daylight somewhere around a curve in the distance.

His breath came slow, controlled as he drew it while measuring his fear with each exhalation. Nerves were a killer in a place like this. It was a mine, after all; demons weren’t the only things in a place like this that made noise. Natural things could do it as well, like water seepage and bats.

Arch brought the flashlight around slowly, casting light over craggy walls and dark stone clefts, until it was shining back up the tunnel from whence he’d come. Coming here still seemed like a bad idea, he reflected as he turned the beam around, and as it fell on a face in the darkness he was struck from behind, a scream filling his ears as he hit the ground and the flashlight rolled out of his grasp, casting his whole world in flashes of light for a moment before it stopped.


***




“Mandy?” Hendricks asked, repeating it like he hadn’t heard it. He stared at the girl, bald as Lex Luthor, her skin wrinkled like she’d been a sun worshipper her whole life, that leather handbag look to it. He was still leaning heavily on Alison and she on him, and it surprised him that they weren’t both flat out on the ground because she sure as shit didn’t look strong enough to bear his weight.

Duncan hummed a few bars of something, and Hendricks cocked his head over to the demon. “Mandy,” Duncan said. “The Manilow song?”

Hendricks glanced at Alison, who shrugged. “Who the fuck is Manilow?”

“Kids these days,” Duncan said. “Mandy … what are you doing here?”

“I live here,” came the ragged response from the fire lady.

Hendricks raised an eyebrow and surveyed the square again. He’d seen shittier shitholes but not too many. He’d broken down doors in Ramadi that looked more livable than this place—and that was after he and his boys had plowed through. “I’m a little surprised anyone lives here,” Hendricks said, holding back the honesty—because it felt like it might firehose out, irritating that girl and her flaming devil dogs. And he didn’t feel like fighting quite yet.

“Lots of people used to,” Mandy said. She sounded a little hollow, a little high-noted mixed with some scratch, like she hadn’t used her voice in a while.

“What happened to them?” Alison asked, and Hendricks gave her a frown. Didn’t she already know?

“You were here before,” Mandy said, staring at Alison with hollow eyes. They were taking it all in, those eyes, but Hendricks had a doubt that it was all making sense to the brain behind them. Mandy looked about eighty percent checked out, by his reckoning. The lights were on, maybe, and that was about it. “You came last time.”

“I came last time,” Alison agreed. “I saw you, from a distance, before we ran. But I didn’t talk to you.”

“No one talks to me,” Mandy said.

“Better than hearing voices, I guess,” Hendricks said. He regretted it as those empty eyes took him in for a minute.

“You look a little like him,” Mandy said, and her bald head went to a forty-five degree angle as she surveyed him. “I think.” She paused and put a burned finger up to her cracked lips; Hendricks could see the dried skin flaking off in a way that suggested to him that a whole fucking tube of Chap-Stick could not fix the dryness problems this lady had. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen him.”

Hendricks wondered how long they should indulge the crazy cat-lady—minus the cats. He landed on, “At least a little longer,” when his eyes fell across the flaming dogs again. They were just waiting, like a command barked would send them leaping forward. Hendricks’s eyes darted to his sword, then back to the dogs. Nope, not great odds. He did not favor them. Walking out would be a lot better. “Who is he?” he asked, trying to sound interested while he worked on a backup plan. None was forthcoming.

“He—” she snarled, “he’s the one who—” She made a guttural noise in her throat that reminded Hendricks of a dog growling. He eyed the flame dogs and decided that nope, it was coming from her. He shot a sidelong glance at Duncan and noticed the demon was still taking it all in, not making a hostile move. The baton was still in his hand, though, which was either a good sign or a damned bad one.

Mandy made a new sound, now, a high, whining one, and it took Hendricks a second to realize what it was.

“She’s crying,” Alison said a second after he got it.

“You’d be crying, too, if you had what I had,” Mandy said, turning those blank eyes on Alison again. “Did you ever have a man … who took everything from you?” Her eyes fell to Hendricks. “Well? Did you?”

“I’ve never had a man, no,” Hendricks replied, regretting his glibness as soon as he’d said it.

It seemed to fall right off Mandy, who focused back on Alison. “Have you?” Mandy asked.

“I have a man, yes,” Alison replied, a little carefully to Hendricks’s ears. He didn’t have to try hard to wonder why; Mandy sounded a little on edge. Well, actually, she sounded like she was on the edge of the cliff standing on her tippy-toes and leaning over, trying to give the abyss a big damned smooch.

“Is this him?” Mandy nodded at Hendricks.

“No,” Alison said.

“What about him?” Now Mandy sounded tired, as she laconically gestured at Duncan.

“Definitely not,” Alison said, and Hendricks cracked a smile at that one. “My man’s not here.”

“I had a man once,” Mandy said, and she’d settled back into a trance-like state where her eyes were fixed on the red-black sky. “He’s gone now.”

Hendricks’s mouth spoke again before his brain could get a grip on that slippery weasel. “Can’t imagine why; it’s such a lovely town you have here.”

She looked at him, but there was no flare of anger. Hendricks felt a jolt in his ribs from Alison, caught the look from Duncan that chided him for being a moron. “It wasn’t always like this,” Mandy said.

“I’d imagine with a name like Hobbs Green it might have been a little … greener, at some point?” Hendricks asked. He got the elbow from Alison again, but this time he fired back a look of his own. He’d kept it diplomatic, dammit.

“It was green once,” Mandy said. “Blue skies, too, I think?” She gazed at Alison with that broken look. “The skies were blue, weren’t they?”

“Still are, elsewhere,” Alison said cautiously. That was probably the safe way to say it, Hendricks figured. “Little different here, though.”

“Yes,” Mandy said, agreeing with a sorrowful aura. “Things are different here.”

“What happened?” Duncan asked, and waited for her eyes to fall on him. “What happened to turn the skies dark and the ground black and …” The demon just let his voice drift off.

“Why, the most joyous thing in the world, of course,” Mandy said, again delivering this like it was self-evident. If nothing else, she was doing a marvelous job of convincing Hendricks that her motor would never again fire on all cylinders. And he had doubts she was ever a V8 to begin with. “I had a baby.” Her hands fell to her stomach, and Hendricks noticed for the first time that what he had thought was black clothing was soot as the covering on her belly smeared and revealed more wrinkled flesh below.

“Holy shit, she’s naked as the day she was born,” Hendricks muttered under his breath. For whatever reason, Alison spared the elbow this time.

“Have you seen my baby?” Mandy asked, her voice off-note this time, some perverse mixture of joy and sorrow.

“Can’t say I have,” Hendricks replied, beating out the other two. “Where is … they?” He switched gears mid-sentence and felt like a moron for the two seconds it took for him to remember he was in the ruins of a demon-burned Alabama town and not a grammar rodeo.

“Why, right here, of course,” Mandy said and knelt. One of the fire dogs padded over to her, leaving scorched earth with every step. Hendricks saw similar paw prints of glass all over the square and realized that everywhere it tread, it left a mark. It made a gawdawful sound that was somewhere between a scream and a mewl, then it brought out a flaming tongue and ran it quickly over Mandy’s cheek before settling lower, anchoring on her small breast. She fell backward as it did, falling on her ass with apparent glee as it suckled from her. The next closest dog came over to them then, not leaving a single glassy paw print as it did so but latching to the other side, rubbing against her with its flaming body and leaving a smear of black soot across her shoulder as it did so. The answer for how she got that fancy suit of ash clothing popped into Hendricks’s head. The other dogs maintained their guard formation as the two front runners nursed, the flames of their bodies burning brighter as they did so.

“These are my babies,” Mandy said, and Hendricks found the time to look over at Alison, her face two inches from his. The discomfort was unmistakeable, but she kept it shy of horror by a long margin. Mandy’s hand ran over the fiery back of the one on her left breast. “But this one is the one I birthed myself.”

Duncan beat Hendricks to the punch. “Who birthed the rest of them?”

“The other women of the town,” Mandy said, smiling at her suckling pups. Hendricks found the way she was looking at them really fucking disturbing, and he thought he’d just about hit the peak when the acid-cum-spurting demon had burned his way through a hooker last week.

“Okay, Khaleesi,” Hendricks said, and caught a funny look from Duncan. “Sometimes I stay in hotels that have HBO,” he explained. Turning his attention back to Mandy, he tried to keep himself level. “What happened to the other women? The other … mothers?”

“They weren’t the mothers,” Mandy said with a shake of her head as she scratched behind the ear of her favorite. “They were surrogates, wombs of convenience to hold my other babies, the ones my own womb couldn’t hold.” Now her crackling voice just sounded like some fucked up mix of innocent and sinister. Hendricks was not taking bets on which of those descriptions was leading in that race, either.

“Where did the babies come from?” Duncan asked. “Who was the father?”

Mandy’s dead eyes flared. “He was a demon from hell.”

“Yeah, I think that’s pretty obvious to all of us at this point,” Hendricks said. No elbow this time, either. “But … uh … did this demon from hell have a name?”

“His name was Mick.” Her hand slid along the neck of her dog.

“I see,” Duncan said, taking it all in. “Was he Irish?”

“Jesus,” Hendricks said, “you really were around in the eighteen hundreds, weren’t you, you racist.”

“All you skin puppets look the same to me,” Duncan replied. “Where did this … Mick … come from?”

“He came to town with the carnival,” Mandy said, her voice taking on a dreamlike quality. “He showed me things …”

“Like his cock,” Hendricks muttered under his breath.

“… things I’d never seen before …” Mandy went on. “Made me feel things … I couldn’t have imagined …”

“Like her hymen bursting, I’d guess,” Alison added. Hendricks approved.

“… and he lied to me, made me give it all to him. Then the carnival left, and he left, and I was left behind with … my baby,” Mandy finished, rubbing the flame dog again. “My babies,” she amended.

“So he worked for the carnival,” Hendricks mused. He blinked for a second. “What the hell is the moral of this story? Don’t fuck a lying carnie?”

“All men are scum who just want to get laid?” Alison suggested, looking at him with a point harder than the elbow to his ribs had been.

“You humans are all idiots,” Duncan added, playing the game.

“He made me special, you know,” Mandy said.

Hendricks let a wary eye drift over the dozen dogs of fire he could see. “Looks like he made a lot of girls ‘special’ before he left town.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “He was only ever with me. The others—they—they could feel it because he was with me. Felt him with them even though they didn’t touch him, didn’t love him like I did.”

Hendricks tried to sift through that, coming up with nothing. “What the fuck is she talking about?” he asked Duncan under his breath. It was almost a stage whisper.

“Sounds like something I’ve heard rumors of but never run across,” Duncan said. “Ancient name; a species that doesn’t really walk the earth anymore. It takes a … partner,” he nodded toward Mandy, “and any women with a fertile womb within a certain distance get hit by this … I dunno, thrall? They get a dose of highly narcotic, erotic, spiritual essence hurled at them. It takes their root in their reproductive organs and, uh …” He waved at the dogs. “Nine months later …”

“He …” Alison’s voice sounded strong, then faded away before exploding out again, “he does a MASS GROUP SEXUAL MIND ASSAULT?!”

Duncan just stood there, like he was trying to evaluate his answer before speaking it aloud. “That’s as good a descriptor as any, but if you want to be technically accurate, you’d need to add in something about essence or soul to the rape charge.”

“This is fucked,” Hendricks pronounced. “This guy is coming to Midian?”

“Carnival,” Alison said. “The Summer Lights Festival is in town. He’s probably already there.”

“Yep,” Hendricks said. “Fucked.” He turned his attention back to Mandy. “You said he, uh … you know … did his thing with you … the night before he left town?”

“Yes,” Mandy said.

“If that’s a pattern,” Hendricks said, “and who knows if it actually is, then when does the carnival leave town?”

“Tonight’s the last night,” Alison said.

“Shit, fuck, damn,” Hendricks said. “What the hell time is it?”

“About time we left,” Duncan said, shooting a gaze at Mandy. “If we’re allowed to.” For this he raised his voice.

“I would let you leave,” Mandy said, rubbing the neck of her fire dog, patting it like a master taking care of their pet. “But my babies … they’re hungry. There hasn’t been a real meal here in a long time … and they can’t just nurse, you know? They’re getting a little old for that …”

“Yeah, most of us stopped using the nipple to nurse a long ways back,” Hendricks said.

“Kinda figured we were about to go headlong into that snag,” Duncan said. He clutched his baton and set his feet defensively. Hendricks gently detached himself from Alison, trying to stand on his own two feet. He wobbled a little. To his surprise, she took their uncoupling better than he had.

Hendricks hoisted the sword in front of him. “Just once, I want to go somewhere that doesn’t suck, where the people and demons aren’t trying to kill me.” He realized, truthfully, that this desire was surprisingly soul-deep, something he’d never before said out loud.

“This is not your day,” Duncan said.

“Tomorrow’s not looking so good for that, either,” Alison chimed in. She had her pistol drawn and was tracking the nearest flame dog, looking down her weapon’s sights at it.

“Well, here’s hoping the day after, then,” Hendricks said, as the first of the fiery beasts leapt at him, and all hell came crashing down around his ears.


16.


John Watkins had been coming to Melina Cherry’s brothel since he was eighteen years old. He’d been a fan of the lady herself for the longest time, because not only did she know how to run the place, she knew how to run his shaft. She’d tickled his cock in more ways than he could count, finding new methods of wringing old pleasures out of his dick all the time. John was thirty-six now, and it didn’t bother him at all that Melina had gotten up there in the years. She still knew how to run his cock.

But ever since this redhead had shown up, his loyalty had wavered. “It’s all right, baby,” Melina had assured him the first time he’d gone to bed with red, just like the other times she’d passed him off to the blond-haired girl—what was her name? Colleen? Yeah, that was it. With the blond gal, it had never taken. She was young, she was decent, but she didn’t start his fire like Melina had. That woman could have suck-started a leaf-blower. She had to be pushing fifty, and he figured he’d keep on visiting her until she was seventy, at least. She knew what he liked.

Then the redhead showed up. All it took was a test drive, Melina whispering in his ear all manner of encouragement in that throaty voice she had, all the things she whispered to him when they were together. It was a kink and a half to him; John had only ever gone for one girl at a time. Having the woman he’d been banging forever telling him to fuck a new girl, and finding that he liked the new girl on her own damned merits …

Well, it was what he’d heard some city boy call an embarrassment of riches. He wanted to spend all his money at Melina Cherry’s brothel. He wished for mail-order Viagra so he could get hard more often. He even considered going to the doctor and complaining he couldn’t get it up. Sure, it’d be damned embarrassing but worth it if he got a regular supply of those little blue pills. He didn’t normally truck with drugs, but fucking was an addiction he could get behind.

And behind it he was at the moment, buried up to his pubes in the redhead. It hadn’t taken him long to remember Melina’s name, because she practically insisted he scream it aloud in their every encounter. She had confidence when he had none, pushing a teenage boy around and pressing every one of the arousal buttons in his then-fledgling, gangling body—the one no one else but him seemed to want to touch. She could still pop his cock to boner in two seconds flat, even with her looks fading.

Names weren’t his strong suit, though, and he was always and forever forgetting the redhead’s name. Lucy? Something like that.

He was thrusting and she was moaning, just a little less sincere than Melina made it sound. God, but she got into it. Just thinking about Melina made him go faster, his hands on the redhead’s hips and thrusting inside, smooth and wet satin ringing his cock all the way down. He could feel the build as he inched closer, his eyes firmly closed. He only cracked them every now and again when he was with her, still visualizing Melina Cherry, the back of her head—

He thrust with a gasp and felt the sensation on his prick disappear. It was the most damned odd thing; one minute he could feel his pubic mound against her taint, the pressure like the curve of her insides was pushing his cock up at a forty-five degree angle. Sloping up into her, like a hungry dog begging for more. More cat. Yeah. He was digging it.

The next minute, the pressure was gone, the smooth satin pussy was gone, and he went from feeling like he was fucking a sweet, tight snatch to feeling like he was fucking empty air. He blinked his eyes in confusion and sure as shit, he was fucking empty air. The redhead was gone, no sign of her pale, freckled back where it had been only a moment earlier. His hands had been lightly resting on her hips and now they hung motionless in space. He knelt there, knees creaking on the bed, dick hanging out into nothingness, already starting to lose altitude—

“What the fuck?” John asked, waiting for the joke, waiting for the girl to pop out from the closet or beneath the bed. He just waited, feeling slightly stupid now that he could see his sweaty, hairy, sunken chest, protruding belly and his deflating cock in the mirror that had been hidden by the redhead’s sweet flame-red tresses only a moment before. He looked at his eyes in the reflection, bulging, trying to figure out if this was a dream.

“Hello?” he called, a little louder. There was no answer.


***




Arch felt the impact on the back of his head and knew he’d been suckered. If he’d had time to think about it, he might have held a little tighter to the flashlight, but the shock of the blow knocked it clean out of his grasp, sent it rattling and rolling away, spinning in a way that made the scene seem like something out of a disco.

He knew by the throbbing in the back of his head that this wasn’t a disco, that the only dancing about to be done was him trying to dance the heck away from whatever was aiming to put a hurt on him. He tried to roll from the blow, mostly by instinct, but it was a struggle of its own to keep control of his body. The impact sent his head rattling; his shoulder hit the hard stone ground and a face full of dust was his reward for failing to land properly.

Something landed on his back with a lot of weight, and Arch felt that panic rise again from what he suspected was coming.

The dust was everywhere, the dirt filling his nose and the back of his mouth, prompting a cough, a tickle and a liquid gush from his nose where he’d hit. It was hot blood, pain in his lip and face and shoulder, and even as he fought back against the imperious weight on his back, he knew that this was a lousy position from which to begin a fight. Not a bad one for losing a fight, though.

Arch thrust blindly with the one thing he’d managed to keep a hold on. The blade of the knife found something above him, striking a skipping blow against something that was perched on his back, applying weight and pressure to grind him into the earth.

The weight vanished with a hiss and the sound of crackling flames, and Arch had almost a half second to breathe before something else landed on him, just as hard, driving the air out of him once more and filling his ears with the sound of something—something very not human—snarling hot, foul breath past the side of his head.


***




Hendricks didn’t find much strength in his arms for swinging his sword, but he got it around anyway. He caught the first flame dog on the point of it, watched the orange fire turn dark and suck inward like some sci-fi movie version of a black hole. It provided him with just the briefest sense of satisfaction before the next one came, and he stumbled back in response to the speed of the damned thing.

He paid little attention to the crack of gunshots from his right. He could see out of the corner of his eye the effect Alison was having on the fiery dogs—not much, unfortunately. They were staggered a little here and there, and that was about it. He could use the hesitation, though, because they truly did move like dogs. Low the ground, running in a loping motion that carried them across the cracked and broken road that divided the square from the mouth of the alley where they stood. If Hobbs Green was a place the world had forgotten, Hendricks figured that these things were a very definitely good reason for that amnesia, and he found himself wishing he’d never even heard of this damned place. Very literally damned place.

The bonfire roared and rose higher, belching more of the flaming beasts out of its depths. They swept past Mandy, who had her arms raised like she was directing an orchestra or some such shit. “Shoot her!” Hendricks called out, hoping Alison would take the hint.

Shots rang out from his right, and he saw Mandy stagger, her bald head lowered from the impact. Her scalp was wrinkled, too, and had the scuff of black singeing all about it. Hendricks spared a thought to wonder how someone once presumably normal had gotten so fucked up, then he remembered the fucking fiery dog sucking her teat and figured shooting one of those out of your joyhole might just start the party on being fucking nuts. He brought his sword down across the neck of another dog, but it was utterly pointless; he’d killed two, and in the time it’d taken him to do so, a dozen more had emerged from the fire, charging in a flat run at them, a pack of burning wolves hungry for blood.

“Dear God, I hope that fucking kills her,” he had time to whisper before another dog came at him. The worst of them were still coming, still charging. Right now they were held at bay by Alison’s shooting, judicious pistol shots that made ’em squeal and bark, smoke and little gouts of flame coming out of their snouts as they flinched away for a second, more resentful of the pain than actually injured. Hendricks could sense the feral calculation behind those burning eyes, watched them hold off for reinforcements. He had a bad feeling about those growing numbers, watched a few start to peel off from the bonfire and snake sideways, and he knew for a fact that he’d have a hellfire hound nipping at his ass in just a few shakes.

Mandy’s head came back up, and the dark eyes were replaced by flames of their own. Not content to be the bitch who bred flaming hell dogs, something had twisted her shit up and there was a literal fire oozing out of her eyes like her brain had fried off in a grease fire. She didn’t look lost or dreamy anymore; she looked pissed and nuts, the black ash leotard scraped clean in all the wrong places, giving Hendricks a view of aging anatomy that seemed to fit just perfectly with his own personal vision of hell. Hell was a town like this, swarming with devil dogs and administered by some old naked lady. “If I ever get old and go evil, I hope I have the fucking sense not to let my dick and balls hang down to my knees while I’m being a fucked-up crazy person,” Hendricks said.

“I wouldn’t worry about either of those happening right now,” Alison said, in the middle of a reload. “If you make it out of here to get old, it probably won’t be with your balls intact to get saggy.” She dropped the mag out of the bottom of the Glock and didn’t even bother to fetch it, slamming the new one home without racking the slide. Slick move, Hendricks thought, and her weapon belched a shot. He spared a glance to the magazine and saw it was completely dry; she’d had the presence of mind to count her shots. On a fifteen-round magazine. He would have squeezed out a low whistle of admiration if he hadn’t been stabbing some asshole demon pup in the face.

“Less talk, more fight,” Duncan said, whipping a fire-red dog so hard it flew through the air as its flames guttered to black and disappeared before it hit the ground. “Maybe spare your balls to sag another day.”

“You really think we’re gonna walk out of this alive?” Hendricks asked, whipping his blade around. “They’re gonna be on our asses from the flank in less than a minute, I figure.”

He felt Alison brush his side, felt his gun slide out of his holster and watched her hoist it up, drawing it as she forced her back to his like something out of a fucking John Woo movie; she had one eye on the side of him and one on the alley behind them. “Oh ye of little faith,” she said.

“No faith, actually,” Hendricks said, with a gallows grin.


***




Arch felt the hit, felt the heat from the thing that was on him. That skitter of pure, blind terror that snaked its way over his skin, that settled around his belly. He tried to arch his back, tried to throw it off, but it was so heavy. He bent his arm and thrust the blade at it, missing clean. He wondered where it was, figured it had to be close and down on his back. Felt it writhe on him like a snake, the sound of something like elastic straining—bicycle pants, he figured a little belatedly—and then caught a flare of hard pain right in the kidney.

He took a full lungful of dirt, coughing and sputtering, ready to cough up everything he’d ever breathed. The dry dust was like he’d inhaled a sandbox, grainy and wet from his saliva, hints of blood coloring the taste. He spat as he coughed, felt a glob fall between his lips and hang there, suspended just off the ground, last stringer dangling from his lip as the pain shot through his whole back again.

It felt like someone had taken a crowbar to him, like he’d been tackled without pads around the midsection. From behind. By a tiger. If an ache was a rumble of the body’s discontent, but this was a full-throated scream from the lower back on up, the cry of a body and a mind in panic and terror about what was fixing to happen to it. Arch thrust himself hard against the ground and tried to roll to the side. It worked, and he found himself on top of the small-framed demon riding his back.

Arch threw an elbow back and felt it land on smooth fabric. He heard it make that noise, that rubbery squeak as his foe struggled back, still pressing into his back. Arch threw his head back and slammed it into something hard, driving the apex of his skull into something a little softer. He felt warm fluid splatter in his short hair and wondered if it was demon blood or snot, then drove his head back again, uncaring.

His elbow found its own purchase, and the creature behind him went slack. Arch scrambled and drove the knife blindly backwards into its side. There was a brief moment of fear as his senses caught up to his rational thought: what if this wasn’t a demon at all?

Then the black fire burned hot in the darkness—just a flash of something darker than the cave in front of his eyes—and his world was righted again.

He was on his knees, the gravel biting into his skin under the leg of his pants, doing that slow chew into the kneecaps as he dove for the flashlight that was just out of reach. He wanted to see, needed to see, needed to spin it in a circle and vanquish the shadows around him, to have it confirm for him that all the things trying to get him in the dark were gone—

His fingertips just barely touched the black checkered grip when he got hit in the back again, and the beam that promised to be the light that would drive the darkness out of his world spun out of his grasp yet again as Arch tumbled back to the floor of the mine.


***




Hendricks was off by a few seconds, not that he was keeping count. The bonfire was belching those flame dogs still, the smell of sulfur from their fires clouding his senses and hanging thick in the air like low-hanging smog he couldn’t even see. Alison’s right-hand gun was firing him behind him now, the one she’d kept pointed down the alley. He had his doubts about how effective she’d be with it—it was his 1911, after all, that big-framed automatic—but he watched her catch two of the flaming dogs right in the middle of their big, Rottweiler-sized bodies and thought if he was gonna put his faith in an Almighty, he might direct it toward the Southern belle at his back who was pegging demons one-handed like they were a ten ring on a target at the range, not big fucking flaming demon dogs running at her with intent.

“You’ve only got eight shots,” Hendricks cautioned her, though it was probably unnecessary. He brought the point of his sword forward and poked another hellhound. The only thing saving him at this point was the complete lack of pressure needed to deflate a demon. Fortunately, they kept running at him, and no matter how fast they came, he managed to give ’em the poke at some point in their attack. From there it was just a second ’til they evaporated, leaving a more sulfurous stink hanging around them.

“We’ll be dead long before she runs out,” Duncan said from Hendricks’s left. Their little triangle had gotten a fucklot smaller, with the OOC at his side. The dogs were still approaching slowly, though their numbers were growing sickeningly larger all the time.

“They don’t seem to be running short of help,” Hendricks observed. “Anyone think we have half a chance if we break and run?”

“Nope,” Alison said. Dead certain.

“They’ll run us down and tear us to shreds like Korean barbecue,” Duncan said. “Minus the sauce.” He paused for a second. “Well, I suppose in your case, the blood is like a sauce, maybe—”

“Listen to the demon gourmand,” Hendricks muttered. “We’re not cooked just yet.”

“Your indomitable spirit is endearing,” Duncan said. “But this fight is pretty damned near over.”

“No,” Alison said, “it’s not. We just need to hold out.”

Hendricks’s ears perked up at that. “Why? Is the cavalry coming to save us?”

She did not answer, the sound of her guns firing in tandem covering any reply, the smell of the discharged bullets mingling with the sulfur of the hellhounds.

“At least it’s not as hot anymore,” Hendricks said as he raised the sword again. There was a demon dog coming right at him, flames trailing from its body—

A rifle shot cracked through the air around them and knocked the dog back, rolling it across the road with a yelp. Everything froze as it echoed through the town square, and Hendricks stared at the beast, which had come to rest at Mandy’s blackened feet, fire-covered ears turned down in discouragement.

“What … the hell was that?” Hendricks asked, turning his head just far enough around to see the smile perched on Alison’s wearied lips.

“‘Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged, for the LORD your God will be with you wherever you go,’” she said, drumming the words out with a steady rhythm.

“That’s not an answer,” Hendricks said, rolling his eyes, “and I kind of doubt your mythical savior is waiting on a hilltop nearby with a sniper rifle waiting to save us all from the fires of hell.”

“No,” Alison said, and he could hear the smile without looking at her, “but my other father is.” He could feel her straighten with her back against his, her voice gain confidence and wash with relief as she spoke. “And while he might not have unerring and holy accuracy on his side, he does have the advantage of being a pretty damned good shot.”


***




Arch could feel the end at hand, his struggles all down to naught. Much as he writhed, much as he jabbed that knife back looking for the substance of a demon body to pierce, he had no luck in the matter. These things were contortionists, in control of their bodies in a way that kept him from laying a stabbing on them. His elbow was locked, a demon hand blocking it. The whole fight, from the moment he’d been suckered from behind, had been an exercise in fighting in the dark against stronger things. Nastier things. Meaner things.

Arch’s brain defaulted to scripture in moments such as these, the quotes sustaining him. The one that popped to mind now was from the book of Jeremiah, but the idea of hope and a future and prospering seemed like folly. After all, when a man was on his deathbed, his earthly travails were at end. Hope and a future and prosperity were out of the question, at least on the mortal coil. As Arch felt the thing—this last in a succession of ‘things’—on his back, making itself ready to do him in, he was utterly certain that his time was spent. It produced just the faintest hint of trepidation; the doubts came and with all the requisite humility.

Did I do enough? Did I fight my hardest? Was it foolish to come here?

While he was sure the answer to that last was a resounding YES, in that split second before the final blow landed, he didn’t get to the conclusion of his thought. He felt the force reverberate through his body, but it was lighter than the deathblow he’d expected. It was a shock, a stunning move, a body hammering against his in a haphazard, disorganized sort of way. Chest against his back, weight on his frame, a thump that tingled him from toes to fingers. It came again, then again, and Arch held himself still, considering it. It didn’t hurt, not really.

The last impact produced a hiss after the hit, and he felt the flames of hell lick across his back as the thing on top of him disappeared in rush of the black fire from below. Arch rolled to his back, and found himself looking up at a white face in the dark, lit by the refracted beam of the flashlight.

Dr. Lauren Darlington stood there, a tire iron in her hand. He watched as it slipped from her grasp to hit the floor of the mine, initial thud muted by the sand, followed by a ringing echo when the long shaft of it came in contact with exposed rock. Its clatter could be heard all through the mine, he thought, still stuck on her horrified face.

“What …” Her fingers came up to her cheeks, like she was trying to cover her eyes but not quite making it there, “… the hell … was that?”


***




Another shot rang out, sweet thundering déjà vu for Hendricks, recalling all those recent incidents where the shot of a rifle preceded his ass getting pulled out of the frying pan it was dangling onto. Except this time the woman who’d been doing the trigger pulling up ’til now was standing just behind him, her back against his black drover coat.

“You been talking with your daddy?” Hendricks asked, “or did he just happen by—you know, decided it was a fine day for a drive down to Alabama to visit a town where the canine fire-breathers run free and wild and there’s no bag limit?”

“I was texting with him,” Alison said, “on the way down.” A light went off for Hendricks, remembering looking back and seeing her peering at her lap. He’d thought maybe she was head down from fatigue or sorrow.

“You were faking that hobble on the way in here, too,” Hendricks said, shaking his head. “You slowed us down so he could catch up.”

“Carrying that Barrett miles over uneven terrain was a bad idea for me,” she said. “But my daddy has lighter rifles, and he’s a deer hunter. That means he can tread the rough ground pretty fair.”

“Nice,” Hendricks conceded as he poked another fire dog in the snout. It whimpered for a half second before it dissolved. “You could have let us know company was coming.”

“Didn’t think you’d take kindly to more people treading in on your demon hunting circle,” she said. She eased off him, back toward the rear of the alley. “We’re gonna need to start getting out of here now.”

“They’re still flanking us,” Hendricks said, turning back in time to see Duncan dispense with one of five (five!) of the critters that swarmed up the alley from behind them. “Unless you think we should run through town.” Hendricks chanced a look toward the square as another bellow of a rifle cracked out. “Your daddy is probably gonna get run down by those things pretty soon, you know.”

“He can take care of himself,” she said.

“Well, as much as I applaud his help, he’s overlooking the square and we’re fucked if we try and work our way to him,” Hendricks said. “So I guess what I’m saying is … he’s bought a couple minutes, that’s all.” He hacked the blade down and took one of the devil dogs’ heads off. They were pacing themselves, he could tell. When they unleashed, it was not gonna be a pretty sight. Still more of them popping out of that bonfire all the time, too.

“Sometimes all you need to do is play for time, Mr. Hendricks,” Alison said.

“I think we’re about played out,” he replied. He was all in favor of hoping for a change in the status quo, but this far from help there wasn’t much hope for the quo to get a status update.

And then there was a brief flash of light and a red-haired, pale-skinned woman wearing jeans and a t-shirt appeared and kicked a hellhound so hard it flew across the road, and Hendricks felt a flicker of doubt that his lack of faith might maybe—just maybe—be a couple degrees off. It didn’t last, though.


***




“Seriously, what the hell was that?”

Lauren Darlington didn’t recognize the sound of her own voice. It sounded choked, strangled, like that—that thing—that had been about to throttle Arch Stan had jumped up and wrapped long, pale fingers around her own throat.

Arch Stan was on a knee now, eyeing her warily, nothing in his hand but a switchblade. She could see his eyes in the dark, the outline of his face, but that was it. He was a shadow, a slow-moving ghost that was crawling up to unfurl itself in her face. She’d had a tire iron in her hands but it was gone now, and she fixated on the knife in his fingers, looking at it with a mix of wonder and horror that congealed together, conspiring to make her want to recoil and run.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his voice sounding like he’d been a little choked himself.

“I am not fucking okay,” Lauren forced out. “I am not at all fucking okay. I am miles from fucking okay. I am from here to Chicago from okay, okay?” She stared him down, took a step back because of the knife—finally, her brain unlocking her legs, though she didn’t dare reach for the tire iron—and then stood there, feeling helpless, absolutely flummoxed by what she’d seen.

Arch seemed unaffected, his shadow moving to collect the flashlight that had fallen by the wayside. He stooped, scooped it up, and she could hear his breath and labor as he did so. It made a scratching noise, scuffing the rock as he retrieved it, a sound that reminded her of a record needle being removed.

She’d followed him to see what he was doing, this rogue, lying deputy who had been on her list, that ephemeral shit list that she’d kept for sixteen years. What she’d found was him getting his ass beat by—by—by—

By some guy in bicycle pants who’d disintegrated in a flash of black fire. She hadn’t imagined that, had she?

She remembered them coming down the hill, those guys on the bikes, remembered wanting to jump the cliff’s edge. What had that been? A delusion? The cry of a mind entering psychosis? This was shit straight out of a psych residency. People did not dissolve into flame when you beat them with a tire iron. That was not normal.

“They were demons,” Archibald Stan said into the echoing darkness of the mine. He kept the flashlight out of her eyes, scanning down the shaft with it, back in the direction he’d been heading when she was following him. Which had been stupid, she had to concede.

“Oh, fuck you, holy roller,” she said, in utter disgust.

That put the silence back in the tunnel. “Excuse me?” Arch Stan wore that shield of aw-shucks politeness like a home-stitched quilt, but she’d seen through it before.

“What kind of cock and bull are you trying to get me to swallow?” Lauren asked.

“You hit a guy with a tire iron, and he got dragged back to hell before your eyes,” Arch said. “You decide if you want to believe me or not, but—” He made a clicking sound as the flashlight beam swept back around and finally hit her, effectively blinding her. “Either way, you might want to get out of here.”

“Why?” She covered her eyes, blinking away from the beam. “Are there more of them?”

“I don’t think so, but I didn’t know there were any to begin with,” Arch said. “No, I’m suggesting you leave because I’m leaving, and I’m taking my light with me.” He started toward her but kept a healthy distance, steering wide of her as he approached.

“Fan-fucking-tastic,” Lauren muttered, and she started to shuffle back, ready to make for the entry.

“Dr. Darlington?” he asked, and she stopped in her tracks, staring at the shadow hidden behind the flashlight. “Don’t forget your tire iron.”

“Fuck you very much,” she said, and took a few steps forward before dropping to a knee and sweeping her hand around to find it. She ran a palm over the dust before jarring the handle, then wrapped her fingers around it and hefted it to her side. She stood, never taking an eye off Arch Stan as she gestured toward the mine entrance, somewhere out of sight down the tunnel. “Lead on.” She followed him, fuming, through the dark, happy to let the silence between them fester.


***




“Hell descends and the crazy bitch appears,” Duncan said. His baton was whipping around in a frenzy, fast enough Hendricks’s eyes couldn’t even keep up. Devil dogs were turning black and burning up faster than he could count.

Hendricks heard him and did not acknowledge him, not really wanting to chance offending her. She heard, he was sure. She heard everything. Hell, she’d just dropped into this blazing corner of Alabama without warning, and he would have bet she’d been in Midian just seconds earlier. It was damned curious what Starling could do. Curious and freaky, and not worth contemplating in detail at the moment. “Took you long enough,” he found it in him to sputter out, but he did it with a little gratitude.

“I could not let you perish at the teeth of these things,” Starling said in that flat, emotionless tone.

“Because you’ve got big plans for me to perish elsewhere, in a bigger and better way?” He tried to keep it light, but after the words left his lips he felt a quiver wondering if there was any truth to the question. She did not answer either way, instead sending another demon dog yelping its way back to momma.

Hendricks saw Mandy again now, encircled in a sea of the flaming pups. They were curled around her, a sea of flaming devils she could walk across to get to them, if she was of a mind to. Hendricks did not like that idea, either.

She turned away from them and Hendricks caught a glimpse of her back. The skin on her shoulders was wrinkled and burned on each of the blades, scarred and healed, like a burn crusted over and burned again. He had a vision of them raring up on hind paws, putting it to her from behind in the way that dogs did, and he felt sick to his stomach even as he brought his blade down with unusual violence, lopping the head off one of them.

He got the sense that whatever they had done to fuck her up, it went a lot deeper than just her lack of hair and the black dust that clung to her wrinkled skin like a leotard. Those scars bespoke something twisted and isolated that threatened to bring up his half-digested waffle.

“It would be best for your own survival if you began a retreat,” Starling said, her back turned as she hurled another flame dog back to mommy dearest.

“It woulda been best for my survival if I’d never come here in the first place,” Hendricks said.

“But then you would have missed the truth of things.” Starling punched one of the leaping dogs in the jaw so hard it disintegrated into black flame, the disturbance carrying through ten feet of air before it finished sucking the thing back to its origin.

“You could have just told me,” Hendricks said, exasperated. “‘Hey, Hendricks, I know I’m a cold and frosty demon ass-kicker who moonlights as a whore, but I’ve now saved your life on multiple occasions, so listen up: there’s a carnie in town who’s going to have sex with some girl and she’s going to give birth to flaming demon dogs that will destroy the town. Might wanna get on that.’ Boom. And I would have, no day trip into the heart of darkness necessary.”

She paused and looked back at him, her ice-white flesh and dark eyes causing his skin to tingle from the attention. “You needed to see.” Without even looking, she punched another demon dog into oblivion. “You needed to know. You are being prepared.”

“You make him sound like a meal,” Alison said, pitching in with an even-toned reply of her own.

“Hell would spit such a rough morsel as he from its lips in the trace of a wing’s flap,” Starling said. “He needs to be coarsened.”

“Before hell can properly eat me?” Hendricks asked. “Hell can fucking blow me, and I give less than a damn whether it spits or swallows after that.”

“I’d be careful,” Duncan said. “In case you haven’t noticed, veteran demon hunter, the one thing creatures of the underworld have in common is lack of access to modern dentistry.”

“Oh, fuck all of you,” Hendricks said. He pushed gently against Alison’s back. “She’s right; let’s bail.” He felt her start to move back down the alley and he followed. “Duncan, you coming?”

“A few steps behind, but yeah,” Duncan’s voice reached him, full of strain. “Just gonna keep the redhead company while you two get a head start.” The heavy smell of that sulfur reeked in Hendricks’s nose. Another shot echoed in the distance. Hendricks wondered if he’d lost track or if the shooter had moved in the last few minutes. Probably the latter; it sounded closer now.

“Let’s bug the fuck out,” Hendricks said, rushing the way through the alley with his sword out front. They burst out the other side to find it clear of dogs and the woods looking awfully damned inviting. “Hope you’re in the mood for a run,” he said to Alison as he started humping it over the uneven ground.

She already had her gun holstered and was pacing him cautiously, her hair flashing as she kept her eyes out for danger. Smart girl. She edged over to him and jammed his gun back in his belt holster, the slide still cocked back and the chamber exposed. She never broke stride. “Bet I make it back to the car before you,” she said and hustled up. He hurried behind her, and listened for Duncan’s footfalls from the direction of town. It took a while to hear them, but they did finally reach his ears, along with another set that was lighter.


***




“I assume you weren’t down that mining tunnel by pure coincidence,” Arch said as they broke out into the daylight. The afternoon sun was hanging high overhead, taking its slow arc around the sky. Wafting white clouds rolled along, and the wind came rolling too, but off the top of the mountain.

“Yeah, I’m not doing a rotation in the local abandoned mine,” Dr. Darlington quipped. The woman had a sour face, like she had just swallowed a dill pickle and maybe took a chaser of the brine as well. He’d seen her around town, and she didn’t always look like that. Just when she was pointed at him.

“Why were you following me?” Arch asked, leaning warily against his vehicle. His khaki uniform bore dark stains down both legs and all across the chest; he looked like he’d been wrangling pigs or at least playing an afternoon football game, minus the grass stains.

“Why are you changing IV bags at a hospital?” She spat it back at him with a hostility that wouldn’t have been out of place in a line of scrimmage with the bitterest rival team across from him.

“I … don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said with so little conviction that it didn’t sound like he was within even a hundred miles of honest.

She gave a little smug smile in response. “I’m gonna enjoy watching you twist for this. And if not for this, it sounds like your sheriff has enough other stuff to bury you forever.”

Arch straightened, felt his back tense all the way down. “What are you talking about?” Reeve had said he was going to come after Arch if Erin hit the skids. “Did something happen to Erin—Deputy Harris?”

“What did you put in that IV bag?” Lauren asked.

“I didn’t put anything in an IV bag,” Arch said, and this he delivered truthfully. “Is she all right?”

Darlington stared back at him, her hands clenched. She wore scrubs, he realized a little belatedly, and her car was parked just behind his cruiser. She had a cell phone in one of her pockets, and she pulled it up to look at the screen. “No news yet, which is probably good for you, since they would have called me if she died.”

Arch took a breath of relief, letting his back muscles relax as he slumped back to the car. He closed his eyes. “Thank the Lord.”

“No thanks to you, I think you mean.”

“I didn’t do anything to Erin,” Arch said, cracking an eye open. That woman still looked fiercely sour.

“We sent the bag for analysis,” she said, staring flatly at him, more than a little malice in her gaze. “We’re gonna find whatever you put in there.”

“You’re not gonna find much of anything, then,” Arch said, rolling himself a little along the side of the Explorer toward the door. Normally he wouldn’t have been that cavalier with his duty uniform, getting it dirty on the side of his car, but it was already well and truly wrecked anyhow. The car and the uniform.

“Then why’d you change the IV bag?” Dr. Darlington asked.

“How do you know I did?” Arch said, pulling himself off the side and taking a breath of the fresh mountain air. It was a fair sight better than what he’d been breathing in the mine. “Is there some reason you always assume the worst of me, Doctor?”

That got a rise out of her. Those snakelike eyes went so narrow she couldn’t have squeezed a fat tear out of either of them. “I know who you are, Archibald Stan, and I’ve known all along, even if nobody else wanted to believe the truth of you. You were a sorry, belittling, pious, hateful little shit when you were a child, and now you’re a corrupt, bullying, power-mad murderer in a town going straight to hell.” She had that low, loathing drag to her voice like every word of her soliloquy was sweet pain to spill out.

He just blinked at her. It wasn’t exactly the first time someone had said something unkind about him, but it might have been the worst thing he’d heard that didn’t have a racial epithet thrown in. “Well, answer me this, then, Dr. Darlington,” he applied the full sarcasm to her title, something he did not normally do, “if I’m a ‘power-mad murderer,’ and we’re up here in a deserted location all alone together …” He opened his car door, boosting himself up to get in but still throwing a venomous glare right back at her, “why haven’t I just shot you dead and called it a happy day?”

He watched her face contort in reaction, that furious uncertainty dissolving as she realized either she’d put herself at stupid risk or that he might have been lying. He found that he did not care either way and tossed her an uncharacteristic salute as he started his car. His wheels tossed gravel as he floored it in reverse, narrowly missing her car with the Explorer as he wheeled around in the old, weed-filled parking lot of the mine. He left her in the dust, but the stings she left him with vexed him all the way back to town and beyond.


***




“On your left!” Duncan called just before he overtook Hendricks. Hendricks had been expecting this for a while, since he’d heard Duncan’s footsteps coming from behind. He didn’t glance back, but he knew Starling had to be close at hand as well.

She came alongside a moment later as Duncan passed him to match pace with Alison. The red-clouded sky burned overhead, casting a glare down on them like they were under a crimson light. “You are well?” the redhead asked, causing Alison’s head to jerk around. Hendricks could read the expression on her face, but when she spoke in response he didn’t quite expect what she said.

“What kind of rough, no-lube butt-fuckery is this?” Alison stopped hard and turned on Starling. “You sent us here—”

“She seems angered,” Starling said, like it was a matter of no consequence. Oh, the grass is green.

“Can’t imagine why,” Hendricks said, coming to a stop himself. He put his palms on his knees this time and gave Alison a sour look for not doing the same. She looked completely unbothered by the run. Neither were Duncan or Starling, but that was different.

Hendricks heard the crashing of brush and turned his head in time to see the man he’d met earlier that morning—lo, those many hours ago when the sun was still well below the horizon—coming at them in the darkness. Hendricks could tell it was him by the bevy of flashlights that suddenly got pointed his way. That same slightly overweight, large-framed fellow—except now he had a hunting rifle snugged across his shoulder by strap and a pistol on his belt that looked like a real, old-fashioned wheelgun.

“Daddy!” Alison said with obvious relief and took off for him, feet crushing leaves with each step. She threw herself into his arms and sank into his chest.

“Baby girl.” Mister—what was it he’d introduced himself as? Longcolt? Longholt, that was it. Mr. Longholt hugged his daughter tight, his greyish brown head of thinning hair bowing down to Alison’s shoulder. Hendricks couldn’t see his face, but that didn’t stop him from looking.

“And now she is no longer angry,” Starling observed. The sky is red.

“Even you mystical beings can’t figure women out,” Hendricks said.

“Don’t be a pig,” Duncan said.

“Oink oink,” Hendricks said with an unintended snort at the end. He snapped his gaze to Mr. Longholt. “I take it we don’t have to spend time doing the long explanation about what just happened back there?”

“Demons from hell,” Mr. Longholt said, pulling his head off his daughter’s shoulder. He didn’t look old or frail, not one bit. He looked strong, maybe a little wary, like many a soldier in a war zone Hendricks had known. “That’s what’s going on in Midian right now?”

“In a nutshell,” Hendricks said. He hadn’t been able to formulate much of an opinion about the man when they’d met the night before, being in something approaching screaming pain, but this was more than a bit impressive. “If you don’t want your town to turn out like this, we need to get back immediate-damn-ly.”

“We need to keep moving,” Starling said.

Hendricks turned his eyes to Duncan. “They following us?”

“Doubtful,” Duncan said, shaking his head quickly. “But I still can’t see in there. Someone mucked this place up, bad.”

Hendricks blinked at the OOC. “Are you talking about the fact that this place is burned to the fucking ground?”

Duncan didn’t even show a hint of emotion. “That too. But it’s clouded over. Some kind of work like Spellman does, but maybe on a bigger scale. I thought it was cloudy before we went in, but it’s kinda like fog; you can’t see in front of you so it’s hard to tell if there’s anything going on inside.” He glanced at Starling, and a hint of distaste appeared. “Red here doesn’t seem to share my limitations, though, so if she says we should keep moving, we should keep moving.”

“Roger that,” Hendricks said, breaking into a jog again long after Mr. Longholt had started moving his daughter forward. Just another reason for the Army man to rise in his estimation. Between that and the impressive daughter he’d raised, Hendricks was beginning to think he’d been making a mistake running solo all these years.


***




Mick had some time off, so he went into town. The sun was starting to arc lower in the sky, heading toward its terminus on the western horizon. He was excited about the night’s activities, about what the evening with Molly would entail. He had trouble with her name, because some time in the itty-bitty hours of the morning he’d remembered that the last girl he’d been with, in that Alabama slice of shit town, had been Mandy. It had popped right into his mind like only something long forgotten could, ringing triumph of random memory in his ears. She’d been a sweet little piece, hadn’t she? Nice knees and everything. He wasn’t all that curious about how she was doing, but if things fell into the usual pattern, she was probably still alive—if one could call what she was doing living.

As he looked around the town square, he felt nothing. Less than nothing, really. The urge was too strong, it was burning him up inside. Left unsated, in about another year he’d be a walking erection, a disaster area of demonic proportions. He wouldn’t be able to be near anybody, his essence would be bleeding out in flaming bursts of uncontrolled emotion. He’d tried holding it back once, when he was young and denying what he was. That had been Italy, he thought, and a few hundred years back. It had sure as shit cost him, too, made him flee the country in a hell of a hurry. Bonfire of the vanities looked quaint by comparison.

No, this was the time, this was the place. Just another stop for the carnival, just another town. Except this one was already heading to hell anyway, so why not speed up the process a bit?

He could smell the scent of coffee coming out of the Surrey Diner and thought about stopping in for a bit. He had that plan with Molly, knew where to meet her and when, was ready to follow through with it. He looked at his watch, the face scratched with a half a hundred nicks in the glass, and bemoaned—not for the first time—the slow passage of the hours.

What the hell was there to do in this town?

He came with a half an inch of voicing that thought, and then the faint crowd around the square gave him an answer.

“Flame inside,” came a dreamy voice, far off, from behind him. “Fire burns, runs through the trees.” He turned to see a man standing there in clothes a hell of lot worse than his own, and his were not exactly new and fancy. The guy looked to be in his fifties, old navy shirt that was threadbare and worn, long-sleeved even in the heat. He wore long, stained trousers, too, some sort of heavy canvas-looking material. He was sweating, a stocking cap pulled down around his ears.

Homeless, Mick thought. Bum. Not the sort of thing you saw a lot of in a town like this, but here one was.

“I can see it burning like a lit match inside,” the bum said, staring at Mick. The man’s eyes were looking straight through him, and Mick felt just a little swell of panic inside as his essence rippled. “Oooh,” the man said. “Pretty, it crackles like flame.”

“Don’t mind Jarrett,” came a rough voice from behind him, causing Mick to pinwheel around. There was a guy in the alley next to him, wearing a white apron as he came out the side door of the diner, full trash bag in his hand. Looked older than the bum, and Mick realized he’d seen him before. Pat, wasn’t it? He squinted and caught the nametag. His hair was grey brown, and he looked like he scowled more than he smiled. “Came home from Vietnam a little off, but he’s harmless.”

Mick tore his glance from Jarrett, the bum, to Pat. He hadn’t met Pat before, but he knew who he was. He was the guy giving Mick the stinkeye from behind the counter of the diner when he’d been sitting there with Molly last night.

“The flames are rising,” Jarrett said, like he was in some kind of fucking trance. Mick could still feel the nervousness, but at least now he had a plan. He eased away from Jarrett and toward Pat, taking odd note of the stains and marks down the apron on the old proprietor.

“I know you,” Mick said, putting on a fake smile.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Pat replied, pausing after heaving the garbage bag into the open dumpster. He wasn’t looking at Mick with suspicion, exactly, but it wasn’t friendliness, either.

“You were the one giving me dirty looks when I was with Molly last night,” Mick said, throwing some affable in there. It was all pretend, of course, but he kept his pace steady, trying to stage-manage the show and hoping that the bum stayed right where he was. A glance back showed that he was doing exactly that, though he’d taken to mumbling under his breath.

The alley was in shade with the side of the diner keeping the sun off of Mick’s head. For this he was slightly grateful. He offered a hand to Pat. “I’m Mick. Nice to meetcha.”

Pat glanced down at it like it was a foreign object, and Mick could see him weighing the options. Out of politeness he finally out thrust his own and took it, but Mick didn’t miss that it was the hand that had been holding the garbage bag seconds earlier. Fucker. Mick didn’t even feel remorse for what he was about to do after that. “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Pat said, putting the squeeze on Mick’s hand, though by his tone he clearly wasn’t.

Mick met his eyes, shook his hand once firmly, then glanced again back at the bum. He was at a good twenty paces away, and that was good enough for Mick.

“The fire,” Jarrett whispered.

“What’s he talking about?” Mick asked, nonchalant. He reached inside and started to play with something he’d only used once before, squinting at Jarrett like he held the secret of life.

“Like I told you, he ain’t right,” Pat said from Mick’s peripheral vision. Mick knew he was far enough away to make this plausible. It was just a matter of effort, really. He pictured the bum in his head, pictured him in flames, rising—

“So hot,” Jarrett said quietly. “Sooooo hot.” The voice rose.

“It’s a hot day all right,” Pat said toward the bum.

Mick reached deeper, looked deeper, saw the middle of the bum. He didn’t think of him as a person anymore, not that he cared all that much. There was a switch in there, a fiery middle, and all he had to do was—

“AIEEEEEEEEEE!” The shriek was instantaneous, and Mick found himself jumping back involuntarily just from the noise.

“Jesus!” Pat said from next to him, startled. “Simmer down, Jarrett!”

“Is this normal?” Mick asked, taking note of the first strains of smoke wafting from under the bum’s dark shirt.

“He’s usually fairly docile,” Pat said. “But I have seen him get irate once or twice.” The man said ‘twice’ like ‘twiced,’ like it had a d to end it. Southerners. It was barely audible over the bum’s shrieks by this point.

The fire burst out of the belly of the bum’s shirt like a door coming off a stove, and the next scream he let out was consumed by a belch of flame that rolled out of his mouth.

“Holy shit!” Pat said. He did not move to help and neither did Mick; the diner owner just stood there, stunned, and Mick stood right with him, though only feigning surprise. Inside, he was a big, bubbling pot of indifference.

The bum’s screams died with the gout of fire that came out of his mouth and his skin was replaced with flame within a second, a blackened skull appearing within them like some object partially unearthed. The fire crackled as the bum fell to his knees, arms spread wide like he was ready for a hug or salvation or something. He was completely consumed by now, and Mick wondered just how alive he was under the orange blaze. His clothes, the threadbare, shitty things, had already blackened and peeled back. Bones were appearing now, obvious, as the body—what was left of it—toppled to the ground in the mouth of the alley and stopped moving.

Mick watched with detached interest, trying to plot his response for maximum effect. “Jesus,” he said, putting a little acting into it, like when he had to fake excitement for someone who had won a prize at a booth, “did he just spontaneously combust?”

“I ain’t never seen nothing like that,” Pat said from beside him. “Jesus. I think he did.”

“I know I wasn’t anywhere near him,” Mick said, trying to sound awestruck, “and neither were you.” He cemented his alibi with this little lie. “He was just standing there and—I mean, holy, it was like the flames came out of him, it wasn’t even like he was on fire on the skin or clothes or anything …”

“Yeah,” Pat said, nodding. The proprietor had not yet moved his gaze off the charred remains, the flames finally dying down. The whole alley smelled of them, smelled of burnt meat, and Mick covered his nose involuntarily. “There wasn’t anybody anywhere near him, he just lit off like a firecracker.” His nods came one after another, and Mick wondered for a moment if the diner owner’s head wasn’t going to bob right off his shoulders.

“We should call 911,” Mick said, finally dropping that suggestion. Now that the damage was irreversibly done and his alibi was secure.

“Yeah,” Pat said, but it came out with the air of a man who had heard and nodded but would not move without some external prodding.

“You should go do that,” Mick said then thought the better of it. “We should go do that.” Pat’s gaze finally shifted off the body to look him in the eyes, a sort of blinking curiosity one might find in the eyes of a child looking for explanation on some simple fact. Mick provided it, happily, acting his way through. “I don’t want to be alone with the …” He waved a hand at the smoking corpse, lying prostrate on the alley floor, the pavement scorched around it. “… With him.”


***




Arch heard the “All units” call go out on the radio as he hit the outskirts of Midian. He assumed, the shudder of the car’s deceleration running through the steering wheel to his arms, that it did not apply to him. He listened anyway, the particulars causing a very different sort of shudder, one prompted by the description of Jarrett Barnes, whom everyone in Midian knew, turned to flaming ash and dust in the middle of the square. Arch kept driving, kept shaking, and found when he reached his apartment that he had some trouble walking from the Explorer to the door of his apartment, and the fumbling for his keys was even worse.

Yes, this was Midian now, he decided. Bodies found every day, the town falling steadily into ruin. Was it the end of days? Maybe, he decided, as he finally sunk the key into the lock. The cool air of the apartment was not reassuring, though, as he closed the door and felt the lack of the apartment’s other occupant especially acutely in the shaded dark of this place that did not feel like home.


***




They made it to the car faster than Hendricks had anticipated. The chatter was minimal, the breathing not as heavy as one might have expected given that there were five of them. Two of them might not have been human, but still—Mr. Longholt did not wheeze at all, and his daughter’s panting sounds were minimal. Hendricks fought against the pounding of his own heart to hear, mostly, and found it somewhat surprising that there was no sound of dogs behind him, no patter of hellhound feet searing plant and leaf and grass and dirt as they pursued. When the town car came into sight he let out a breath of relief, one which sounded much like every other breath he’d drawn in the last hour or so—somewhat gasping.

“Why … aren’t they chasing us?” Longholt asked. Leave it to Army to try and beat the Marines to the punch. “Last time they at least dogged us on the way out. This time, nothing.”

“Because his girlfriend killed their queen,” Duncan said, nodding at Starling, who stood next to Hendricks, but a lot more at peace than he was. So level was the OOC’s tone that it took a moment for what he’d said to settle in Hendricks’s brain.

“Wait, she did what?” Hendricks jerked his head around to look at Starling, who was staring straight ahead. “She killed Mandy?”

“You’re not gonna cry about it, are you?” Duncan asked with something approaching a sneer. Like he was channeling Lerner’s departed spirit. “But yeah, she chucked a wooden support from a collapsed building at her. Impaled her right in the middle of her little dog party. They all burst into black flames right off.”

“Like a hive army in a movie,” Alison said. “Kill the queen, kill them all.”

“Let’s not go digging too deep into that,” Mr. Longholt said, his expression now curiously clouded.

“It’s good to know, isn’t it?” Duncan asked. “In case we fail tonight?”

Hendricks let that rest for a minute before cutting into it. “Yeah, it’s great to know that if we fuck up and this carnie gets laid, all we have to do is murder a girl to save the town. I’m so very ecstatic about that. Somebody pinch me.” He felt a harsh sting on his hand and looked over at Starling, who had done just as he commanded, as neutral as ever. “Didn’t mean it in a literal fashion.” Starling did not look sorry.

“We need to move,” Mr. Longholt said. “So as to avoid having to consider that option.”

“I guess I’ll just play devil’s advocate here—” Duncan said.

“Seems like that would be in your job description,” Alison said.

“—and suggest that this is a very valid option,” Duncan went on. “Maybe you lack the emotional distance to see what needs to happen here. One girl’s life does not balance well on the scales against that of a whole town.”

“Which is maybe gonna burn anyway, if cryptic prophecy chick over here is right,” Hendricks said, nodding at Starling. He locked his eyes on her. “Well? Gotta any other helpful words of advice now that we’ve extracted ourselves from this mess I just had to feel?”

“You are unforged steel,” she said, looking straight at him. “A sword without an edge.”

“Oh, I think you’re about to see my edge,” Hendricks said.

“You are not ready,” Starling said. “You must face the trials to prepare for what is to come.”

“And you’re just gonna lead me through ’em, like a pup at a dog show?” He didn’t even like the way it sounded in his head, but it was even more bitter spilling out of his lips. “What am I to you? A pet? Like those … things … were to Mandy?” He waved his hand in the direction from whence they’d come and tried to glare at her, but she gave no hint to indicate that his anger affected her at all. “Is that what I am?”

She stared at him coolly, like always. “You are Lafayette Jackson Hendricks.”

He felt his mouth dry. “And?”

She did not break off from his look, did not blink. “You have a task set before you.”

He started to bark back at her about tasks he did not want nor need, but before the bile even had a chance to bubble out in hot, molten fury, it was as though he had blinked and she was no longer there. Empty space stood before him, the cloudy sky now more closely approximating a grey day than night, the smell of fire and sulfur nearly gone from the wind.

“That’s a hell of a thing,” Mr. Longholt said, staring into the space she had occupied.

“Neat trick, huh?” Duncan said, and he sounded a little pissed himself. He bumped lightly into Hendricks’s shoulder as he stepped forward, like it could give him a better view to the empty space Starling had been standing in only a moment before. “Well … you want to keep arguing about whether you ought to do as she said like a dog, or would you like to go see if we can save that town where you’ve been hanging your hat, laying your—lay?” Duncan grinned, and once again Hendricks had the sense that it was the sort of crack Lerner would have made, had he been here.

Hendricks felt like arguing, was all set for it, ready to let it fly, but the lack of Starling to rail against took all the starch out of his collar. He kept his mouth shut long enough for reason to prevail, never once looking away from the place that damned woman had stood as she spouted her matter-of-fact bullshit. “Let’s just go,” he said, and he turned away, tracing a path back to the town car one step at a time. He tossed the keys to Duncan, though, and headed for the passenger seat for himself as he watched Alison go toward her father’s pickup. He spared only a fleeting thought about how it might be marginally more fun to be a fly on the window of that vehicle than the passenger in his own, seated next to the stoic demon for a hundred and fifty miles of highway and silence.


17.


Alison didn’t exactly revel in silence, not when her daddy was right there. He gave her the space to start the conversation, and she appreciated that, watching the fence posts on the side of the highway whipping by as they blew past at eighty. The black town car carrying Hendricks and Duncan was just ahead of them, setting the pace her father was following. The air conditioner was turned up to full and blowing cold air at her, silent accusation for what had happened a hundred miles ago and more now.

“She wasn’t the same girl,” Alison said, breaking the silence herself, a plate crashing to the floor of the kitchen on a quiet night.

“No, she wasn’t,” her daddy agreed, nodding along without much else in the way of emotion. “I could see that plain as day, even through the scope.”

“How do you reckon it’s been for her?” Alison asked, genuinely curious. “All those years there with nothin’ but those dogs for company?”

Her father just shook his head. “Girl wasn’t right, that’s for damned sure. Last time she was … distant, for certain. But not like this. Her daddy … I reckon he’d have been real disappointed to see how it all turned out for her. I find myself thinking that redheaded gal might have done Amanda a favor by putting her down.”

“Like a dog,” Alison said.

Her father held a silence for a second, guiding the old pickup truck between the lines. “Just like.”

She held her thoughts for another minute, just letting them sift. “Did you ever think when we went there all those years ago … that … what happened there … that it’d ever happen to our home?”

“Hell no.” There was a silent shame there, she realized, unspoken. “It was one of those things that I couldn’t explain at the time, not knowing about demons and whatnot. I still don’t really know much, at least not like your new friend in the cowboy hat seems to. But I don’t reckon anyone looks at the misfortunes of others like that—and I couldn’t see what happened to her, her town, in any way except through the eyes of her daddy, because I knew him well—and wonders too hard about what would happen if a freak occurrence like that came to rest on his own home. It’s a lot easier to think that something like that’d happen to someone else, anyone but you. So, no, I didn’t ever think about it coming. Not to Midian.” He swallowed hard enough that she saw his Adam’s apple waver. “Not in a million years.”

“More like thirty years.” She sat there for a second and the reached out, resting a hand on his arm. “We’ll stop it, Daddy.”

He gave her a faint smile. “Damned right we will, sweetheart.” But she could tell that in his heart of hearts, he was really not so certain.


***




Hendricks rapped the window, staring out. The sky was starting to show the first purple hues, and that didn’t sit well with him for some reason. Veteran of Iraq, demon hunter who’d put the sword to more of the beasts than he could rightly count, and now he was getting squeamish—nervous, he corrected himself—wondering what was about to happen. He’d left home behind a long damned time ago, walked away at eighteen with not even a look back for very good reasons. With Renee, it had felt different for a while, like he could go home, just to a different one. When he’d been fished out of Lake Ponchartrain, that feeling had gone like yesterday’s breakfast, flushed out of him. Nothing left but a hollow, hungry feeling that he’d filled by indulging in revenge. Sweet, sweet revenge against an endless, disorganized army of demons that he’d bested on every single occasion. Strong but solitary, he’d found stomping demons flat easier than knocking down doors or going on missions in Iraq.

He could hear a noise in the wheel well of the car as it rolled along the highway, and that noise was driving him half nuts. The steady thump of his knuckles against the glass didn’t cover it, didn’t nearly blot it out of his hearing. It almost seemed like it added to it, a drum beat for the music that was torturing his soul. If he’d believed in souls.

“Will you stop that?” Duncan asked him. The OOC didn’t seem terribly put off by it, such was his calm.

“Sorry,” Hendricks said, not really sorry. He did stop the drumbeat, though, letting his knuckles twitch idly in the same rhythm. He could hear the noise, that buzzing, screaming sound like he’d heard on the mountain as he hung out the window and felt the air streaking through his uncovered hair—

“Missing your girlfriend?” Duncan asked, and Hendricks could tell by the way he asked that he didn’t really care.

“Missing your boyfriend?” Hendricks lobbed back.

Duncan didn’t respond, and Hendricks sunk back into thought. That buzzing noise was a damned haunting thing. He imagined hearing it in dreams, wondered how much of it that it would take to drive him mad. He listened closer to the thrum of the tires on the highway and concluded that it probably wouldn’t take all that much. Then he thought of Erin, lying in a hospital bed somewhere he couldn’t even see her, hopefully surrounded by her family by now, and the sound became a buzzing in his head again, and before he knew it, he was drumming his fingers on the window without even being fully aware of it.

This time, Duncan said nothing.


***




“He just burned right up,” Mick said to the skeptical-looking sheriff. The man had a really severe case of baldness going on, and a cynical look to match. It was just consuming his whole face, that don’t-bullshit-me cop look. Mick tried to decide whether it was from the squinted eyes, those puckered lips, or some other feature. The sheriff had talked to Pat from the diner first, and Mick had listened to the man spin a short story about how the bum had been going on and on about fire and suddenly burst into flame. It had been filled with the requisite amount of “Holy shits!” and exclamations of “Jesus!” It hadn’t given the sheriff much of anything to work with, though, and Mick was all about keeping that the case. “Never seen anything like that before, and I’ve worked the freak show tent for a few years, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, the amazing elephant-pig fetus must pale in comparison to this,” the sheriff said, unimpressed, as he made a notation on the itty bitty notepad he carried with him. “You see anything suspicious before the event?”

“The guy was rambling about fire,” Mick said with a shrug. “Like the diner guy said, he was like a broken record on it. Couldn’t get it out of his head for whatever reason.”

“And then he burst into flames,” the sheriff said, writing something else down. It took Mick only a second to realize he wasn’t asking. “You weren’t anywhere near him when it happened?”

“I never got closer than about ten feet from him,” Mick said. “I was standing by, uh …” He pretended to have to remember the name for a second, “… Pat, yeah, Pat, when he lit off.”

“All right, then,” the sheriff said, and flipped his notebook closed. “Do you have any contact information where I can reach you if we have any other questions?”

Mick stared at him, trying to screw up his face to look uncomfortable at giving a tough answer. “I mean, I go where the carnival goes, so you kinda have to get ahold of them to get me.”

The sheriff lowered his head slightly. “You don’t have a cell phone?”

Mick shrugged. “Never needed one.”

“It’s 2014, son, you might consider looking into gettin’ one,” the sheriff said, turning away from him with a sigh. “Thanks for your cooperation.”

“Uh, you’re welcome,” Mick said, turning back to the mouth of the alley and the square beyond. They hadn’t retrieved the bum’s body yet, it just sat under a white sheet that was weighed down on two corners by stones. The wind whipped through every few minutes, disturbing the edges and moving the corners that were not weighed down. It was flapping lightly in the breeze now, like the dead man was trying to surrender by waving the flag.

Too late, you crazy fuck.

Mick looked past the body, burying that sense of self-satisfaction he felt running through him. He caught a glimpse of dark hair and saw Molly in the middle of the square with a woman who looked damned similar, though her hair was maybe a shade or two darker and she was wearing surgical scrubs. Was that normal in this town? Mick guessed it wasn’t. He hesitated at the mouth of the alley and caught Molly looking his way. They were supposed to meet here, but he wondered at the presence of what damned sure looked like her older sister. Then Molly waved at him, and he shrugged it off, heading toward her at a walk. No reason to hurry; tonight was the night, and all he needed to do was play it cool.


***




Lauren felt a hint of sick as the guy—Mick—crossed the road toward them. Sick at the thought of Mick. Heh. Her scrubs felt dirty on her skin, and not just because of her shift. She felt like some dust or grime or something deeper had settled on them in that mine, had contaminated them, and the fact she hadn’t had time for a long shower and a change of clothes was a source of aggravation. She’d wanted to be here for this, though, and since Molly had been ready to leave the minute she got home, she ditched any thoughts of being clean and not icky and heebie-jeebie free for the time being and walked her to the square. But seeing this Mick hadn’t really helped matters. In fact, it had generated a nasty little sliver of doubt in her stomach.

Yes, he looked nice enough. Though she did have to frown since he was walking away from the mouth of an alley which contained—if she wasn’t much mistaken—another body. Yet another body. Sheriff Reeve, naturally, was in close attendance.

Sweet fancy Christ, what the hell was going on in this town?

“Hey,” Mick said, earning no points for wit. At least he hadn’t said “Yo!”

“Hey,” Molly replied, and Lauren felt like she should slap her daughter in the back of the head.

“Wassssssssuup?” Lauren said, just for variety. It got them both to look at her, her daughter with flushed cheeks from embarrassment and the carnival worker with one of those perplexed expressions that Lauren so often found directed her way. “I’m Lauren,” she added.

“Mick,” came the reply. No, “I’m,” to preface it, just the statement of a name. Nope, she didn’t like him.

“Mick, this is my … mom,” Molly finally found voice to say.

“Oh, wow,” Mick said, brows slightly inclined, “I woulda thought sister. Good for you.”

Lauren tried not to dissect that statement for its obvious flaws, instead jumping to a more important question. “So, Mick … is that a body over there?”

“Yeah,” Mick said, apparently not concerned by this admission. “Dude just started screaming and burst into flames.” He frowned, the expression revealing him to be kind of an idiot in Lauren’s estimation. “You got a weird town here. Lot of people dying, it seems like.”

Lauren cocked an eyebrow at him and knew if her father had been alive and standing here, he would have crafted a careful warning about how it could be one more by the end of the evening depending on how things went. “You caught us on a bad week.”

“Bad month,” Molly said, doing that inappropriate teenager laugh. She stopped after about two seconds. “Oh my God, that’s not funny at all.”

“At least you realized it, sweetie,” Lauren said. She looked over at Mick. “So, Mick … you’re only in town for tonight?”

“Yep,” he said.

Monosyllabic was never a great sign, but Lauren withheld her disappointment and moved gamely to the next question. “Have her home by eleven, please.”

She searched his eyes for hints of intelligence, or, barring that, comprehension. “You got it,” Mick said, fulfilling at least part of the requirement. He held out a crooked elbow to Molly, like some sort of gentleman. “Shall we?” His northern accent was plain as day to her, and she found for the first time in her life she didn’t care for it. Usually it was such a breath of fresh air.

“See ya later, Mom,” Molly said, flushed with delight as she hooked her arm in his. Lauren tried to smile, because that—it was innocent, right? Walking arm in arm with a man? Lauren watched them cross the street, and they even looked both ways. Mick said something to Molly that was lost in the wind between them, and Molly laughed, not even a look back over her shoulder at her mother. That knot in her stomach was growing bigger.

“Molly got a date tonight?” Sheriff Reeve’s voice jarred Lauren out of her trance, watching them cross the square, talking, laughing. Doing the normal things couples did. Lauren vaguely remembered that.

“Yeah,” Lauren said, a little more tense now that she didn’t have to hide it in front of her daughter. “He’s not implicated in murder by any chance, is he? Because I wouldn’t mind an excuse to put an end to that.” She waved a finger gently in the direction of their laughing conversation as the two of them traced their way around the edge of the square.

“No, just a witness to another weird death,” Reeve said, somehow not relieving her. “Jarrett burst into flames. Spontaneous combustion. Pat saw the whole thing, kid didn’t come anywhere near him before it happened.” Reeve sighed. “I swear, it’s like this town is going to hell.”

Something about that tickled Lauren, bringing her back to what Arch Stan had said. They were demons. Like that was a normal, natural thing. Well, maybe for holy, pious Archibald Stan, they were. “Hell, huh?” Lauren just kept watching Mick and Molly. Molly laughed again at something he said, and it sent a jolt through her as she compared the now with a memory of her as a baby, sitting on the floor, laughing. Such a delightful sound, so innocent and sweet and full of promise.

A promise this carnie knew nothing about and was now walking away with. Lauren felt her fist clench.

“You okay?” Reeve asked.

“Just contemplating murder,” Lauren said.

“Sweet fancy Christ,” Reeve said, “Please refrain. I need another body in this town right now like I need a hole in my head.”


***




Arch’s phone rang as he was pacing around the map again, a pen in hand and a mad gleam in his eye that he could feel. He scrambled to answer quickly and was only mildly surprised when Alison’s name came up on the caller ID. “Hello?”

“Arch,” she said with a sense of relief that was palpable to him even over the open line.

“Alison,” he said, maybe with more than a little relief of his own. “Are you all right? Where are you?”

“Just passing Cleveland,” she said. “We got a big problem, though.”

Arch felt his teeth just about grind on that one. “Of course we do. How big?”

“Bigger than the bikers, that’s for sure.” Her voice was tight. “Arch, it could turn Midian into a wasteland.”

He felt himself fall into the chair heavily. “Sounds about normal. What’s the threat?”

“Someone with the carnival. Some kind of fire demon, sleeps with a girl there, and he somehow impregnates the whole dang town.”

Arch felt his face twist as he tried to plumb the meaning of the nonsensical statement she’d just made. He didn’t quite get it. “Say what?”

“I know, it doesn’t sound right.”

“Yeah, it sounds wrong,” Arch agreed. “Which is about par for Midian’s course of late. What’s the move?”

“Get to the festival, find the demon, send him packing home with nothing but his black-flame soul.”

“A plan I can endorse,” Arch said. “What do you need from me?”

“It’s spawns fire demons, so …” Her voice trailed off. “I dunno. You think a fire extinguisher would work?”

Arch didn’t really know how to answer that, but it didn’t matter because his mind jumped in a new direction. “Oh, wow. That can’t be coincidence.”

“What?” Her voice picked up. “What is it?”

“Jarrett just burned to death on the town square,” Arch said. “I heard the all-call on the radio just before I got home.”

“Sounds like our boy is already working,” Alison said.

“Hmm,” Arch said. “You sure it’s a boy we’re looking for?”

“Unless you know a lot of girls who can impregnate a whole town with fire demons?”

“Point.” Arch scratched his face, scruff and all. “How do we do this?”

“We’re gonna have to comb the festival looking for something unusual,” Alison said. “The demon is going to try to knock up a girl there.”

“So we’re looking for teens who look like they’re ready to have relations at the Summer Lights fest.” Arch felt some of the thrill of hope, the certainty of direction fade. “Well, that should be …” He didn’t even have the heart to say it.

“Like picking a horny teenage couple out of a pack of horny teenage couples,” Alison said, finishing the thought for him. “Arch, if we don’t, we’re gonna have to kill the girl who gets pregnant. She becomes the queen of the demon horde that follows.” She didn’t sound any more hopeful than he did. Fairly desperate, actually.

“So if we can’t find them, we have to kill a human being?” Arch asked, feeling the weight go out of his legs. Luckily he was already sitting.

“It’s her or the town,” Alison said. She said something else, but there was a burst of static and he couldn’t hear it.

“Alison?” he asked. “Alison?” She was gone, signified by the double beep of his phone to let him know the line was dead.

Arch set the phone slowly down on the map, stared at the black screen, and all the dark X’s marked over the colorful surface lines of the paper. Every one of them felt like a failure, and the black screen of the phone was the worst of all. It stared back at him with a dark reflection of his own face, his features blurred and consumed by the blank screen. It felt to him like he’d been subsumed by the darkness within it, like it had spread all over his features until all was in shadow, and he wondered if it was an omen for the immediate future.


18.


The sunset didn’t stop the heat. Mick was picking his way across the field, Molly hanging on his arm like a lady at a fancy dance, and he could feel her sweating, though from anticipation or the heat, he wasn’t sure. She was wearing a soft cotton dress that fell to mid-thigh, and he caught a look at those knees. What was it about that joint that moved him so? Bone and cartilage and connective tissue, but the way it moved, the way it could right-angle and twist, the pale skin stretched over it all—something it about it got to him.

They made their way through the short grass, heading toward the main gate. Cars were parked all around them, from the newest of the new to the old—Fords, Chevys and Dodges. Mick had seen BMWs before, but he didn’t see many here. He figured this was the working man’s entertainment, the blue-collar place of leisure. The carnival was already lit up, the Ferris wheel shining at him across the field. That’d be the place, he figured. It was a good place for it, even with the new, smaller boxes. He could do it sitting down, Molly astride him. He’d done it that way before, in tight places, though it’d been a few centuries.

That was the one downside to his condition. It sure felt good when it happened, but he would like to have done it more often. That rush of release, that feeling when it surged out of him and filled the girl, filled all the women nearby—that was a damned good feeling. Cathartic in its way. It wasn’t just a little satiation; it was like drinking a river to drown your thirst on a hot day. Once you could handle it, there was nothing so sweet and relieving.

But Mick wasn’t up for a leaving a trail of carnage that would have OOCs after him, looking over his shoulder every day of his life. This he figured he could manage, just this town, and he’d be done for a while.

He dropped Molly’s arm from his and took her hand, meeting her shy eyes with his and smiling. She smiled back as they passed the entry gate without paying, just a wave from Joshua to let him know he was clear to proceed. He could tell she felt it by the look on her face; she was special. Tonight she was his lady, and he was gonna do everything to make her feel it, so that by the end of the night she’d feel obligated to let him feel it.

He felt her sweaty hand in his as they traipsed past the carnival games toward the midway by unspoken suggestion. He’d lead her where he wanted her to go. He felt the smile even as he took his eyes off of her, that anticipation breaking free and taking on a life of its own. This was where the fun began.


***




Hendricks was already ditching the car even as Duncan came to a halt in the wide field the festival was using for a parking lot. It took Hendricks a minute to realize they’d been at the edge of this field only a couple days earlier, and he hastily shot a look at the far end to confirm his suspicion. Yup. That was where they’d bagged that quantel’a after the downhill chase.

They’d fallen in behind Alison’s daddy as they drove into town. Duncan had fielded a call from her on his cell phone. She’d been in touch with Arch. Hendricks had watched the conversation, the demon driving adeptly with one hand as he coasted down the off-ramp toward the Old Jackson Highway. He heard snatches of Alison’s side of the conversation and of course all of Duncan’s, ferreting out that there was some incident that had happened involving fire. Hendricks didn’t care for the sound of it, but it did suggest that Starling was on to something. Not enough that he’d forgiven her for sending him down to that backwoods quarantine zone from hell, but he felt himself soften just a little.

Alison was out of the pickup truck door in a hot second, too. Hendricks caught sight of Arch waiting, leaning on his police cruiser, his uniform looking a little worse for the wear. Hendricks suspected he’d been up to something. It must have really been a hell of a thing if he hadn’t even bothered to change afterward.

Hendricks watched Alison run into her husband’s arms, watched them meet in a kiss that was equal parts relief and desire and fear. The interplay of emotions was all there, the warring of them, and he felt a few of his own as he watched it, unable to look away. He spared a thought for Erin, still lying in a hospital bed. He resolved to see her after this, and then hunt those fucking bikers down. Assuming they won this fight.

Assuming there’d be a fight.

“Bill?” Arch asked as he put his bride down, sweeping her to his side as he shifted his expression to regard his father-in-law. That was his name; Hendricks had forgotten and just taken to thinking of him as Alison’s father. Simpler that way. Bill.

“Arch,” Bill said, coming ’round the truck and offering his hand to his son-in-law. They shook with an easy familiarity, and the respect was apparent on both sides of the gesture. “I wish we were coming to this point of revelation under less strenuous circumstances.”

“You’ve known about demons all along?” Arch asked. He kept a good mask on it, Hendricks thought, but it was clear there was something going on beneath it.

“Since you were a child, I reckon,” Bill said. “I didn’t know exactly what was going on here until Alison spelled it all out for me, though.”

“Well, it’s all in the fire now,” Arch said. “And we’re about to be too, ’less we get this thing stopped in time.”

Duncan pushed up next to Hendricks. “Let’s find this fiery fuck and put an end to him; get back to the business at hand.”

“This is the business at hand,” Arch said firmly. “Flaming destruction of the whole town seems like a priority to me.”

“Whatever,” Duncan said, waving a hand. “What’s the plan?” There was a moment’s silence, and he looked to Hendricks rather obviously.

Hendricks saw the shift of gazes his way, and felt more than a little discomfort. “Um … okay. So. We’re hunting a, um …”

“A horny teenager,” Alison said. “In a sea of them.”

“Right,” Hendricks said, and his eyes scanned the carnival in the distance. The Ferris wheel was the most obvious point sticking on the horizon, but he saw the tops of tents and the metal, lit metal frames of other rides as well. “I don’t know how much good it’ll do when it comes to the fight, but having a couple people spotting from a distance might be helpful. Scan the crowd, call out anything that looks unusual—”

“Through the scope of a rifle?” Alison asked and then looked to her father. “That could be done. There’s a hillside overlook that runs around the side of the carnival. Good wooded cover.”

“Good hunting up there, too,” Bill said with a nod. “You know, in the fall. We should be able to drive up there from here; cross through the fence gate at the far end of the parking lot. It’s Ed Claskey’s land, he leaves the gate unlocked.”

“Is that trespassing?” Hendricks asked, only marginally interested in the answer.

“He’s a friend,” Bill said. “So no.”

“Sounds like hunting season’s come a little early this year,” Hendricks told them with a nod.

“Take these,” Arch said, slipping off Alison and dipping into his car to pull out a couple of little plastic bags with something black and threaded inside. “Earphones for your cells. We’ll conference call.”

“No walkie-talkies?” Hendricks said with a smirk.

“Didn’t have time to put much together,” Arch said, tossing the baggies to Bill, who caught them both with a nod and handed one to his daughter. They both headed back for his truck, slammed the doors and didn’t spare a lot of time getting moving, the pickup bouncing its way through the dirt parking lot.

“What about us?” Duncan asked. “Just start walking around the place?”

“Good a plan as any, I guess,” Hendricks said. “I’ll hang with you since I don’t have a phone.”

Arch just shook his head. “You may be regretting that before long.”

Hendricks shrugged. He’d never needed one. “Let’s get in there.”

“Wait,” Arch said, and Hendricks looked back at him. “You’re gonna need a ticket to get in, hotshot.”

Hendricks just blinked, the hot night bringing out the first beads of sweat under the brim of his hat. He hadn’t even considered it.


***




Lauren had decided to go to the festival. It wasn’t something she really wanted to do; it was something that she conceded was the crazy mother at work in her brain. She’d had a couple leaps getting to that point, but she’d finally bent her mind to do it, justifying it by saying she wasn’t gonna be looking for Molly. It was a big event, the biggest in Midian, and indeed the whole of Calhoun County. She lived in Calhoun County, ergo her attendance at this major social event was no big deal. Natural, even. She couldn’t avoid going just because her daughter was going, after all, she planned to laughingly tell Molly on the off-chance she ran into her daughter.

It didn’t even sound true in her head, but she went anyway.

She was just about to park the car when she saw Arch Stan through a narrow aisle of parked cars. He was wearing the same dirty, fucked-up uniform he’d soiled in the mine, and he had that cowboy (!) walking a pace behind him, and one of those federal agents that had flashed a badge at her, if she wasn’t mistaken. She stared a moment too long and nearly put her car into the trunk of a vintage Oldsmobile before she saw it and slammed the brakes.

She just sat there for a second, processing what she’d seen. A pious, corrupt asshole, a cowboy and a federal agent walked into a county fair … It sounded like the setup to a bad joke to her.

She could feel her brow furrow in concentration as she mulled those three disparate elements while she searched for a parking space. To their credit, they did drive the thoughts of how Molly was doing out of her head almost until she reached the gate.


***




The song California Girls was playing on the tilt-a-whirl as Mick sat next to Molly and felt it jolt as it spun them. The hazy night closed in, laughter filling the air with the music, screams of delight as they went ’round and ’round. He felt her hand squeezed tight in his, an unexpected delight filling him. Benny was the announcer, and he was rhyming verses like he always did, amateur poet:

“Gonna go round and round!

Find yourself be spinnin’ down!

We takin’ ’round this tilt a whirl!

And when it stops—kiss yo girl!”

Mick could see the people in front of him laughing from the impromptu rhyme, giving in to the spontaneity of the unspontaneous moment. Benny had other rhymes, but Mick knew he’d pulled this one out just for Mick. Even so, he smiled at Molly. She smiled back, a nice tilt of her head that said she was thinking, Why not? So he gave it to her, a meeting of the lips for their first time, sweet and filled with promise. There was something in the heat of the night, in the touch of her slightly damp fingers to his, the interlacing as he squeezed her hand in his, of the taste of faint coffee on her tongue as his met hers. He wondered what she tasted on his.

They parted lips as the ride came to a stop, and Molly giggled with delight at Benny’s next rhyme.

 

“Now we comin’ to an end,

come on back and go ’round again,

but even if you’re done and going on,

kiss your girl again before you take her home!”

 

Mick matched her grin and took Benny’s advice as the soundtrack clicked in again. He was old enough to know that this wasn’t how the Beach Boys sang about California Girls, but it wasn’t bad, he reflected as he kissed her.


***




Arch stopped counting what he considered inappropriate public displays of affection from teenagers after the first dozen. He was fully aware that his bar was bound to be set lower than most, and he tried not to let it bother him as he moved through a crowd, the lights glaring like someone had let Las Vegas off the leash and spun it around him.

He’d conference-called Bill and Alison, and Alison had tied Duncan into their conversation. He could barely hear them even with the volume turned all the way up; the sound of people talking, shouting, jubilant laughs and the ringing of bells from booths and electronic noise from rides and games nearly blotting them out. The smell of something deep fried tickled his nose, reminding Arch he hadn’t eaten in far, far too long.

“Looks like a big, happy carnival,” Arch heard Bill’s voice through his earpiece. He had to agree. Midian went all-out on this, the perfect time to celebrate the end of summer and herald the coming of fall with its cooler nights and shorter days.

“Nothing obvious so far,” Alison concurred. He wondered if they’d split up to cover from different angles. He didn’t ask, though, because he didn’t want to be the one to tell his wife how to do her job, volunteer gig though it might have been.

“Just one big clusterfuck of lights,” Duncan’s sour voice came through. “Cowboy looks kind of out of place here.” Arch heard something said in the background. “Simmer down, man in black.”

Arch nearly bumped into two teenagers walking close together, casting them a gaze that he hoped looked like adult disapproval without venturing into creepy territory. They didn’t even notice.


***




Lauren nearly ran into Sheriff Reeve. He was loitering, she realized, hanging about on the edge of the crowd, flying the sheriff’s department colors so everyone would see law and order was present at the festival and they could relax. She wasn’t an expert on security, but it seemed like a good strategy. Though it didn’t look like attendance had suffered any from the shit that had landed all around Midian of late.

“Dr. Darlington,” Sheriff Reeve said, ever the voice of politeness. She would have ducked him if she’d seen him coming, of course. “So lovely to see you. And not in your scrubs this time.”

“But you’re still in uniform,” she said, nodding at him. “Making a showing to reassure people?”

“All business tonight,” Reeve said with a nod. “Which is a shame, because I’m a pretty fair skee-ball player.”

“The things you sacrifice for your work,” she said, only slightly mocking.

“Tell me about it,” Reeve said. “So-o … you’re not here to commit murder, are you? Because … my official presence would frown on that. And I’m not ashamed to admit, I would probably cry at having to deal with another corpse.”

“You may relax,” she said. It was a county fair, for fuck’s sake. She’d make nice with him for two minutes and be on about her business of darting between booths, pretending not to look for her daughter. “My intentions are more in the direction of the corn dogs, I think.”

“Ill intentions for them, I suspect, but that’s not a crime,” Reeve said with a little humor. The man looked a little pallid, worn.

“Depends on what you do with them,” Lauren said, scanning the crowd. “I was on an ER rotation, and this guy came in complaining of rectal pain—” She stopped herself, blinking as she realized she’d launched into the story without thinking about it. Reeve had an eyebrow slightly up, at least a little amused. “Sorry,” she said, feeling mortified already. I did not stop to think before speaking.” She lightly thumped her temple with a forefinger. “Long day.”

“I can assure you,” Reeve said, and his tone reflected the amusement, “I actually want to hear the end of this one. It sounds like a better story than any I’ve got from this week.”

Lauren thought—just for a second—about protesting. She gave it up with only a thought of the bodies she’d seen in his company. “Right. Well.” She pushed her embarrassment aside. “So, he comes in, and he’s complaining of pain in his ass—”

“One sympathizes. I’ve felt a few of those of late,” Reeve said.

“I doubt yours also carried a symptom of a wooden stick peeking from your anal sphincter like a telephone pole towering over a city street, though,” Lauren said, trying to keep the smile from breaking out too early. It actually was a funny story, though not exactly safe for work. Except hers. This was life in the ER.

“Indeed it does not,” Reeve said, with a smile of his own. “At least, not as yet. Go on.”


***




Mick took her on the roller coaster next. It wasn’t quite like the olden days, he reflected. There were bigger ones, better ones, ones that were fixed in place. Thrill riding was an industry, and companies like Walt Disney, Six Flags and Anheuser-Busch dominated the field, making his little piddly coaster that could be disassembled and put on trucks at the end of the day seem positively quaint compared to the excitement it had brought thirty years ago.

But then he got on the car and they started moving, and Mandy—no, wait, it was Molly—started screaming like it was the best damned thing ever, and he had to concede that maybe this old-fashioned ride still could get a girl lubed up. She gripped his hand tight, and he could feel the dampness of her palm against his as the ground dropped from underneath them, screams filled the air, and they shot down an incline at what felt like a ninety-degree angle. Mick just screamed along, but not out of fear.


***




“This is not gonna be good,” Alison’s daddy muttered as they both lay, prone, about fifty feet from each other. She could hear him because he was talking loud enough to be heard that far away.

She had her cheek against the rifle, eye a little back from the scope with the butt against her shoulder. The pad was already in place, but she had it safetied against possible discharge. “Can’t imagine what you mean,” she said back, conveying by tone that she knew very damned well what he meant. “Limited backstop, huge crowd … what could possibly go wrong?” She said it with sarcasm, but the idea of what would happen if she fired the big Barrett, even at her slightly downward angle, into the fair was the stuff of nightmares. She could easily kill half a dozen people with a poorly placed shot. More if she had to fire multiple times. People she knew, people who shopped in her store, people she’d grown up with, been to church with.

Plus, there was still absolutely no obvious sign indicating two teenagers were having carnal knowledge on the premises. The likelihood they’d do it out in the wide open seemed low, though, especially since she’d seen Nicholas Reeve wandering around in her scan of the crowd. She hovered her sights over the line of seafoam green porta potties, looking for any of them to be rocking subtly. That’d be a sign. True romance.

“What do you reckon?” she asked her father.

“Reckon if I were a betting man, I’d like to place some money on the long odds against us.” He sighed. “But since I’m not, I reckon I’ll just put my eye back to this scope and see if I can find a couple young adults rubbing up against each other like a flea-ridden dog against a fencepost.”


***




They got off the roller coaster breathless, Molly flushed with that red-cheeked excitement that couldn’t be faked. Mick didn’t know if it was the night, the lights, the feeling of the place—music was playing, in the background, some old Springsteen song that was the kind of thing he could still get behind. The first fireworks started to go off overhead and the night was lit up like it was the Fourth of July. The air carried just the littlest hint of briskness, the first breath of fall, and it was a perfect, signature end to summer. Mick took a big breath in through the nose and smelled that whiff of cotton candy mingled with the suggestion of cool air coming. He looked over at Molly’s cheeks, those happy, rose-red cheeks, and couldn’t keep from smiling himself. He often thought humanity was a contagious condition, and in moments like this he felt like it was catching, just a little. “Wanna ride the Ferris wheel?” he asked with a grin. She nodded with a placid smile of her own, and their fingers met to interlace once more as he led her off to the night’s capstone.


***




“You don’t seem impressed,” Duncan said as he and Hendricks charged through the crowd at a brisk walk. Brisk was the word for it, all right, Hendricks thought as they paced through the crowd. They passed a funnel cake booth and Hendricks nearly did a double take at the smell.

“My hometown did something similar,” Hendricks said, catching his thousandth funny look of the night for the drover coat and hat. He had the coat all buttoned up and considered himself lucky the ticket taker hadn’t asked him to undo it. He actually considered it lucky, too, that the night was just a little chilly for the locals. Not anything to write home about in Wisconsin, but for Tennessee it was something. He saw a few others wearing windbreakers.

“Oh, yeah?” Duncan didn’t sound too impressed, either.

“Amery—the town I’m from—had this thing called the Fall Festival,” Hendricks said. “Of course, in western Wisconsin, every town had its own little fair or carnival or whatever. I mostly went to the Fall Festival in Amery, but there was New Richmond Days, Good Neighbor Days down in Roberts, the St. Croix County Fair down in Glenwood City, the—”

“I stand in awe of your boring story,” Duncan cut him off. He hadn’t been quite this abrupt a few days ago, had he? Hendricks wondered if it was Lerner’s loss or some sort of fatigue that was pinching the OOC’s personality. “This is fucking pointless.”

Hendricks didn’t remember the demon swearing as much a few days earlier, either. “It’s not looking too good for the home team, I’ll be the first to admit.” He glanced at a couple in their early twenties walking along. The guy had his hand around her shoulder, firmly cupping the girl’s tit. It looked like a pretty decent handful, Hendricks had to concede, but they weren’t really showing much sign of anything other than that, at least not yet. “Half this town’s teenagers could be heading off to fuck right after this and we wouldn’t know it.” He paused. “Wait a minute.”

“What?”

“We’re not looking for a guy from this town,” Hendricks said, shaking his head at the stupidity. He leaned in to Duncan and lifted the strand of black headphone wire off the OOC’s shirt and spoke into the little lump of plastic. “We’re looking for a total stranger, team. Keep your eyes peeled for a guy you’ve never seen before.”


***




“That doesn’t exactly narrow it down,” Arch said, making his way slowly through the crowd next to a ball toss game. He was watching a guy in full bib overalls trying to knock over a series of bottles at ten paces. Arch hadn’t watched for more than five seconds before he came to the conclusion the game was rigged. “The guy’s a carnie, right? What do they dress like?” He stared at the booth worker, hard pressed to tell much difference between him and any of the other people he’d seen that night.


***




“Looking.” Alison trained her eye through the scope again. She focused on a knot of school-aged kids and was a little shocked to find how young they looked. She tried to put it out of her mind that they were almost a decade younger than her, and when she’d figured out that she knew every single one of them, she moved the scope onward, taking only a moment to ponder that she’d violated a rule of gun safety by having her weapon continually pointed in a very, very unsafe direction.


***




Mick felt the thrill of upcoming victory as they passed Troy at the ticket-taker stand for the Ferris wheel. He got the nod and the arched eyebrows from Troy, which was like a compliment to his skills before the job was done. That was fine with Mick, though, because he could just about smell her cooch from here, and she hadn’t even lifted her skirt or slid down her panties yet.

He took her hand as they made their way across the little platform to get on the wheel. He’d picked a carnival that had enclosed buckets—for privacy. This was always the place. He could have gone somewhere else, he supposed, but the truth was that the Ferris wheel was his favorite ride, too, and ever since he’d rode his first one in Chicago over a century earlier, he had never gotten over the idea of being lifted to breathtaking heights in the sky.

The bucket rocked as they stepped inside. He closed the door and watched Troy come by and lock it before pulling the lever and sending them up. He’d talked with Troy about this moment beforehand, and here in the heavily used, sweaty compartment, he stopped to stare at the weave of fiberglass that made up the inside of the bucket. It looked like little roots, connecting to each other, to him, like things of life that joined people and time and events together. His head always filled with these heavy thoughts just before time, like his mind was expanding in advance of the event itself. Soon he’d be tasting every woman in the entire carnival, smelling their sweat and perfume as he released himself into them. He could already feel himself stiffening with anticipation as he looked in Molly’s eyes. He felt a gleam as he kept his hand on hers and willed the Ferris wheel into motion. It started on its slow path to the stop between the seven and eight o’clock positions, and he found he could barely wait a second more.


***




“I’ve got something,” Alison heard her father say. “Young man I’ve never seen before, hand in hand with Molly Darlington. About to get on the Ferris wheel.”

Alison pulled her eye off her scope for a second. She’d been trolling near the gates, scoping out the pretzel stand. She swiveled her weapon to the Ferris wheel and looked back through the scope, centering on the ticket taker. She saw a blur of motion, a couple moving to get in the bucket. “Got eyes on him,” she said, watching as they stepped inside. “I don’t know who he is, either.”


***




“Heading that way,” Duncan said in response to what Hendricks presumed was a voice in his headphone. He cuffed Hendricks on the shoulder and pointed toward the Ferris wheel that towered above everything. Hendricks shrugged and fell in beside the demon. They weren’t far away, and it wasn’t like Hendricks had anything else to do but follow the OOC.


***




“This has been a real special night,” Mick said, looking over at Molly. He could smell that sweet aroma of sweat in the air, feel the hard bench beneath his ass, the wind creeping in through the slit of a window that overlooked the ten thousand lights of the fair below. The bucket bobbed from the motion, but gently, rocking them both with a Rolling Stones song faintly audible from the loudspeakers below as their lullaby. Or mood music, Mick thought. That was probably closer to right.

“It has,” Molly said, and she was just a little sphinx-like, as if she were holding something back. Girls always did, though, in Mick’s experience. Probably nerves.

The bucket started to move again, this time toward the nine o’clock, and Mick knew he only had about ten minutes left. He leaned in and kissed her, again, full and deep, parting her lips with his tongue, feeling hers press back gently. She broke from him unexpectedly, pulling away sooner than he would have thought. She looked out the slatted window on her side, out on the brightly lit parking lot below.

“What is it?” Mick asked.

She looked back at him and smiled. “Nothing. I just want to enjoy the ride.”

So she was a little reticent. He’d run across this a couple times before, and it was easy enough to solve. He’d forgotten what it felt like to have a girl resist, he’d gotten so good at picking the ones that would put out. He hadn’t even had to put his mouth on the wet snatches of the last two, something he didn’t really enjoy save for what it got him. He sniffed audibly, could almost imagine his tongue dancing on her—

“What?” Innocent. She was looking at him, wondering what he was thinking. It was obvious, written on her face.

“I was just thinking how beautiful you look tonight,” Mick said. He rested a hand gently on her thigh, and it wasn’t there for more than a second before she jerked away from his touch like he’d burned her. Now it was his turn to frown. “What?”

“Umm …” She swallowed heavily. “Let me just stop you there … I’m okay with making out a little, but … that’s about it. That’s the line.” She had some strength in that voice, and it raised Mick’s eyebrow.

He smiled. Things that were easy were never as worth it as the things that were hard. “It’s okay.” He turned on the charm. “I understand if you’re, y’know, inexperienced. It’s not a big deal.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him, and something in the way she did it looked far, far different from anything he’d ever seen in this situation before. “What do you think is going to happen here?”

Mick felt a hot flush creep up his neck and settle in his cheeks. “I figured we’d, uh … you know.” He arched his eyebrows once.

Her expression got hard just as the lump in his pants showed the first sign of softening. “Listen … I like you,” she said gently, “but … I’m sixteen.”

“You’re a woman,” he said, a little flustered. “Baby, you’re old enough to—”

“To make my own decisions?” She was sounding patronizing now, and that heat in Mick’s cheeks belied just a little, tiny grain of anger. “I agree, which is why I’m saying that we’re not going any farther than first base. Like I said, I like you. Which is why I’d like to enjoy our time together without feeling, like … pressure and stuff.”

“But … but … I took you all over this place,” Mick said, lamely even to his ears.

“It was a good date,” Molly said, still looking cool but with just a speck of pity mixed in, “but that doesn’t entitle you to carte blanche.” She smiled at him, but all he could see was this building rage in him that reflected back. “Can we just … have fun?”

He could feel his hands shaking, and he grabbed one of the lap bars to stabilize himself as he watched her pale slightly from his reaction. “Oh, we’re gonna have fun. You bet your sweet little snatch we’re gonna have fun.”


***




The scream cracked through the air as Hendricks and Duncan were loitering just outside the ticket taker’s line. Hendricks didn’t hesitate; he pulled up on the guardrail, mounted the platform and ran straight for the Ferris wheel. When he got to the box that was on the bottom, he paused just long enough to hear the next scream from the car that was climbing up to the space between the ten and eleven o’clock positions on the wheel. He gripped hard on the metal frame and started to climb.


***




“A frozen corn dog?” Reeve was chuckling at the end of her story. “Corn dog in the corn hole? Shiiit.”

“That’s what he eventually had to do to get the rest out,” Lauren said with a smirk of her own, “though it wasn’t at all frozen by that time.”

“I bet you see some crazy damned stuff,” Reeve said. “You know, other than corpses strewn randomly around your hometown.”

Lauren blew air out through her lips and could feel the weariness settle over her. “Honestly, what I’ve seen these last few days trumps most of the stuff that comes through the ER.”

There was a scream in the distance, echoing through the night as the crowd silenced abruptly. Lauren turned her head; it had come from the Ferris wheel and it was a thick, fearful one. A second one followed, and suddenly from below the lowest metal spoke of the wheel, she could see a man clad all in black, climbing the frame.

A man with a black cowboy hat on his head.

“What … the … fuck?” Reeve asked, staring up at the Ferris wheel from beside her. “I bet this shit doesn’t happen at the Renaissance Festival.” The way he said it reminded her of a plea for grace of the sort one heard in church. Minus the profanity. She started to respond, but the sheriff had already disappeared into the crowd, pushing his way toward the disturbance.

Another shriek sounded, and Lauren realized she could place it as female … and young. It took only one leap of logic before she, too, was pushing her way through the crowd toward the wheel and whatever the hell was going on within it.


***




“Hendricks is climbing the Ferris wheel,” Alison reported tensely, her rifle centered on the cowboy. She was trying to get some idea of what was going on, but the entire ride was closed off, each box providing only a thin viewing window a foot or so wide that stretched around the front of the cars. There wasn’t even a window in the side doors, which totally cockblocked her efforts to figure out if something was going on. One of the boxes was rocking pretty heavy, though, the one heading toward the midnight position. She couldn’t tell if Hendricks was heading that way yet, though, because he was just reaching the center of the wheel.

“I’ve got carnies everywhere!” Duncan’s voice exploded in her ear. He sounded strained, and she lowered her scope to take in what was going on below. He did indeed have carnies everywhere: there were three surrounding him on the platform, anchored to each of his arms and one dragging him down by grabbing his legs. They appeared to be punching, kicking, and trying to tackle him.

Alison frowned; she had little doubt Duncan was fully capable of dispatching all three of them with minimal difficulty. She doubted he could do it without causing serious injury, though, and that sounded like something that would be better off being avoided.

“You’re assaulting a federal agent!” Duncan’s voice blasted through the microphone again, and she watched him shake one of them off with that. The other two clung stubbornly to him, however, leading Alison to believe they might not be the sorts that always complied with lawful commands. Or laws.

“On my way,” Arch said tightly through the open channel, “but it’s a bit of a fight to get through this crowd now that y’all have everyone’s curiosity drawn.”

A quick scan of the crowd, and Alison had to agree with her husband; there was a growing cluster around the base of the Ferris wheel, a swelling crowd of people watching the skirmish on the platform and Hendricks’s climb. It was growing all the time as people gravitated toward the ruckus, filling the tight channels around the wheel with an ever-expanding mass of humanity.


***




“You led me on, you little slut!” Mick got out in a yell. He’d been struggling with her for a few minutes, lightly at first, but with ever-increasing force. She was resisting, and it was pissing him off more by the second.

“Because I said I’d come here with you?” She grunted it out as she put a hand against his cheek and forced his face away from her. “What, that means I automatically have to have sex with you? FUCK YOU!” She finished it and trailed into another scream that lit his ears. He hadn’t hit her yet, just pushed and shoved a little. He was getting to the point he was about ready to backhand her into unconsciousness and just be on about his business.

She raked fingernails across his cheek, and he felt the sting as she ripped through the first layer of flesh on his shell. His essence boiled within him, and he slapped her down, hard. Her head hit the side of the car, and she slumped against the door.

“Finally,” he said, and knelt down, dragging her to the floor of the car. She fell in the confined space, her head thumping against the floor as she dropped. He wondered how this would work, with her unconscious, if it would be the same? This had been easier before, hadn’t it?


***




Hendricks was climbing to the side now, working his way up a forty-five degree angle, his feet extended and his back bent as he shimmied up the arm toward the box that dangled at the end of it. This was, he had to concede, an immense pain in the ass. It was a lot more fun to fast-rope out of a helo than try and climb this damned thing.

There was no screaming now, and the box dangled only ten feet above him. He could feel his sword hanging at his belt. His pistol was there, too, and he’d taken the time to reload it on the journey here. He was pretty clear about which of them he’d need more right now, though, and he doubted it’d be the 1911.

The screaming of his muscles seemed to diminish in the last few upward steps. And they were steps. He was leaning most of his weight on his legs, using them and the resistance of the soles of his boots against the metal to climb. It was an age-old thing, something he’d applied to climbing drainpipes in his youth. This time if he fell, though, it wouldn’t just be a sore tailbone as a consequence.

He kept climbing the arm to the extension point where it met the joint above the car. Even at his sideways angle, it was going to require either a small leap or some fancy footwork to transition to the little running board on the bottom of the car. He swung and heard a collective gasp from below at his stunt work. He tried not to reflect on the fact that there were a few hundred pairs of eyes watching him, because the consequences of that particular bit of business were a whole ’nother matter, one that would probably rock his skull clear off its shoulders if he gave it time to think.

Instead, Hendricks positioned himself, anchored his hand inside the thin window of the box, and jerked the door open full force before freeing his hand to go for his sword.

He hadn’t quite got it clear of the scabbard when the fucker inside—a demon with blazing eyes that shone through his facade—stood in surprise. The bastard probably hadn’t even remembered that his pants were around his ankles and his tiny pecker was hanging out like a pinky finger dangling all by its sad, skinny self in the middle of a tangled black forest of pubic hair.

“Check out time,” Hendricks announced to the startled demon as he moved his body and coat to hide from the crowd the sword that he pointed into the car.


***




Alison looked through the scope as Hendricks flung the door to the Ferris wheel’s car open, and she saw the glint of his blade as he drew it, but everything else was cut off by the billow of his coat.

“I don’t have a shot,” she said into her microphone as she stared through the scope, willing Hendricks to move the hell out of the way. There was absolutely nothing behind the Ferris wheel except for an empty baseball field, red clay without so much as a soul on it visible even from here.

“Me either,” her daddy said. She settled in to wait for the situation to change and was shocked at how fast it did.


***




Mick had thrown her panties out the little window, a “Hell yeah, fuck you,” gesture to the girl who’d been such a pain in his dick. Not that it mattered to her now, but presumably she’d notice their absence later.

After.

He had gotten down on all fours and taken a deep whiff as he slid her dress up around her armpits. She smelled good, and he came up to his knees. The car wasn’t yet at the twelve o’clock, and he didn’t need that much time, he figured. He’d just dropped trow and slid his pants down around his ankles when he saw a set of fingers pop inside the window.

If Mick had been human, he would have shit himself right there. Fingers didn’t just appear in the window of a moving Ferris wheel car at the top of its arc. The surprise made his stomach drop and he felt himself start to go limp, a feeling not aided a second later when that fucking demon hunter in the cowboy hat and black coat ripped the door open. Mick hadn’t heard what he’d said over the shock and fury mingling in his essence at the humiliation. The fear was the worst, that uncertainty of getting so damned close to what he wanted and having this guy—this fucking guy—show up at the last moment to yank it away.

The cowboy had a sword in his hand, the point dangling just inches from Mick’s face, and Mick found himself swallowing hard, letting the fury take over. Fuck this. He was a greater for a reason, and even if the sword was a holy object, he wasn’t gonna let it matter. He reached out and grabbed it by the blade, felt it dig into his fingers, and ignored the pain. He shoved on it, hard, and watched the hilt hit the cowboy in the sternum. He fucked up his balance, tilting sideways, one of his boots losing footing and the other following suit.

The demon hunter tumbled out, fingers gripping the window but letting go of his sword. Mick had it by the blade, and stood there surprised for only a second while the cowboy caught himself on the window, four little fingers sparing him from a hell of a fall. Four little piggies.

Mick just smiled and stepped over the limp body of Molly—no, Mandy? Shit. Whatever. He stood at the door to the car and looked at the cowboy hanging there exposed, his fingers right there for the unfurling …


***




Hendricks was hanging there, fingers in fucking agony, the only thing keeping his ass from splattering on the grass below. He heard the requisite “oohs” and “aahs” and “HOLY LIVING FUCKS” out of the crowd below, but it was all background noise. His arm was twisted, holding all his weight, and he knew he didn’t have an overabundance of time.

Plus, his sword was gone. He’d liked to have held on to it, but being as he’d been getting shoved out the door by the demon holding onto the other end of it at the time, it had seemed like a real good idea to part ways with it lest it continue to be used in just that manner.

Now he saw the demon reverse his grip on it, and suddenly Hendricks was staring down the blade. Not a sight he was used to seeing, but he had to reflect he might not have any more chances after this one to see it in this way.

“You ever heard that old saying?” The demon asked, the fire muted, barely visible in his eyes as he stared down the blade at Hendricks. “You live by the sword, you die by the sword?”

Hendricks just braced himself, and the blade rared back, ready to slide into him like a skewer to a pig.


***




“I have a shot,” Alison said, “and I’m taking it.” She saw the skinny little bastard with the blade pointed at Hendricks, and she stroked the trigger as she blotted out all else, aiming for center mass and compensating for that slight breeze.


***




Arch was in the crowd below when the roar of the big rifle belted out. A few ladies screamed—a few men, too, Arch reckoned. He’d heard Alison’s warning and used the opportunity to push his way through the crowd. He caught a few glares that softened the minute they saw his uniform.

Duncan was still up on the platform, but all activity there had stopped; the demon and the two carnies that had been fighting him were all transfixed, staring up into the sky at the car above.


***




The roar of the rifle reached Hendricks’s ears about a second after he watched the skinny little demon lose an arm at the shoulder. It took him a second to realize it had spun off, ricocheting on the frame of the door and twirling downward like a helicopter blade as it fell into the crowd below. Hendricks blinked and looked up to see the demon looking at him in muted astonishment. It hadn’t been the arm that held the sword, but he was in sheer disbelief, the blade sagging from where it had been pointed at Hendricks’s chest only a moment before.

“What the hell was that?” the demon choked out.

“Not a sword,” Hendricks said, and swung his feet up to kick the demon in the legs full force.


***




Alison watched Hendricks swing back into the car after knocking the demon back. Once more, the black coat billowed as he stood framed in the entry, completely blocking her ability to see into the Ferris wheel’s car.

“No shot, no shot!” she called into the microphone, trapping it between two fingers and bringing it closer to her mouth as she stared with one eye through the scope. “Duncan, get that wheel spinning! Hendricks needs to get his ass on the ground ASAP!”


***




Arch could hear Alison speaking over the chaos in the crowd, but he could only make out every other word or so. He heard the part about getting Hendricks on the ground and agreed wholeheartedly, so much so that he shoved his way through the last few people in the crowd and vaulted up on the platform that supported the Ferris wheel. “You!” he snapped at the carnie that had broken off from Duncan the minute he’d announced himself as a federal agent. Arch flicked his badge with a finger, causing it to catch the light and draw the youth’s attention to it, snapping him out of his trance. “Get that car down here. Now.” He didn’t leave any room for argument, and the young man nodded, cowed, and headed toward the controls. The two that had been fighting with Duncan just stood back, still stunned, and stared up along with the OOC and the rest of the crowd.


***




Lauren was within a hundred feet of the Ferris wheel when the cowboy swung back in. She was making slow progress through the throng, and had resorted to crowd surfing tactics, jumping up and placing weight on peoples’ shoulders to make them give way. She thought about just announcing herself as a doctor, but she somehow doubted that would impress in the middle of this spectacle of redneck theater. Gunshots, high-wire fighting and derring-do, oh my.

This close to the Ferris wheel, the crowd had congealed; there was simply no more room to maneuver. These were hardly a panicked herd, which was a surprise given that everyone had heard the gunfire. But it was equally obvious to anyone with a pair of eyes that whoever was shooting had done so at the mostly naked guy in the car that had tried to attack the cowboy. It was a surprisingly illogical progression for a crowd to make, in Lauren’s estimation. They should have run like a herd of cattle, but apparently they were too busy watching the show.

Whatever the case, Lauren knew she’d gone about as far as she could go in this direction without a tractor-trailer with which to plow through the crowd. She looked left and saw the density of people lighten off to the far side of the Ferris wheel. It was stationed right against the fence to the ball field, and there was no one in the small no man’s land behind it.

Lauren started working her way around the edge of the crowd toward that space, hoping for a better look but doubting she’d get one. Still, approaching from that side and climbing onto the platform from behind would be a better bet than trying to fight her way through a crowd too drunk on what they were watching to move the fuck out of the way.


***




Hendricks was balancing tentatively, his feet back on the solid ground of the running board but still painfully aware that this was not so solid as he might wish. The box rocked left to right, more than a sway, and Hendricks braced himself in the door frame, taking the shift in weight by tensing his thighs. That fucking demon still had his sword, but the bastard was a touch off balance, and that was about all the advantage Hendricks had.

He drew his pistol and fired from the hip, dimly aware that there was a body at his feet. The gunshot tore through the little car, the flash lighting everything up and the sound just about driving him backward from the force and recoil. It staggered the demon, though, so Hendricks pulled the trigger again. This time, when the flash lit the car, Hendricks realized there was a second door on the other side of the box, and he started wondering if there was a way to use this to his advantage.


***




Lauren had made it to the other side of the Ferris wheel when the shooting started. This time it was painfully obvious where it was coming from, the muzzle flash lighting up the car that was currently at the midnight position and starting its descent around. She hadn’t heard a scream for a while, though, and part of that worried her in a distant sort of way as she crossed around the edge of the rail that sealed the Ferris wheel off from the grounds. A square of white cloth was lying on the dewy grass, discarded, and it took her eyes only a moment to realize they were cotton panties. She stooped to pick them up without thinking it through, and it was only a moment more before the size printed in the back gave her more reason than ever to be worried about what was happening above her.


***




“You fucking animal,” Hendricks said, holding off on shooting the bastard again in favor of kicking him in the gut. The last two shots had made the fucker writhe, and Hendricks was highly in favor of more of that, but not at the expense of an ass-whooping. The sound of the box squeaking in its cradle at the end of the Ferris wheel arm was audible to him even over the ringing in his ears, and it sounded like that fucking buzz, that bee-like mechanical buzz, ringing in his ears like the crescendo of an orchestra. He rained another kick down on the one-armed demon’s gut, watched him flop against the far door, minding his footing so he didn’t trip over the girl. He braced himself and kicked the demon in the hand, heard the sword fall from his grasp. It was music, it was that buzzing, all in one, and it wasn’t until the demon caught his next kick with a shoulder and punched him in the balls that his thinking caught up with his instincts, and the words “Oh, shit” formed in his head.


***




Alison peered through the scope, alarmed at what she was seeing. She was dead-on, a perfect view in the door of the Ferris wheel car. Hendricks had entered, had looked like he was getting the job done, and then suddenly he just crumpled. But the problem was his damned coat was still in the way. Any shot she took was going to go right through him, and it would be an utter miracle if it hit anything other than the cowboy.

“Arch, I got nothing,” she said into microphone. “We’re shut out here. Can you see anything?” She suspected she already knew the answer without even checking, but she had to do something.


***




“Arch!” Reeve’s voice turned his head from where Arch stood on the platform, hovering over the carnie working the Ferris wheel. “What are you doing?”

“Getting that car down here,” Arch replied. Reeve was staring out at him from within the crowd, shoulder to shoulder with a boatload of people, looked like he was in a bit of a squeeze.

“Did you hear that shooting?” Reeve called to him. Arch was a little surprised how quiet the scene was, all things considered. He supposed people were awed into silence.

“Saw it, too,” Arch said, looking down at the sheriff.

“I sent Reines up there on that hill after the shooters,” Reeve said. He pointed, and Arch followed where he’d gestured to see a Calhoun County sheriff’s cruiser climbing up the side of the hill where Alison and Bill had stationed themselves.

“You sent Reines after the shooters?” Arch put a total lack of inflection into it, like he was stunned. “You sent Reines after the shooters, Sheriff? Up the hill?”

Reeve looked up at him like he was an idiot. “Yes, Arch, I sent Deputy Reines to arrest whoever is shooting rifles into my goddamned festival. Can you please, kindly, do your job and help me control the scene here so we can get up there and assist him?”

Arch just stared down at the sheriff and ignored the sudden, loud curse word that his wife practically shouted into his ear. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll start by getting this car back down to the platform.”


***




“Fuck!” Alison said, treading into territory she did not usually venture into with that particular word, at least not in Arch’s earshot. It seemed appropriate, though. “We gotta move, Daddy.”

“We’re gonna leave that cowboy without any help,” her daddy replied, loud enough she could hear him without the earphone. “You sure?”

“I still got no shot,” Alison said, “and if we stay, all we’re gonna do is get ourselves arrested and still not do him a lick of good.” She pulled the rifle up, folding the tripod. She gave one last look through the unsteady scope and saw Hendricks’s undefined shape still obscured by the black coat and the darkness in the car. “We gotta book it.”


***




Mick could feel the car moving around the circle, time ticking down on the face of the clock. He’d hammed it a bit, got the cowboy to drop his guard and get riled, and then he kicked him in the balls to make up for what he’d cost Mick.

“You fucking shit,” Mick said, reaching up and taking hold of the cowboy by the face with his remaining hand as the man clenched in spasming pain. “Why don’t we find out if I can impregnate you?” He started to push the cowboy headfirst into the bench of the car. Knock him out, bend him over, flip that coat up and show him who was boss— “This is gonna burn.”

“No, thanks,” the cowboy said and brought the pistol around. Shit. Mick had forgotten about that little stinger. “I’ve already got a girlfriend,” the cowboy said, and then he blind fired the gun right in Mick’s face. Twice.

The pain was sudden and immediate, and it took Mick a minute to realize he’d fallen half out the back door of the car after the second shot, the dark sky lit above him and the outline of the spokes of the Ferris wheel all lit up around him. Mick held on, one-handed, to the edge of the doorway and watched as the cowboy tried to right himself then came staggering at Mick in an attempt to knock him out.

It was clumsy, it was stupid, and Mick was faster. The cowboy missed as Mick slid out of the way and let the little bit of momentum the man in black had carry him forward. He looped out of the car and—the lucky fuck—caught a grip on the spoke below as they passed the three o’clock position. Mick smiled down at the cowboy’s one-handed hold, knowing that in about ten seconds his grip was going to be lost as the arm of the wheel slanted downward. It wasn’t going to be much of a drop by then, maybe fifteen, twenty feet, but it’d be enough to put the fucker down so Mick could—

Mick felt a hard flare of pain in his own balls as someone hit him unmercifully in them while he was looking the other way. He turned in time to see Molly—or was it Mandy?—with that fucking demon hunter’s sword in her hands, the blade plunged right into his crotch.

Mick screamed, lost the power of thought, and whatever grip he had left. He fell, sword still buried in his fucking cock and bollocks, and hit the dark, empty earth below. He could see that Molly whore above him, staring out of the door of the car—


***




Lauren had a clear view when Mick came plummeting out of the car. She had a very clear, rage-filled view of her daughter stabbing him with a sword, and she watched him fall. I hope he’s dead, she thought, her mind filling in the blanks of what had happened above. It wasn’t like it was real difficult; her daughter’s screams coming from the car, her daughter’s panties lying on the grass, her daughter’s supposed love interest with a sword through his groin, put there by her daughter.

A + B = Rapist motherfucker.

It wasn’t exactly a casual stroll she took over to him. It was urgent, it was hurried, it was full of fury and wrath and all manner of righteous, hateful indignation. She found him clutching himself at the site of the wound.

The cowboy fell right as she reached Mick, a shorter drop than the carnie had taken. She heard him land, heard him go, “OOF!” and gave him not a whit of attention.

Lauren Ella Darlington stared down at the bastard who had hurt her daughter, made her scream, made her feel all manner of unpleasant and unsavory things—

And she grabbed the hilt of that sword that was lodged in his nuts—visibly, obviously lodged in them, since his pants were nowhere to be found—and she plucked it out—

And rammed back in again, a little higher. Turned that fucker into a falsetto in one.


***




Hendricks watched the doctor—he was pretty sure it was her, the lady from the accident scene where Erin had gotten hurt—sever the demon’s genitalia with his sword. He would have cringed, but he didn’t really have any mercy left in his tank for the bastard, honestly.

“Mom!” The cry came from above, from the car that he’d just dropped out of. The girl was standing, framed in there, on her feet again. Hendricks traced the line back to the dark-haired, avenging angel standing over the demon and put it together.

“Get him in the heart,” Hendricks said, just loud enough for her to hear him, as he struggled to his feet. She glanced at him blankly. “The heart,” Hendricks repeated and mimed a stabbing motion.

The doctor stared at him uncomprehendingly for just a second, and then he watched the determination cross her face, twist it, all that rage pooling—

And she stabbed him in the heart, the motherfucker, and he glowed for a second before the black fire claimed him.


***




Mick couldn’t believe it. It was the mother, the fucking mother. He couldn’t have seen that coming, not in a million years. He was ready to burn her, too, like that fucking bum, but then she pulled the sword out of his balls and slid it a couple inches higher. That was a new level of desire to scream.

He was still too busy writhing from getting his junk severed to hear the conversation going on around him in anything other than muffled tones. He’d just about come out of it enough to hear the words “the heart!” when he felt a blade slip into his, and that was all she wrote.

Mick had about two seconds to open his eyes, pack his essence’s metaphorical bags, and stare straight into the eyes of a pissed-off mother before the fires of hell dragged him down into a darkness the like of which he had never experienced.


***




Arch saw it all from where he stood on the platform. Saw the demon fall, saw Hendricks fall, saw Dr. Darlington mosey over and stab the bastard dead—with a little coaxing from Hendricks.

He took a quick look and found Reeve making his way up the platform on the far side. It was obvious to the crowd that something had happened on the far side, but the rush and the glut was making fast movement there well-nigh impossible. He made a quick gesture, something he hoped Duncan would see that Reeve wouldn’t. The OOC gave him a nod of acknowledgment and plunged off the platform on the far side, ducking through the moving spokes of the wheel as he jumped and dodged to get to Hendricks.

“What the hell just happened?” Reeve called at him, stalking up the nearby ramp, only twenty feet or so away.

“Almost got that car down,” Arch said, nodding at the one with the door open and flapping in the breeze. There was an outline of a girl in a dress, and he had his suspicions on exactly who it was, based on the good doctor’s reaction to the demon …

“Who gives a fuck about the car, Arch?” Reeve yelled. “What the hell is going on here? Did you see who came out of it?”

“Not really,” Arch said. He doubted his lying face had gotten any better, but at least it was getting easier to spit them out now.


***




“Nicely done,” Hendricks said, eyeing the woman with the dark hair, who was staring at the spot in the grass where the demon had burned his way back to hell. “Can I have my sword back?” He tried to be neutral about it, as much as he could under the circumstances.

The woman stared at the hilt of it like she could see through it and dropped her grip on it. The sword tilted toward the ground like some great tower falling to the earth, thudding gently in the wet grass.

“Thanks,” Hendricks said, dodging past her to scoop it up. He brought the blade up in defense by pure instinct when he heard the thump of someone landing just in front of him—

“Time to go,” Duncan said from where he’d just jumped off the platform. “We need to make an exit.”

Hendricks looked left, then right, finding both ways starting to fill with people. Behind them, a ten-foot high fence cordoned them off from an empty baseball diamond, the red clay a pale shade of grey in the light of the Ferris wheel. “I’m not finding any exit signs.”

“Aren’t you with the FBI or something?” the doctor asked. “I could have sworn you were from the FBI.”

Duncan’s face twitched slightly as Hendricks stared at the OOC, wondering. “That’s not gonna hold up under this scrutiny,” Duncan said simply. “We need to motor.”

“I’m open to suggestions,” Hendricks said, “since I’m guessing this little clusterfuck isn’t going to be easy to explain.”

“Good,” Duncan said and started toward him, “I’m glad you’re open.”

“To suggestions,” Hendricks said as the OOC wrapped an arm around his chest and started dragging him forward like he weighed about as much as an empty suit, “not to—what the hell are you doing?”

Duncan jumped the softball field fence, just barely clearing it. Hendricks could hear the fence rattle, felt the heels of his boots click-clack the metal top of it as they passed. Duncan straightened him out after the landing, though, setting him back on his feet instead of just letting him drop. “Time to run, cowboy.”

Hendricks blinked as the demon started off at a brisk run toward the nearest bleachers. Bereft of any other good suggestions, he tossed one last look back at the doctor, who just stood staring at him through the chain-link, and then he ran to follow the OOC.


***




Alison bounced as the truck hit a rut, the whole cab jouncing her a good foot in the air. She fumbled for her seatbelt when she came down, the uneven ground of the hillside they were running not doing her any favors. Her daddy was at the wheel and the rifles were stowed not very ceremoniously in the back, which was worrying. They were plunging down the thinly tread trail that Ed Claskey used to reach this part of his property, going at a speed that Alison knew her father hoped would keep them ahead of Ernesto Reines until they got to the main road. That was safety, that was escape, but until then, she had a feeling it was going to be a rough ride. They hit another rut and she bounced again, the pickup’s shocks protesting the rough treatment.

“You’d think this wasn’t your first time evading the law,” she said to her father as he jerked the wheel, following the old rutted trail.

“That’s definitely a first,” her father said, his face screwed up in concentration, eyes darting to take in everything he saw ahead, “but it’s not exactly the first time I’ve driven off road in a hell of a hurry.” He spared her just a moment’s look, a little glint in his eyes before the road ahead got his attention once more. Alison just braced herself and held on as they went, keeping one eye fixed in her rearview mirror, hoping against hope not to see red and blue flashing lights there.


***




Arch watched Duncan and Hendricks clear the fence in a jump just as Reeve got into view to see for himself. He didn’t know how much of that the sheriff caught, but he was pretty sure he saw them hoofing it off into the night. It wasn’t like a guy in a long black coat and cowboy hat was the sort of thing that just slipped the mind.

Reeve wheeled on Arch with a look that suggested betrayal, fury, and a mingling of a hot mess of emotions that Arch didn’t even want to dip into. “What the fuck was that?”

“Guy in a cowboy hat running off into the night,” Arch said coolly.

“You just stood here and watched it happen,” Reeve said with a glacial reserve of his own.

“I may be a decent athlete, but I’d have a hard time leaping that fence to pursue,” Arch offered.

Reeve’s lips contorted long, like his jaw clenched. “You think I don’t recall your friend the cowboy? Who I met the night your apartment was broken into?”

“I’m sure you recall my friend,” Arch said, feeling a surprising level of calm. “I’m sure you also saw him climb the Ferris wheel just now, and not shoot a rifle from the hillside, not cause screams from inside the car—”

Reeve’s face contorted again, but somehow he held back his spitting rage. “You’re relieved of duty, Deputy Stan.”

“For not pursuing someone who wasn’t committing any crime except climbing an apparatus not designed for climbing?” Arch didn’t even feel resentful; it wasn’t like this was unexpected. He snapped out a response anyway.

“I’ll let the district attorney craft the official charges,” Reeve said with a rough satisfaction. “But I’m thinking aiding and abetting, obstruction of justice, some sort of corruption charge—”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Arch said with a surprising amount of calm.

“I know a dirty cop when I see one,” Reeve replied.

“You wouldn’t know your ass from a hole in the ground,” Arch said and just dismounted the platform right off the side, over the railing and Jesus help anyone below. Thankfully for their own sakes, they moved.

“You better run, Arch,” Reeve shouted from somewhere above him. “I’m coming for you!”

Arch just turned and looked up. “Why don’t you try and catch a glimpse of what’s really going on around here?” He met Reeve’s gaze for a split second to let the man know he was serious and then started shouldering his way through the crowd with a purpose.


19.


Lauren stood in the dark after she watched the cowboy and the FBI agent—or whatever he was—retreat over the fence and flee into the night. She turned back to the Ferris wheel to watch it descend, her eyes on Molly, but she started catching snatches of conversation from the platform. It was about five feet off the ground, clear as day in front of her on the lit, raised metal structure, just through the crossbars of the Ferris wheel. Impossible to miss. And so dramatic, she couldn’t help but look, even as she waited for Molly—thank God she looked all right, sweeping in a slow arc back toward the platform—to descend.

“I know a dirty cop when I see one,” Reeve said to Archibald Stan, clear as if he’d just fired a gun.

“You wouldn’t know your ass from a hole in the ground,” Arch replied, testier than he’d even been that afternoon at the mine. The man looked strained, and he’d—had he actually just cursed? Holier-than-the-Pope Archibald Stan? He disappeared over the far edge of the platform, and she caught a glimpse of his legs under the metal girders that held the platform aloft. He’d jumped. Just walked away from the sheriff. From his boss.

“You better run, Arch! I’m coming for you!” Lauren listened to the words dully, blinking, and she looked down at her feet again.

Where that man—that rapist—she’d meant to kill—meant to stab right through the heart—had disintegrated into nothingness, eaten by what looked like … black flames.

Demons.

She blinked and folded slightly again to see Arch Stan’s legs as the man disappeared into the crowd.

He hadn’t lied.

There were demons.

“MOM!” Molly dropped from a height of about five feet as the Ferris wheel car swung around, her Chucks clunking against the metal as she hit the platform and then squirmed around, charging through the slow-turning spokes—and damned near giving her mother a heart attack—as she followed the path that FBI guy had to get to Lauren. Lauren opened her arms and Molly slammed into her amidships, rocking her back. She did not care. Not a bit.

“Dr. Darlington,” came Sheriff Reeve’s voice from through the spokes of the wheel, his near-bald head looking almost as wrinkled as his forehead. “Are you all right?”

Lauren felt the weight of Molly in her arms, her daughter in her grasp, the full significance of what had just happened causing her emotional mind to tremble even as the logical, careful, assessing, doctor part of her tried to assemble it into something rational. “I’m …” She didn’t take her eyes off of Molly, and she didn’t answer. She just didn’t have anything to say that made one damned lick of sense.


***




“Will you hold the fuck up?” Hendricks said, gasping for breath and feeling like he’d been gasping most of the day. He didn’t feel much in the way of pain from the drop, which was fortunate; this was more from the flat-out, haul-ass run he’d done to try and keep up with Duncan. They’d skated the edge of the carnival, running the fence line, hiding behind cover as best they could, Hendricks wondering all the while exactly how this particular shitstorm was going to make landfall.

“Now is not a good time for stopping,” Duncan said, slowing only a little. They were nearing the parking lot, and, Hendricks figured, some measure of safety.

“When would be a good time to stop and die?” Hendricks asked, barely getting out his smart-assed reply.

“When we’re safely in Moscow, I think.” Duncan ran on, leaving Hendricks cursing as they rounded the last curve in the fence and found themselves staring at the first row of parked cars.

“Fuck that, I ain’t running that far,” Hendricks said, trying to avoid doubling over. “We still got business here, you know.”

“Yeah, well, enjoy your stay in the local jail while this town and county get destroyed by the rising tide of demonic chaos,” Duncan said. “Should be a front row seat for the end of Midian.”

Hendricks adjusted his hat on his head. It wasn’t that bad … was it?

Of course it was. The signs were all there. They’d been watching the water level rising all along; now it was just a matter of when it would pour over.

A car screeched to a stop in front of them, lights flaring. It took a second for him to work out that it was Arch’s Explorer, and the man himself was sitting in the front seat. Hendricks staggered forward a few steps behind Duncan, slipping through the passenger door that the demon graciously opened for him as the OOC slid into the back. Arch did not spare the horses once they were both in, putting pedal to metal in such a manner that Hendricks’s doubts about having to run were erased in an instant. “How bad is it?” he asked once they were out of the parking lot and streaking down a paved road toward town.

“We’re gonna need to get as much of our stuff together as we can pack in ten minutes or less and vacate Midian proper,” Arch said. The tension was apparent in every facet of the man’s reply, from his form as he held the wheel with one hand to the slow delivery of each word with emphasis. “You get that, Alison?”


***




“I heard you,” Alison said, the line still open. “Everybody made it out?”

“We’re all clear,” Arch replied. “Meet us at the apartment; we’ll need to ditch the Explorer.”

He hung up without another word, and Alison was left speechless anyhow. She did not look at her father as they slid down a back road. She didn’t need to; she watched him unspool the earphone out of his own ear after Arch hung up. Watched him and saw the expression on his face turn to fear, something she had never really seen there before.


***




“So much for the town car,” Duncan said from the back seat.

“That sucker would draw nothing but heat,” Hendricks said. Arch glanced at the cowboy in the passenger seat. He didn’t bother adding his chorus of assent. “Kind of like the Explorer now, I guess?”

Arch didn’t take his eyes off the road. “You guess right.” He swerved slightly to avoid a pothole. The emotions were roiling inside of him, a thousand—no, a million of them, all warring for space to stretch out and express themselves.

“I only need like five minutes at my place,” Hendricks said.

“Same,” Duncan said. “Assuming you mean for me to come with you.”

Arch glanced into the rearview mirror, saw on the demon’s face a cold, blunt look that wasn’t without a little rage etched in between the lines. “You got anywhere else to go?”

“Depends on what you mean to do,” Duncan said. “If you’re just gonna hunker down and hide until this place slides off the map, I can think of other uses for my time.”

“Oh, no,” Arch said, the answer coming out more playful than he intended. “No, no, no. See, we’re in it now. I just watched my career go up in smoke to save my hometown; if you think I’m gonna do that and just run so the next nasty thing that washes up on these shores can have free rein to finish the job? You got something else coming.”

Hendricks was the first to speak up. “What do you got in mind, Arch?”

“We move out into the country,” Arch said, “find a place where they won’t look for us. Embrace the wide open spaces of rural American life.” He felt his grip on the wheel tighten. “Then we start taking this war to the demons and doing it a lot harder than we have up to this point.”

Hendricks just listened, composing his reply when his train of thought got derailed from the back seat.

“Fuck, yeah,” Duncan said. “When do we start?”


***




“Are you all right?” Lauren asked. They were riding in the car, shaken, stirred, fucked up, really. Molly was taking it better than Lauren had thought she would. Maybe.

“No,” Molly said, shaking her head. “And yes. Kinda? Sorta? I don’t know?”

Lauren listened to her, and when she stopped speaking, gave her a nod. “All right answers.”

“I know, in the abstract, that a lot of guys are assholes with a one-track mind,” Molly said, and there was no hiding the raw edge of pain in her voice, “but Jesus. I thought I knew him better than that. I guess it was all lies.”

“Some men are demons,” Lauren said, realizing that there was more truth to that than she’d ever thought of before.

“You stabbed him with a sword,” Molly said carefully.

“I did,” Lauren said.

“And he went poof,” Molly said. “Like a product of my imagination.”

“You didn’t imagine that particular asshole,” Lauren said, keeping the wheel even in her hands. Ten and two, and for some reason the wheel looked like a Ferris wheel to her for a second. “He really did go up in a puff of smoke.”

“I’m no doctor,” Molly said with a healthy dose of sarcasm, “but isn’t that supposed to be impossible?”

“Yep,” Lauren said.

“So what’s the scientific explanation for that?”

Lauren made as expressive a shrug as she could without moving her hands off the wheel. “I don’t know. What’s the scientific explanation for Jarrett Barnes spontaneously combusting?”

Molly sat in silence for a minute. “Some men are demons.”

“Yep.”

They rode the rest of the way home in silence.


***




Her daddy dropped her off a block away and Alison ran, ran all the way to the apartment. They’d talked it over and decided this was for the best; it would keep him out of the obvious scrutiny that was coming. He’d probably still get some of it, but if he stayed mostly out of sight during the exodus, he’d at least be able to help some rather than be forced to flee with them.

And fleeing with them—that was something Alison hadn’t exactly been planning for at the outset of the day.

The Explorer was not in the apartment building’s lot, and she figured for sure that he had not made it back yet. It sent a flutter of worry through her belly, primal concern that rooted there and crept up toward her heart.

She made her way down the side of the building to the apartment. The outside lights cast long shadows on the pavement, and she watched her own slip past smoothly, like a snake, or a slick of oil rolling down a river.

She tried the handle and found it turned without unlocking. Hesitant, she pushed the door open, heard the squeak of the hinges, and felt for the pistol she’d kept under her t-shirt.

Then she saw a shadow cross in the living room and froze, just long enough to realize it was Arch, and she went to him in a rush.

She fell into his arms with a sudden bleeding of tension that was astonishing in its quickness. She felt like jelly against him, all form lost in the moment of contact. He returned the pressure of her embrace, firmer than he had been lately, and kissed her in return.

“Oh, Arch,” she said, looking up at him. Her eyes were dry; his were not, surprisingly. “I didn’t think you were here.”

“I let Duncan and Hendricks take the Explorer,” he said. “We’re meeting ’em out at the MacGruder place. We’ll ditch the sheriff’s car there and make for our destination.”

“Why there?” Alison asked.

“Because we’re going across the county,” Arch said, “over by Culver. By the time Reeve gets all his ducks in a row, his crime scene at the festival contained, we’ll be hunkered down—for now.”

“Okay,” she said, still staring in his dark eyes. She could almost touch the pain there, right at the top, it was so obvious to her. “What do you need me to do?”

“Pack a bag,” Arch said, nodding once. “Clothes. Toiletries. All the stuff you’ll need.”

“For what?” Alison asked.

“For living,” Arch said.

She shook her head. “Not what I meant. What kind of living? City living? Camping?”

Arch didn’t think about it for more than a second. “War. Pack like you’re going to war.”

Alison felt a mask of steely calm descend over her. “Okay.” And she got to work.


***




Duncan had taken seconds—like maybe thirty, total—to cram about fifteen fugly suits into his suitcase and carry it out the door, tossing it in the back of the Explorer while Hendricks watched, waiting to slam it shut as soon as the OOC was in. It was an amazing bit of efficiency in his view. And while he had been standing there, waiting for the demon, he’d found the case in the back of the Explorer and opened it up, making a mental note to make sure to bring that with them. It was like he’d run into an old friend, really.

Hendricks had taken slightly more time at his hotel room, but he was out of there in less than three minutes. That was the blessing of being the kind of guy who traveled light; he was only ever a few seconds from being ready to go.

Now he was driving down the back roads toward the rendezvous point, watching the curves and enjoying the silence with Duncan at his side.

Well, maybe “enjoying” was too strong a word.

“You hear that?” Duncan stiffened in the passenger seat.

Hendricks cocked his ears like a dog. Or imagined he did. Probably just tilted his head a little. Still like a dog. All he heard was the sound of the road, the sound of the wheel well, the sound of—

Buzzing.

Mechanical fucking buzzing.

He stomped the brakes and listened to the screech of tires as the Explorer fishtailed just a little on the back road. He peered through the windshield at the long, straight stretch of road ahead of him. “I’m not imagining it, am I?”

“Nope,” Duncan said with a tightly wound coil of rage all his own. Hendricks could sympathize.

Hendricks opened the door and hit the pavement with boots a clackin’. He heard Duncan get out on the other side, the Explorer slightly fishtailed to expose the passenger side of the car—still dented and fucked up from the battle on the mountain—to the side of the road the noise was coming from. “Got a plan?” Duncan called as he came around to meet Hendricks at the lift gate.

“Yep,” Hendricks said. He just opened the gate and pushed Duncan’s suitcase aside to reveal his new best friend.

“You’re gonna beat ’em to death with a plastic case,” Duncan said. “Should be fun, if not terribly productive.”

Hendricks didn’t reply to the sarcastic dig. He just flipped the case open.

Duncan let out a low whistle. “You know how to use that thing?”

Hendricks just smiled. “You’re goddamned right I do.” He hefted the AR-15 by the handle and checked the mag—again. It was full up, with a spare already prepared. Sixty rounds of mayhem at his fingertips.

It was like coming home, the feel of it in his hands. The actions were reflex—pulling the charging rod, battering the switch with his palm to jerk the bolt forward—he’d done this a thousand times since he'd pinned his EGA, and as he came around the car to give himself a rest on the hood, he reflected that he couldn’t have planned a better spot to do this if he’d had to.

“You unleash hell, and we’ll wade in together to wipe out the stragglers with sword and baton,” Duncan said. “Fair enough?”

“Works for me,” Hendricks said and fiddled with the red dot sight. The last time he’d used one of these, the range was so close he’d just aimed down the side of the barrel.

He could see them now, emerging from the dark—the peloton, the bicyclists, the Night Riders, if they wanted to call themselves that fucking pitiful-ass name. He fired his first shot and watched the soft-shelled bitch riding at the front of the pack disappear in a cloud of black as his bike fell underneath him. The tightly packed group struggled to swerve. Some failed. Some didn’t. Hendricks didn’t give a fuck. He had a full mag and a sword at his side to cap it all off if need be. He fired another shot, and another. Watched the chaos break, watched the demons panic. He filled the air with lead, a small, satisfied smile working its way out onto his face.

Bikes fell.

Demons screamed.

Black flames writhed.

Lafayette Jackson Hendricks clutched the AR-15 tight against his shoulder through both magazines, and by the time he was done, the handful of the demons that remained were all heaped in piles, trapped under bikes, disoriented.

He didn’t even get the chance to finish them off. Duncan—that sadistic, magnificent bastard—had run forward like a lion heading for a carcass. Hendricks lost count of how many times the baton rose and fell. Kinda like the number of shots he’d fired.

All he knew was that once it was done, there wasn’t a single demon left alive.

They packed up without another word, tossed their stuff in the back and headed on down the road a little late. Hendricks couldn’t pull far enough off the road to keep from scratching the Explorer’s undercarriage with broken bicycles.

They went in silence for a little longer, and Hendricks figured he’d just confirm—just for himself—that he was one hundred percent right in what he was picking up off of Duncan. “Wanna talk?” he asked, throwing it out there.

“Nope,” Duncan said. Simple as that.

Hendricks just shrugged. “Works for me.”


***




Lauren couldn’t get rid of that nagging feeling. It was on her ass like an overbearing attending physician on an intern, like naivety on a med student. Molly was fine, Molly was coping—as fine as could be under the circumstances, surprisingly okay for what had happened. She’d gotten her home, gotten her inside, handed her off to her mom with a flimsy explanation, one that left out some crucial details. She hadn’t know what to say; her mom had given her the concerned look, the soft one that glossed over the problematic details in favor of motherly empathy—for now.

But answers were gonna be needed.

And that got Lauren in the car a little after midnight, after making just one call. Because she needed to know.


***




Arch turned Alison’s car onto the dirt lane and took ’em down a half mile before making another turn onto a driveway. There was no mailbox on the stand, just a weatherworn place where it looked like one might have been a long time ago.

Duncan and Hendricks were in the back, apparently in a war to see who could say the least. Arch didn’t mind that; they’d been silent as stones since MacGruder’s farm, since they’d tossed their things in the back. Duncan’s suitcase and Hendricks’s duffel had joined Arch’s and Alison’s bags in her old car. Plus the AR case Hendricks had brought. Arch had pretty well forgotten it in the hubbub.

The car was made for city driving, not dirt roads, but it managed. It kicked up the gravel, rocks dinging on the undercarriage and in the wheel wells. It hugged the ground but chugged along, up the winding driveway.

Night had descended; the light holding it at bay around the festival was far distant. Arch’s mind felt the pull of the gloom, felt the desperation of the moment.

This was the valley of the shadow of death, but he would fear no evil. He had no rod or staff, just a demon with a baton, a cowboy with a sword, a wife with a massive rifle, and a switchblade of his own to guard the flock.

That’d do.

It’d have to.

He stopped the car in front of the old house. It didn’t look too bad, the exterior a little unkempt, the lawn overgrown by a few months. Shabby, but not post-apocalyptic.

Yet.

“Where the fuck are we?” Hendricks broke his silence with a doozy, finding a way to sprinkle his favorite word into the sentence. The man could squeeze it into a prayer, Arch figured. If he’d prayed.

“This is an old farmhouse,” Arch replied. He glanced over the top of the house and saw Alison get out the passenger side. She gave him a reassuring smile. “Been here since 1892. It was owned last by the McCullough family, but now it’s the property of Bank of America.” He looked back at Hendricks. “Served the foreclosure papers myself.”

“So we’re uh … squatting?” Hendricks asked.

“Why not?” Arch looked up at the two-story house. “They’re gonna come after us for a lot more than that if they can.”

“You really think they’re gonna be able to prove anything?” Hendricks asked. “No bodies, no witnesses that can put together a cogent explanation of what they saw, nothing but a lot of bullets fired, mayhem caused, and demons slain. They ain’t got shit.”

“Oh, they’ve got bodies,” Arch said, taking in the lines of the house. The siding didn’t look bad at all. He let his gaze drift to the main reason he’d chosen this place; there was a manual pump in the yard, no electricity needed. “No bodies we caused, but they’ve got bodies. And a whole town of people looking for someone to blame.”

“And your sheriff’s gonna make us the scapegoats,” Hendricks said. “Lovely.”

“We’re the most convenient targets,” Alison said. “It’s not like we have a reasonable explanation for what we’ve done.”

Hendricks gave her a sidelong glance that Arch caught. “‘We,’ huh?”

Alison did not look back at him, her gaze instead transfixed on the house. Her finger came up to point at the porch. “We.”

Arch followed the line of her finger and found the shape waiting for them under the eaves, in the shadows. The pale skin slipped out into the moonlight just as the car’s lights hit their automatic shut off. He saw the dusky eyes, somehow, in the dark, and the red hair still seemed to glow, like a fire burned within each strand.

“Somehow,” Hendricks said, “I’m not surprised to find her waiting here.”

“Feels like you should be,” Duncan said, “since none of the rest of us knew we were coming here until just now.”

“Arch knew,” Hendricks said, but low, like he was trying to keep her from hearing it. “How’d you know where to find us, Starling?”

“You were always destined to be here,” Starling said, bare feet slipping down the squeaking, warped wooden stairs as she stepped out to greet them, with as close to an approachable look as Arch had ever seen on her forbidding face. “Welcome home.” He had a sense there was more to it than that, and she beckoned them forward toward the door.

Hendricks went first, coaxed by her, then Alison. Arch followed next, with only a single backward glance for Duncan, whose face—usually so carefully neutral—now burned with some rage barely concealed beneath the surface. He followed, too, last in line, and they went, one by one, into the farmhouse, following the redhead's lead.


***




“Erin.”

The words pushed into her mind, into her ear, like something sharp against spandex. It was rude, it was not pleasant, and she wanted to resist.

“Erin, wake up.”

Erin Harris most assuredly did not care for that suggestion, not even as gently as it was worded, not with sugar on top, pretty please, not at all.

“Erin, I need you to wake up.”

Erin had been awake and had not cared for it; she’d awakened earlier in the evening, seen her family—mom, pop, three brothers—the whole family, wagons circled for this special crisis occasion. She was dimly aware of that. But visiting hours had ended, and that lovely narcotic drowse that had been calling her name? She’d willingly, happily succumbed to it, running back into the darkness with arms (and more) spread, ready to hump that motherfucker all night.

“Erin.”

One eye cracked open. The world was a blur, Vaseline smeared on the lens of the camera.

“Erin … can you hear me?”

“Mmmm … awaaaaaake.” Her own words were slurred, dragged, drawled, dropped on their heads as babies.

“Good. Can you open both eyes for me?”

Erin did and didn’t like that, either. Because then the goddamned bitch shined a spotlight in her eyes. The world was a cold, lonely, and evil place. Fuck it. She closed her eyes again.

“Your pupils are reactive and undilated. That’s a good sign.”

You know what else was a good sign? Slippery when wet. That one always made Erin chuckle.

“Erin.”

She opened her eyes again. No bright light this time. No signs, though. Just a face. Framed by dark hair. Long, dark hair. Feminine. Pretty, really. Enough that Erin felt a trace of envy. Doctor … What was her name? Dr. Dolittle. No.

Dr. Darlington.

Yes.

That was it.

“Dr. Darlington.” Erin’s mouth felt heavy, swabbed with cotton and someone left it in there when they were done. Now it was all dried out and icky, and no matter how much she smacked her lips together, it didn’t help.

“Very good, Erin. You’ve had some painkillers, so I know you’re probably feeling a little—”

“Fuck yeaaaaah, awesome.” Slurred. Just a little.

“That’s good.” The doctor’s face came into view. She looked good. Rosy cheeks. Really rosy. Like she probably ran or something. Good circulation. That was what made rosy cheeks, right? Or angel kisses? Was that bullshit or the real deal? “Erin, I need you to tell me something.”

“What’s up, Doc?” She blinked her eyes, and the doctor’s face swam into view. Serious. Earnest. Erin blinked again, and she was still there. The world felt sharp but draggy, and Erin didn’t mind. Like she was drunk, but better, because she hadn’t had to consume approximately OH MY GOD, MY WALLET IS EMPTY, WHAT IS THIS BULLSHIT? beers to get there.

“I need you to tell me something, Erin.” The voice was so smooth. So nice. Not like the light shining. That was not nice. Not smooth. That was bullshit, that was. “I need you to answer a question for me.”

“Shoot.” Me up with morphine. Hehe. Yes. Fuck yes. MORE-phine. She had it. Lots of it.

“I need you to tell me everything you know … about demons.”
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David Leach took an early look at the manuscript and made sure I didn't eff things up too bad. David's been a great sounding board on this and the Sanctuary Series, and to him I owe great thanks.

My Uncle Larry and Aunt Rita let me bring one of my kids down to spend time on their farm while I started the first draft of this manuscript. Thanks to them I got a ridiculous amount of writing done while still having a lot of fun.

My Grandparents also let me come to visit them to write part of this, while bringing my same pre-schooler destruction crew with me, and I similarly got a lot done. Thanks to them for the help.

Sarah Barbour has got to be one of the longest-suffering souls in this business. She gets to see the mess of my manuscripts after I've already rejected an abundant number of changes from my beta readers. She gets through them with a steely eye toward the details, though, and I'm always amazed at the things she catches. Also, she recommended I describe Hendricks's coat as a "duster," figuring you'd all know what that means, but I totally rejected that change. Google "drover coat," you'll be fine.

My thanks as always to Karri Klawiter for her efforts on the cover, as always. She's such a joy to work with.

To my parents, especially, who accompanied me during much of my travels while writing this book so they could provide babysitting, and to my wife who remained at home to manage the fort, I owe my thanks. Also, to my kids, for making sure I have a little fun every day.

 

 

Depths



 

First thanks goes out to all who helped make the launch of Called: Southern Watch #1 in the Sinners & Sorcerers boxed set so successful. In no particular order, I owe gratitude to the great Daniel Arenson, Scott Nicholson, J.R. Rain and Phoenix Sullivan, who managed the whole thing with the professionalism and aplomb.

I owe the greatest debt to my friend S.M. Reine, without whom this series would not even be seeing the light of day until 2015. She convinced me to speed things up and gave me a damned good reason to do so, and for that - and much more - I owe her my thanks.

Gratitude also goes to Jerod Heck and David Leach, who read through the book in its first draft form to help me pin down major screwups. Thanks, guys.

Karri Klawiter once more did the cover, and she deserves extra mention this time for doing a second round cover on Called (which she totally knocked out of the park!).

Sarah Barbour pulled editing duty on this particular work, and gave me perhaps the greatest compliment of my professional career after remarking that the Gideon scenes were so disturbing she felt like she needed to shower afterward.

Nick Ambrose came out of retirement to format this book on extremely short notice. I'm dedicating Girl in the Box #9 to him, but he deserves extra special mention for this, too, because he's just such a standup guy. Without Nick, my publishing career would not be where it is today, and for that he has my thanks.

In the last roundup, thanks to my mom and dad as well as my wife and kids. 'Nuff said.

 

Corrupted



 

(In Order of Appearance)



Karri Klawiter – Cover Artist



Nicolette Solomita – First reader/Verifier that the book was not crap



Jerod Heck – Marine Realism Consultant



Sarah Barbour – Editor



Jeff Bryan – Proofreader



Jo Evans – Error Catcher



My parents – Edifiers



My kids – Exercisers



My wife – Aid and comfort.



No authors were harmed during the writing of this novel. Well…okay, maybe just one.
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