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CHAPTER ONE 

Leave it to an ancient god to ruin a perfectly good afternoon.  
The day started off like any other Seattle day. The rain lightened up, leaving a broken sea of 

clouds and almost forgotten blue sky. The bite was gone from the wind, and the denizens of the 
city came out from their hidey holes to stare at the strange yellow orb in the sky.  

As for me, well, I looked up from the blank pages of my notebook as a VW bus roared up 
like an angry rhino and coughed into a parking spot on the side of the road. Canary yellow gave 
the vehicle its base, but a collage of hand-drawn symbols obscured most of the color. The side 
closest to me sported a detailed cross on the passenger door, right in front of a peace symbol 
that claimed its territory over most of the rear wheel well.  

Yet there was more. I leaned forward to see the stickers that covered the van’s side 
windows. An old Reagan/Bush campaign sticker, faded with age, shared the window with a 
dozen NRA slogans and a large sticker proclaiming “If you can read this you’re in range,” next to 
a picture of a particularly nasty handgun. 

The dichotomy should’ve been my first clue to run like hell.  
Instead it was simply a curiosity in a neighborhood known for its eccentrics. Hell, my 

throne, so to speak, that I currently resided on was the hand of a particularly large troll statue 
that looked like it was climbing its way out from under the struts of the looming freeway bridge 
above. The Fremont Troll had one hand on the ground and another crushing an actual 
Volkswagen bug, while a single eye made from a hubcap looked out over the world. As I said, a 
neighborhood of eccentrics. 

Not like this, however. A man stepped out of the VW bus and stretched like a cat in the 
sunshine. Short and lean, he sported clothes that would’ve made Wyatt Earp envious, complete 
with a dark cowboy hat faded and torn with age and a pale duster that whispered around his 
ankles. Dark jeans, ratty and stained, disappeared into snakeskin boots, and his button-down 
denim shirt fit neatly behind a belt buckle inlaid with an enormous turquoise oval.  

The skin of his face brought to mind the sun rising on an endless horizon of dark red 
sandstone. He looked to be in his mid-twenties, but I knew better. His mere presence spoke of 
long and dusty roads. 

So maybe this wasn’t just another hippie coming to visit the troll. I slowly closed my 
notebook and stood up. A nasty wind clawed through my jean jacket and threatened to tear the 
backward baseball cap, a dark purple one with the “Super Friends” logo on the front, right off 
my head. My plan was to escape quietly up the stairs that led to the freeway above. 

I should’ve known better. 
“Hello there!” the strange man called as I started to turn. “Are you Nicholas St. James?” His 

voice held a slight accent, almost South African, although it shifted like oil on water.  
“It depends,” I answered. 
 A lean smile flitted over his face. “Depends on what, exactly?” 



“On whether or not I owe you money.” 
The man laughed and his whole body shook as if he was having a seizure. I didn’t think it 

was that funny. 
“Well, I’m looking for the one they call ‘the Sundancer,’” he said as he stopped about 

twenty feet from me, “which I could never understand, since it’s so off the mark.” 
I crossed my arms and let a thin smile stretch onto my own face. “Oh, that Nick St. James,” 

I said. “I killed him years ago. Buried him under the troll, if you care to take a look.” 
He laughed again but didn’t move. “I love it when you people talk like that. I knew 

someone once who tried to break his teeth and shave his tail, but in the end he was still a 
beaver, albeit one who couldn’t make very good dams.” 

“Well then,” I said, “he should’ve bought a bulldozer.” 
“But that’s the point,” the thin man said with a waggle of his finger. “He could’ve dressed 

up as a cow, or a bird, or a turtle, but deep down he would always be a beaver. Just like you can 
wrap yourself in all the borrowed words you want, but it won’t change who you are.” 

OK, so witty repartee wasn’t going to make this stranger leave me alone. I also didn’t want 
to provoke him. I like most of my limbs attached to my body, thank you very much. So it was 
time to pull out the last resort. You know, the one I really hated. The truth. 

“Look,” I said, dropping all pretense of sarcasm, “I don’t know what you want, or need, or 
what people told you. I can’t even begin to fathom what someone of your obvious…stature 
would want with someone like me. My name might be Nick St. James, but I’m not that guy 
anymore. I’m just a writer.”  

“That’s your problem, my friend,” the thin man said. “You can run all you want, but the 
game's in your blood. And blood never forgets.” 

The stranger waved a slender hand and began to twirl in a slow dance. His feet thumped 
hard on the ground, raising tiny dust devils in his wake, all the while saying, “People think ‘all I 
need to be happy is to get a good job,’ or ‘see that car over there? That'll make me a better 
person.’ My personal favorite is ‘if I hide long enough, I can forget who I am.’ Sound familiar?” 

The dance reverberated deep into my bones, like the roar of a lion or the shock of a mortar 
round. Pressure built behind my eardrums as images came to mind. Images of hot desert nights 
with stars bright and clear, like diamonds cast out by a petulant god. A memory of my mother 
and me sitting in lawn chairs at the reservation, as men and women pounded their drums and 
beat their feet on the sandy ground. 

The images faded, but my heart raced as the tiny lizard section of my brain screamed at me 
to run and hide. The street around me dimmed, as if the sunlight itself had grown afraid.  

“Take that woman over there,” the man spoke while slowly thumping the ground with his 
feet. I tore my gaze away from him and looked to where he gestured. The pressure in my head 
deepened. 

The woman was no more than twenty-five. She walked along the street opposite, 
completely oblivious to the freak show happening at the base of the troll. Blond-haired and 
blue-eyed, she walked with a smile on her made-up lips, her manicured hands pressing the 
wrinkles out of her suit. 

“She has a boyfriend, a frightfully dreadful man,” the stranger told me with a laugh. His 
voice echoed like a man talking down a well. “He slaps her around every now and then, and 
then breaks down crying afterwards.”  



The woman came to the light and started across the crosswalk. She came right for us, 
never wavering, never stopping to wonder about the events happening in front of her. “She 
thinks she’s changing him, making him a better man, but we all know how the play ends, don’t 
we?” 

The sound of an engine sliced through the morning. Time slowed as a yellow minivan 
charged over the rise. The woman barely turned, as if she was pushing her way through 
quicksand. 

The stranger’s dance stopped. His emerald eyes bored into my skull. “So, Mr. Not-Nicholas 
St. James,” he said, “let’s see what ‘just’ a writer can do.” 

The yellow minivan accelerated. Battery acid burned in the back of my throat. The woman 
stopped like a deer caught in the path of an oncoming predator.  

I sprang forward before my brain could even catch up. I didn’t yell, didn’t speak. I simply 
bolted past the stranger. The world became the woman and the oncoming van. 

My heartbeat was the only sound as the world became a collection of moments. The 
smoke from the minivan’s tires. The smell of ginger in the woman’s hair. Shock on the driver’s 
face. 

Muscles screamed. A fleeting thought passed through the haze. I wouldn’t make it. It had 
been too long. But the body always remembers.  

I tackled the woman, both of us flying. The tiniest rush of air caressed my leg as the 
bumper of the minivan missed by a fraction of a thought. 

With a pop, the world rushed in. Noise bombarded my brain. The woman cried hysterically, 
her hands clutching my jacket. A frightened screech of tires echoed as the minivan shuddered 
to a halt. 

“My God,” an older man cried as he stumbled out of the vehicle toward us, “I didn’t even 
see you! Are you all right?” 

A hand touched my shoulder. “That was pretty slick for ‘just a writer.’” The odd stranger in 
the duster laughed as he pulled me up and we took a step back. The old man was comforting 
the young woman as if we didn’t exist. “You were like Eagle diving from above.” 

Adrenaline still flooded my veins and I smacked his hand away. “What,” I exclaimed, “the 
hell was that? Did you do this to prove a point?” 

“Someone had to,” he replied. 
“She could’ve been killed! It’s been five years since I pushed myself like that. What if I 

couldn’t save her?” 
The man shrugged. “Does it matter? Live, die, it’s all the same to me.” His brevity had 

disappeared. “I just don’t like being lied to.” 
I stood panting in front of this creature, and part of me wanted to lash out. I wanted to pull 

all my gifts, all my strength, and send this bastard back to where he came from. A woman had 
almost died because of this thing’s pride. 

Yet while I was angry, I wasn’t suicidal. “That’s it,” I told him. “I’m out of here. Take 
whatever it is you want and shove it up your ass, because I’m done listening.” I turned and 
stalked off, back toward the troll. 

“Don’t you want your present first?” he called after me. 
I kept walking. 
“I’m not here because I need anything,” the man continued. “I have something you’ll need, 



unless you want to retire early to the Hunting Grounds.” 
I really hated it when they did that. Would you like a carrot, Mr. St. James? Why yes, but 

why’s it on that long stick? “Can’t you people ever talk straight?” I yelled back. But I didn’t 
leave. Instead I slammed myself down on the troll’s hand again. 

“We could, but where’s the fun in that?” The man laughed as he followed me back and 
once again stopped on the sidewalk. “But you’re beginning to bore me, so I’ll get right to it. 
Consider yourself lucky. Usually I don’t get to the point for at least another hour.” 

The man pulled a shiny object from the pocket of his ratty jacket. Wait…my brain shifted 
gears. The man’s cowboy outfit had disappeared, becoming a sweater that was three sizes too 
big. His black hair hung long and thick, while a pair of tiny round glasses perched on the bridge 
of his nose. Around his neck hung an ankh, a peace symbol, and a cross that all chimed when he 
moved.  

He held out his hand, and I cautiously looked. A golden coin lay on his palm, the edges 
sparkling even though the sun hid behind thick Seattle clouds. I reached to take it, flinching like 
the damn thing was going to bite my fingers off.  

“It’s a gift from an old friend of yours,” the man said. “He said a storm’s coming, and this 
will help in your time of need. He also told me the debt’s paid.” A smile danced under his 
glasses. “Lastly, he said that if he ever saw you again he’d pick his toes with your spleen. One of 
these days you must tell me how you pissed off a dragon and made him indebted to you at the 
same time.” 

 Damn again. I looked at the object in my hand. It wasn’t a coin, but rather a small golden 
dragon scale. If that big lizard Oberon sent it, then something particularly nasty was heading my 
way. 

“There are far too many people in the world that feel that way,” I told him. “It’s why I’m up 
here.” 

“Indeed. We are much alike in that aspect,” he said. “Too few people understand our 
talents.” He laughed like a barking dog. “But now I must be off, my new friend.” He looked 
around and pulled the sweater tighter. “My cousin is expecting me, although I can never 
understand why Raven likes it up here. Give me the desert sunset and a good carcass and I’m a 
happy camper.” 

“Can you at least tell me your name? I like to know who ruined my day,” I said, even 
though I had my suspicions. I just wanted him to confirm it. 

The man laughed. The pressure built in my head again and my ears popped. “I’ve had many 
names, Nicholas St. James, but I prefer what the old ones called me. ‘He Who Laughs at 
Darkness.’ Has a nice ring to it. But you know me as one without a name at all.” 

A sharp wind came out of nowhere, brushing a thin coat of dust across my eyes. I coughed 
and shook my head, my eyes watering and shut tight against the sting. They closed for only the 
briefest of moments.  

When I opened them again, the man had disappeared. In his place stood a giant coyote, 
the jet-black fur streaked with swirls of white and gray. The muzzle shook in silent laughter.  

The roar of a car’s engine made me jump. I jerked my gaze and saw the minivan driving 
away. When I looked back, the trickster was gone.  

I slowly put the dragon scale in the pocket of my jacket. The wind picked up again, sending 
a chill deep into my bones. Rain was coming. 



The blond woman was nowhere in sight. I wasn’t sure she had ever existed. When one as 
powerful as Coyote takes notice of you, the fabric of the reality tends to bend a bit. 

He told me a storm was coming, and looking at the sky I believed it.  
Now, if it was only the weather I had to worry about. 



CHAPTER TWO 

After the visit with the trickster I should’ve jumped in my truck, drove until I ran out of gas, 
filled up the tank, and kept going. Maybe rent a cabin and spend the decade growing out my 
beard and writing my manifesto.  

Instead I stood outside my rundown apartment and hunted for my keys in the drizzle. A 
little rain didn’t bother me, but I knew the weather gods of Washington could be spiteful, with 
their icy temper tantrums coming at a moment’s notice. Finally I found the key and pushed 
through to the ordered chaos that was my apartment. 

My home wouldn’t make the cover of Home and Garden, but it was quaint in its own way. 
At least the furniture had been updated over the years as the royalty checks from my novels 
came in. Bookcases lined the wall by the door, each filled to overflowing with paperbacks and 
hardcovers. A dusty wall TV hung across from a leather couch obscured by various magazines 
and books. My old chair sat in front of the glass door leading to the tiny balcony, the fabric on 
the arms frayed and the black cloth faded to charcoal.  

I flicked on the two standing lamps, but nothing was disturbed from its chaotic resting 
place. I tossed my mail on the old couch, where it wouldn’t be lonely with its dozen or so 
fellows. I hung up my jacket and placed my baseball cap on top of the coat rack.  

I took a deep breath and drank in the comfort of home. Here was a place where the dark, 
violent world couldn’t get me. That strange, magical realm I used to roam. Yup, everything 
could now get back to normal. 

That’s when I took another deep breath and smelled cherry blossoms on a spring day. I 
couldn’t remember the name of the perfume, but I knew the owner.  

“So you are still alive,” a female voice came from the darkness of the bedroom. “I was 
beginning to wonder.” 

I slowly closed the front door as the taste of my safe haven turned to sour dust in my 
mouth. 

Cate Adair stepped out of my bedroom. Almost six feet of Amazon strength, with a temper 
to boot, she was like a lightning storm trapped in porcelain. Her long red hair was up and 
hidden in a towel, and the alabaster luster of her skin contrasted against the black cloth of my 
robe.  

“Yup, there you are alive and breathing.” Cate plopped down in one of the chairs 
surrounding my antique dining table. “What are the odds?” 

I didn’t answer. My first warning should’ve been Coyote. If he could find me, so could 
Caitlin.  

“Hope you don’t mind but I used your shower,” she continued. “I had to drive up, and two 
days on the road is a bitch on the hair. Not to mention the crappy motels I stayed at. There was 
this one place in Dunsmere—” 



“Caitlin,” I said as I closed my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose between my forefinger 
and thumb. A headache began a pirate’s dance on my skull. 

“Hmm?” 
“What are you doing here?” 
“‘Why hello, Caitlin, how are you?” She smiled sweetly. “‘Oh, I’m fine, Nicholas, how about 

you? ‘Oh, good enough, I guess, seeing as how I’ve been missing for five years.’” 
“Whatever it is, the answer is no,” I said, my voice going cold. “Everyone should respect a 

man when he wants to stay lost.” 
Her smile never left her face. “If you want me to leave, make me dinner. I miss your 

spaghetti.” 
So much for being direct. “If you eat, will you leave?” 
She raised her hands in mock defeat. “Eat and talk, that’s all. If you want me to leave 

afterwards, I will.” 
“You promise?” 
“Cross my heart.” 
“That’s a good one. Try another.” My mood fouled, and the retort slipped out before I 

could stop it.  
She visibly flinched. “Then how about I promise on Ann’s memory? Is that good enough for 

you?”  
An edge had crept into her voice. Our last conversation hadn’t exactly been cordial, so she 

probably had a good reason for tracking me down. At least I could listen before tossing her out. 
“Fine. One meal, one chat, and then you leave.” I threw my keys down on a small table by 

the front door. “You need a pint? You look pale.” 
“Being out of the sun does that to a girl. You keep fresh?” She was surprised. 
I shrugged. “There’s a guy living down the way. I’ll see what he has.” 
She knew I was using it as an excuse to leave and gather my bearings, but for once she 

didn’t quip. That worried me. Cate showing restraint was like rain falling upward. With a sigh 
that seemed to come from my toes, I did an about-face and left without another word. 

An icy wind snuck past my jean jacket as I left Cate behind and made my way across the 
open balcony toward apartment 2F. The peeling walls painted a bleak echo of my troubles. The 
apartments lined up like motel rooms, which made the walk shorter than I hoped. I slowed my 
stride as my mind swirled with questions and feelings long thought dead. What did Cate want? 
How did she find me when I spent so much time and energy to disappear? All these questions 
buzzed around like flies around the corpse of my old life.  

A lone duck sat in the swimming pool that doubled for a natural preserve, but he didn’t 
give me any answers, so I knocked on Felix’s door. After a minute of silence, I pounded again, 
this time loud enough to wake the dead.  

That was an ironic thought. A muffled question came from inside. “Felix,” I yelled, “it’s me. 
I need a pint.” 

“You got cash?” a sleepy voice asked through the closed door. 
“Unless you suddenly take American Express.” 
The door cracked open and a face white as a sheet and twice as greasy peered down at me 

from a frame built like a telephone pole. Felix blinked in the gloomy daylight. His hands shook, 
even though the gloom couldn’t hurt him. It was either fear or he was strung out again.  



I held up a five, and he handed over a pint of crimson. “Dude, when’d you start up the 
habit?” Felix asked, his surfer voice in direct opposition to his fear of the sun.  

“It’s for a friend. Is this stuff clean?” 
“Of course it is, man. What do you take me for?” 
“I had to ask.” Felix liked the tainted stuff, heroin or cocaine junkies being his favorite. It 

was sad. He had all eternity and he spent most of it cracked out of his head. Even for the 
undead it wasn’t a way to live. 

“Is your friend hot?” he asked. 
“Good-bye, Felix,” I told him. “Thanks for the pint.” 
“No problem, dude.” He slipped back into his apartment and four different locks engaged, 

one right after another.  
I couldn’t put it off any longer. I walked back into my apartment and found Cate sitting in 

my black chair, leafing through one of the paperbacks. She had a tight black shirt and jeans 
plastered to her wet body. Like most times, it left little to the imagination. Her dark red hair 
was in all its glory, cascading down in a fiery wave.  

“Never took you for a romance reader,” she said as I entered. She finished glancing through 
the book and studied the front cover. “The Glory Years, by Lilith A. Taylor. You actually like this 
crap?” 

“What can I say?” I said as I walked past, grabbing the book out of her hands as I went. “I’m 
a romantic.” 

My kitchen, if you could call it that, was a tiny closet off the main room. It was also the only 
spotless place in the apartment. Whenever stress knocked me down I came in here and fixed up 
a dish. It was easier back when I wasn’t alone. I angrily pushed the thought down and tossed 
the packet of blood on the counter. 

“So you still have the baseball caps, I see,” she said as she followed me into the kitchen. 
“You know, you should show off your hair more, although you’ve definitely made the Seattle 
look your own. Where do you keep the glasses?” 

She made me dizzy with her subject changes. “The mugs are above the microwave.” I hated 
it when her kind used glasses when they drank. Seeing the contents always made me 
nauseated. 

She grabbed a mug, ripped open the blood packet, and poured the scarlet liquid inside. I 
turned away as she hungrily drank it down.  

Her kind. That was a nasty thought. The woman underneath hadn’t changed; she just grew 
fangs and had a hankering for blood now. Of course, she was also the walking dead. It was a 
hard prejudice to overcome and, frankly, one of the reasons why I left. That, and Ann… 

I squashed the thought before it could form. I hadn’t thought of Ann in years, and I wasn’t 
going to start now, even with her sister standing next to me drinking blood as if it was a nice 
Merlot. 

“How did you get in here anyway?” I asked.   
“Oh,” she gestured absently. “Your landlord invited me. I thought I’d have to wait all night 

in the rain until you came home, but he was nice enough to let me in.” 
“What did you tell him?” 
“That I was an old flame who wanted to reconnect.” She laughed, the sound brightening 

the room. “I guess the old guy is a romantic too.” 



I shook my head and continued cooking.  
“So,” she said as she went to the sink to rinse the mug out, “how’s Seattle treating you?” I 

watched the lazy red swirls before yanking my gaze back to the pasta.  
I shrugged. “It’s cold and wet, but pretty much spook free. But there’s one thing about 

living in Seattle I never could stomach. All the damn vampires,” I quoted the movie and glanced 
at her. The Lost Boys had been her favorite, even before the change. 

She smiled, and I caught a glimpse of her canines. “I don’t know how you can handle only 
three months of sun. I’d wilt away if I didn’t have the beach.” 

Unlike the older ones, the newly turned could stay in the sun for a bit. No one knew what 
had changed in the bloodline, but it was a loophole Cate loved to flaunt. She was the only one 
of her kind living in Southern California. 

“One of these days you’re going to end up as one of the Colonel’s special recipes,” I said as 
I turned off the heat and dumped the pasta into the strainer. 

She shrugged. “There are things in life you don’t give up. I watched the sun rise the other 
morning. Made it almost ten minutes before I had to go inside. I had to feed afterwards, but it 
was worth it.” 

I paused over the sink. “Feed?” I asked, attempting to keep the accusation out of my 
words.  

She inhaled sharply. “Feed, not kill. There are a couple of college boys who can’t remember 
the good time they didn’t have.” She tried to laugh, but it came out strained. When I looked 
back, she had disappeared into the living room. 

I finished making the meal in silence. The apartment was like a tomb, with only one of us 
breathing. I dumped the pasta in a bowl and turned the sauce off. Nothing fancy. As much as I 
missed Cate’s laugh, I couldn’t wait for her to leave. Life was good up here, and she 
complicated things.  

I set the dinner down on the dining room table, and when I turned back I found her 
standing next to me. A soft curse popped out, and I flinched back, almost knocking the 
spaghetti off the table. She grinned like the Cheshire cat, with just a hint of the slightly 
extended and sharpened canines again.  

Cate sat down and crossed her legs. The dining table was beautifully carved, if a bit small. I 
don’t know if it had been an actual dining room table before, but it was old and had a lot of 
emotion carved into the polished wood. For once I wished the table was bigger, because the 
size gave little room for the tension between us. 

I picked at the spaghetti while Cate dug in with a gusto that would make a stray dog 
envious. “Been a while?” I said. 

She sucked up a huge mouthful and stretched back in pleasure. “What month is it?” she 
asked. 

“October.” 
“The last time I ate was last Thanksgiving. A whole bird, with stuffing and cranberries. You 

never know how much you miss food until you live off of that crap for months on end.” She 
gestured vaguely toward the scarlet mug in the kitchen.  

“Cate,” I said, “it’s time to stop playing.” 
Cate sucked in one last noodle. “I don’t know what you mean,” she said as she slowly licked 

the sauce from her lips.  



Trying to keep me off balance, but I didn’t take the bait. “What do you want?” 
“Can’t a girl visit her brother-in-law?” 
“We’ve been through this already.” I kept my voice on an even keel, even with anger 

threatening my insides. I always hated her games, even when we were best friends. “I paid a lot 
of cash to make sure no one came looking. Wards, spells, runes, you name it. You got past them 
all.”  

“You should’ve saved the money. Maybe bought a cat…” 
She must have seen something disturbing in my glare, because she looked away first. “I 

came to offer you a job,” she said. Her voice remained calm, but the muscles of her jaw 
clenched. 

“You know what the answer’s going to be. Jesus, Cate, you know.” 
“Hear me out,” she said. She didn’t relax. “This is the Big One, Nick. It’s enough for me to 

retire. We’re talking reams of cash.” 
I didn’t answer. 
“I need your help. I’ve been looking for you for months, and then this dragon told me‒” 
“Dragon?” 
“Yeah, he was named after an old Shakespeare character. He told me where you were and 

said it was repayment for some kind of debt.” 
I should’ve known. Dragons were honorable with their debts, but damn if they didn’t screw 

you in the process. That bastard Oberon sent me the dragon scale and then warned me of a 
storm he sent my way. I suddenly had a taste for fried lizard. 

“Anyway, I need your help on this one. Business has been on the fritz since you left, Nick. 
No one trusts me. As if I have a choice in what I am! Then this comes along and—” 

“No.” 
“You haven’t heard the case.” 
“And the answer will still be no. I have a life here.” 
“A life of hiding!” she exclaimed as she sprang out of the chair. I tensed as she began 

pacing. “What the hell are you doing up here that’s so bloody important?” 
“Exactly,” I told her. “There’s no blood, no death, and sure-as-hell no magic. I’m at peace 

here.” 
That stopped her cold. “But your gifts—” 
“Are nothing,” I interrupted. “They couldn’t save Ann.” 
“It wasn’t your fault.” 
“Cate.” 
“It wasn’t your fault! And neither are these.” She bared her teeth, showing her long, razor-

tipped canines. “You have to stop blaming yourself.” 
“What I have to do,” I said, my voice weary, “is walk you to the door. Then I’m going to 

clean the dishes, write a few chapters in my book, and go to sleep.” 
“But you don’t even know the case.” 
“I don’t want to. The answer will always be no. That life is gone. This is me now.” 
“It will never be you, Nick. The game is in your blood. It’s what made you…you. It’s what 

Ann fell in love with.” 
This time I looked away. 
“So that’s it then?” she asked. 



“I’m sorry.” I stood up to clear the dishes. “I wish it could be the answer you wanted.” The 
tiniest rush of wind hit me, and I glanced up. The front door stood open, and the wicked 
October wind stalked through the apartment looking for warm prey. Caitlin was gone.  

“Well, that was interesting,” I said to no one in particular. I finished cleaning the dishes, all 
the while debating on what alcohol to drink tonight.  

After five years of relative solitude and peace, I had had an encounter with a trickster and a 
vampire, all in the span of twelve hours. Yup, definitely not a day to end sober. 



CHAPTER THREE 

The next day rose with a bleary-eyed grumble as I pushed my way through the morning drizzle. 
The crowds huddled in their coats or dashed along, intent on getting out of the storm. I wasn’t 
cold, but the constant dampness got on my nerves, which was ironic considering where I called 
home. But there are perks up here in the Northwest that outweighed the constant rain. 
Beautiful parks, a pretty good music scene, and coffee. 

The African Queen Coffee Shop was located down the street in a neighborhood called the 
Fremont District. A young couple sat making out on a peeling wood bench outside a vinyl record 
shop, their piercings in danger of being locked together.  

As I walked past the battered guitar case of an old street musician, I went through my 
wallet and dropped in a five. The old man looked up and gave me a toothless grin, all the while 
strumming “LA Woman” on his guitar. 

When I opened the door to the African Queen, soft jazz filtered out. I closed my eyes and 
took a deep breath. There’s nothing like the smell of fresh coffee on a dreary morning.  

Mugs clanked together as the owner of the shop went about her morning chores. Tall and 
lithe, Thelma could’ve been a long distance runner in a past life. With her neatly ironed pants 
and a tan blouse that complemented her dark skin, she was a sea of peace compared to Cate’s 
raging storm. It was something I desperately needed.  

“How’s my goddess of coffee this morning?” I asked as I saddled up to the counter and 
parked myself on one of the stools.  

“Good,” she said, “although seeing another paying customer always makes me happier.” 
The coffee shop mirrored Thelma’s roots. Tribal masks lined the walls, displaying various 

African deities. The sky king Olorun looked at me with a disapproving scowl on his long wooden 
face, while the deity Shango grinned lightning bolts from the skin of an ancient drum hanging 
near the ceiling. While the place had charm in spades, it lacked a pretty fundamental thing: 
customers. 

Besides me, the only other customer was a long-haired vagrant asleep next to his tall latte. 
His black stringy hair fell from a worn cowboy hat and covered the greasy skin of his face. A long 
coat and ratty green sweater covered a frame as thin as a praying mantis, and his fingers 
clenched and unclenched while he slept.  

“More people will come once the rain kicks in,” I told her.  
Thelma went back to cleaning the mugs. “You want your usual?” 
“Yes indeed.”  
As Thelma went to work on my triple espresso, I let my mind wander back to the encounter 

yesterday. Cate had stirred feelings in me I purposely buried long ago. Out of her visit came 
sadness, remorse, and a definite acorn of guilt that threatened to blossom into a big old tree of 
regret. 



Cate was a formidable woman before she was turned and now she was even more so. I had 
to wonder why she needed me. Sure, I had some pretty neat tricks up my sleeve, but most of it 
was rumor and legend.  

But more than anything else, Cate made me think of my Ann, with her laughing eyes and 
teasing smile. My life lost in an instant of blood and fire, and now Cate wanted me to enter that 
life again.  

“Penny for your thoughts,” Thelma said as she placed the coffee down in front of me.  
“If I had a penny for every time my brain wandered, I’d be a rich man,” I said. “I’m just 

remembering old ghosts.” 
“Ghosts only haunt us when we let them.”  
That brought a smile to my face. “Is that another one from your grandmother?” 
Thelma smiled back. “There are two things my grandma used to love: cooking and giving 

unwanted advice. I thought I’d share the latter. So what’s bothering you?” 
I savored the bitterness of the coffee. “I had a visit from the past. Someone I didn’t want to 

confront.” 
“A woman?” 
“Yeah, but not like that. An old friend.” I stared at the cream as it twirled and danced in the 

dark liquid.  
“There are things we should run from and things we should face. The problem comes from 

knowing the difference.” 
“Your grandmother likes her platitudes.” 
Thelma shrugged her thin shoulders. “It’s common sense. I had a girlfriend once who called 

me for days after we broke up, but I couldn’t stay. We would’ve killed each other.” 
“It wasn’t like that. If I stayed…” I paused and then the words came. “If I stayed she 

would’ve gotten hurt. My life wasn’t so peaceful back then.” 
“We all do things that need to be done,” Thelma said. “Still doesn’t stop it from hurting, 

does it?” 
“Amen to that.” I sipped the coffee again. I glimpsed a bit of movement out of the corner 

of my eye.  
The vagrant sat up and faced me, his eyes hidden under his dirty cowboy hat. His greasy 

hair hung in strings and a small grin played on his chapped and broken lips. 
“So what are you going to do about her?” Thelma asked. 
“About Cate?” I said. “Neither of us can change, so I guess there’s nothing I can do.” 
“Except drink more coffee,” Thelma said.  
“You read my mind,” I said as I handed her back the empty cup. She took it and went back 

to make another. 
More movement at the corner of my vision. The vagrant stood up and slowly ambled 

toward me, and a warning tickle crawled across my neck.  
Don’t be so paranoid, I told myself. Since Coyote’s visit I was seeing menace in every odd 

behavior.  
The man was tall and thin as a telephone pole, and as he came closer to the bar, the stench 

of rotting fish came from him. There was also an underlying scent that rose from under the rot. 
A faint smell that roused an old memory.  

The man took off his hat, and I suddenly remembered what the stench was.  



Sulfur. 
“Get down!” I yelled to Thelma as the man’s emaciated frame cocked like a praying mantis. 

I was on my feet even as the man swung his head toward me and sniffed the air. I cursed. He 
had no eyes, just two deflated pits of skin above his scabby, pointed nose.  

Damn, I hate demons. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

The demon grinned in my direction. Raising a thin, dirty arm, it opened its palm in a mocking 
gesture of peace. Then the thing’s hand bent backward at the wrist, and with a ripping sound, 
the skin of the palm split, producing a wicked-looking bone spur that slid out of the arm. The 
beast saluted and then leaped at me. 

The demon swung the bone spur, and it was only my enhanced reflexes that stopped me 
from being decapitated. Silently I thanked Coyote for warming me up yesterday as I rolled 
backward. The demon didn’t hiss or scream, but attacked in eerie silence. I landed on my feet 
after rolling over the table. At least my reflexes seemed to work even as my brain faltered.  

The thing rushed at me, but I managed to grab a chair and block the spur. I trapped the 
blade with a twist, but it pushed me back against a counter. Creamer and packets of sugar 
exploded in a saccharin cloud.  

Pain flared in my back, but I still managed to lash out with a foot. It connected with flesh, 
and the demon staggered back. I looked for a weapon before grabbing one of the stainless steel 
creamer jugs. It bent inward as I slammed it into the thing’s head. 

The demon jumped back and hissed. The tan long-coat covering its frame fluttered with a 
vague sense of something alive and obscene.  

I didn’t have time to breathe as the creature leaped again. I managed to sidestep again, but 
a blaze of fire slashed across my upper arm. Glass shattered, along with the sharp crack of 
broken wood. I scrambled, holding my limp arm, as the demon landed in the shattered remains 
of a table. 

A loud buzzing filled the air, but I ignored it. Turning, I grabbed a broken table leg and 
prepared to block, but an attack never came. I didn’t question, but turned and grabbed another 
carafe. With a table leg for a sword and a container of low-fat creamer for a shield, I faced my 
enemy like the patron knight of baristas.  

The demon stood frozen, its right arm raised with the spur held high for the killing blow. Its 
human disguise faded as the thing’s face dripped like hot wax, showing blackened scales 
underneath. 

My brain couldn’t process why I wasn’t under attack. The buzzing became louder. No, it 
wasn’t buzzing, I thought carefully. It was grinding.  

“Don’t just stand there!” Thelma yelled from behind the counter. She stood in front of a 
handheld coffee grinder that churned away. “I’m running out of beans!” 

I didn’t know what she meant, but I knew the results. I only had one chance, but oh man, I 
hated this part. 

I stepped up to the creature and took a single deep breath. The demon’s eyeless face 
sniffed toward me. I went into a judo stance and shot my hand out, hard and fast, plunging it 
deep into the thing’s chest. Skin split, bones splintered, and foul-smelling blood splattered my 



shirt. The demon finally broke its silence, unleashing a screech that made my eardrums wince. 
The windows shattered, raining glass down on our killing dance.  

With a yell of my own, I yanked the thing’s heart from its chest. The demon’s scream cut 
off like a cork stopping a bottle. The body crumpled inward and began to decay before it even 
hit the floor. Within minutes nothing remained but bloody goo and a repulsive stench that 
threatened to have my morning coffee stage a revolution in my stomach.  

The grinding stopped as I stood trying to get air into my lungs. My shoulder burned. My 
muscles, long since dulled in my exile, screamed at me in indignation.  

“My God, it actually worked,” Thelma said. I looked over and saw her lean heavily on the 
counter. Her wide eyes didn't blink, and she absently scrubbed her hands over and over again 
on the same dirty towel. 

 There were so many questions to ask. What the hell did Thelma do? Why did the demon 
attack? Why here, why now? But there was one question that was more important than any of 
them. 

“You have a garbage bag?” I lifted my hand, and the smell of rotting flesh came from the 
bloody heart clenched in my fist.   

Thelma turned and ran into the back of the shop. I heard the sound of retching, and I had 
to concentrate to keep my own gorge down. Like I said, man I hated that part. 

The battle had taken less than five minutes. I began to shake as I sat down. I didn't look at 
the meaty trophy that dripped from my hand. 

Thelma came back a few minutes later, looking even worse. I dumped the heart into the 
black bag she handed me and closed up the top. It locked away the gore, but unfortunately not 
the stench. Poor Thelma covered her mouth with her hand and gagged. 

“How did you do that?” I asked as she handed me a dish towel. 
Thelma took a deep breath but decided against it mid in-hale. Finally she was able to speak. 

“It was…something my grandmother made me. She said if you use magic and mix it with the 
right frequency it'll stop a demon in its tracks. I didn't think it would work. Hell, I didn't think I'd 
ever need to use it!” 

I raised an eyebrow as I wiped my hand on the towel. “And who are you again?” 
Thelma's smile was strained. She did have more color as she talked, though. “I see a lot in 

this business. The whole family is into magic, although I never thought I'd ever see anything like 
that. And what about you, Mr. jump-ten-feet-in-the-air-and-kill-demons-with-my-bare-hands? 
Wait, you aren’t a vampire, are you?” Her eyes squinted. 

I grimaced. “No unless I’ve invented a new vampire sunscreen.” 
“So how did you do that?”  
I looked back at the mess on the floor. “Adrenaline is a wondrous thing.” 
Thelma sighed. “Well, I can see when people want to keep their secrets. That was just…I 

need to sit down.” She sat down next to me, although she still kept her eyes averted from the 
black bag. “Nick, you’re bleeding.” 

I glanced over and noticed the blood seeping from the torn shoulder of my jean jacket. And 
of course the pain started as soon as I noticed it. And oh boy, was it a nasty, fiery pain. My jaw 
clenched. “And I’ve lost my hat. Hand me some napkins?”  

Thelma did so, and I pressed them down over the wound. I looked around for my baseball 
cap, but it was probably buried under the rubble of one of the tables. I was intent on the search 



when Thelma cursed again. I looked up, half expecting to see another demon once again 
rampaging through the coffee shop.  

Instead I saw a lone figure in a long scarlet cloak stepping through the broken door. 
Crimson cloth covered every inch of his figure, except the face. Two dark eyes peered out from 
behind a featureless black mask.  

“This is all I need,” I muttered. “The Watchers are here.” 
The figure (man, woman, who knew?) turned toward Thelma, and she paled at the sight of 

the featureless mask. The Watcher seemed to come to the conclusion that Thelma didn’t 
constitute a threat and so the gaze swept back to me.  

“It’s been a long time, Nicholas St. James.” The voice was flat, monotone, and definitely 
male. Nothing about it betrayed race or personality or even emotion. As the figure spoke, 
others like him suddenly appeared in the street beyond the shop door with a sound like 
popping corn kernels. 

“Don’t blame me,” I said. “I tried sending Christmas cards, but you guys never gave me 
your address.” 

“This was your doing?” 
I shrugged. I knew I shouldn’t speak, but my mouth always seemed to have other ideas. 

Besides, I wasn’t in the mood for these condescending bastards. “You guys are all powerful. You 
tell me.”  

I could almost feel the anger starting to build in the Watcher. It’s funny, because some say 
the Watchers aren’t even human, but I know better. Only humans get so infuriated over words.  

But instead of lashing out, the Watcher turned on his heel and strode out of the shop. He 
joined the others and they began to walk among the crowd. They would touch some people on 
the lips and some on the forehead. Each person they touched would close their eyes and simply 
walk off. Power built like a sonic wave, rattling my fillings.  

“What are they doing?” Thelma whispered.  
I turned to find her at my side.  
“First time?” I asked. She nodded. “They’re wiping the memories of any witnesses.” 
“But who are they? I mean, I’ve heard stories, but I always thought they were like the 

boogeyman.” 
“Go to bed on time or the Watchers will get you?” I chuckled. “No, they’re real. They show 

up after a big mess like this and proceed to clean it all up.” 
“Like a supernatural Men in Black?” she asked.  
“Something like that.” 
“But they didn’t wipe me,” she said. “I’ve heard stories…” 
“You already know too much. Watchers are like cosmic policemen. They keep the ignorant 

people ignorant and the clueless even more clueless.” As well as judges and executioners, but I 
didn’t add that part. She didn’t need any more stress. 

“Some say they’re Illuminati, some say Masons,” I explained to her, “but no one knows. 
They constantly work to keep normal people innocent of the whole supernatural world, and 
they have the power to do it.” 

“So they’re the good guys?” 
I laughed without humor. “It depends on your definition. They’re only interested in keeping 

the status quo. They don’t care about fairness or who’s in the wrong.” 



“You’ve dealt with them before.” It wasn’t a question. 
I nodded. “A few times. They only come out for the big things. They don’t care about one 

or two witnesses, but a big mess like this,” I nodded to the windows, “gets them crawling out of 
the woodwork like roaches.” 

“Who are you again?” She echoed my words back to me.  
“I’m a writer,” I said. “Now point me to a broom so we can get this mess cleaned up.” 
I held the bloody napkins to my wound as she went to get more cleaning supplies. My brain 

spun as the adrenaline wore off. The only time Heaven or Hell can interfere in human affairs is 
when they’re summoned, and that put a big old knot of fear in my stomach. 

This wasn’t some foot soldier. If Thelma hadn’t surprised it, it would’ve taken me apart. 
Someone had summoned the damn thing and sent it here, and while I wasn’t one to toot my 
own horn, I didn’t think the demon was after Thelma. Which meant that, like Coyote and Cate, 
a third party knew my location, and they obviously weren’t here to talk.  

I needed to see my friend Jake, if only to get a refund on those damn wards. It seemed like 
everyone and his mother could find me up here.  

“Are you going to help me clean?” Thelma asked as she threw me the broom. 
I grabbed the broom out of midair without looking. Outside, the Watchers continued to 

walk to each man, woman, and child, uprooting the old memories and planting new ones in 
their places. No grand spectacle, no magical lights.  

The figures in red simply stared into people’s eyes and made them forget.  

<><><> 

The Watchers finished up the last few stragglers as I left the coffee shop, and I gave the 
supernatural Gestapo a wide berth. A quick glance showed me nothing out of the ordinary. 

People walked with umbrellas, chatted under café signs, and laughed with their friends, 
completely oblivious to the supernatural butt kicking a block away. 

A young couple snuggled on a bench under the awning of another coffee shop, their 
various tattoos blending together into a mishmash of mermaids, hearts, and skulls.  

I huddled in my jacket as I walked on.  
My goal was three buildings down, between an over-exuberant clothing store and yet 

another coffee chain. A thin stairwell descended into the darkness between the two stores, 
right under an elaborate sign with “The Sultan’s Treasure” stenciled in bright gold letters. I 
glanced up and down the street to make sure no other demons were sneaking up on me before 
heading down to the shop below.  

The Sultan’s Treasure, or simply The Treasure, was located below street level. It was a tiny 
place, but filled to the ceiling with antiques from all over the Middle East, with only a tiny maze 
of space to walk through. I made my way past hanging silk curtains, delicate robes of pale pinks 
and blues, and a monstrous stuffed camel, the eyes of which always seemed to follow those 
who passed by.  

Most of the items were harmless collectibles, but a rare few set the hairs on my arms 
tingling. A green vase, smoky with time and dust, gave off a brief memory of a woman wearing 
a short fifties dress, standing over the body of her dead husband. A tapestry depicting a naked 
man fighting an army of jinn shifted as I moved under it, and the sound of roaring flames came 



from the threads. I silently crept past a large carving of a man’s grinning face surrounded by 
leaves and felt a shiver run through me. I ignored them all, instead heading toward the counter 
with my own treasure in hand.  

Jacob Babineaux sat behind the counter, his long, thin hands working the cash register 
without having to look down. He could’ve been one of the street urchins outside, with his ratty 
jeans and old T-shirt, but watch him a moment and you’ll see the surety behind his movements. 
People tended to underestimate Jake, especially since he needed a few inches to reach my own 
six-foot height, but I’d seen him take on things that gave me nightmares. 

At that moment, however, he was handing a large wooden tiki over to a tall, young man 
dressed in baggy clothes. I slipped behind one of the display cases, but not before getting a 
peek at the tiki statue. Small body, with a huge headdress, which means that it was probably 
Kane, the Hawaiian god of light and life. I could sense the power from across the room. 

“Now be careful,” Jake said to the man. “Put it on the doorstep, and don’t let the damn 
thing fall over. You do not want to piss him off.” 

The young man laughed nervously, but then fell silent when he realized Jake wasn’t joking. 
He clutched the statue lightly to his chest and hurried off. 

Now was my chance. I snuck up to the counter, using all my skill to be as silent as a breeze. 
I made it within three feet before the young man smiled. 

“You know you’re never going to sneak up on me, Nick,” Jake smirked. He turned his dark 
sunglasses in my general direction.  

“One can always try. It lightens up the dreary winter,” I said as I placed the black Hefty bag 
on the counter. “How are you doing, Jake?” 

He frowned when the bag hit the counter. “Life is good, but why do I get the feeling it ain’t 
going to stay that way? What do you have? Smells like a steak that’s been hanging out in the 
dumpster for a year.” 

“Is Betty here?” I asked.  
“If she was, you would’ve felt her broom smacking your ass on the way out.” 
The owner of The Treasure was a ninety-year-old woman from Iowa who had more energy 

than Jake and I combined. At least when she was kicking me out of the store.  
“Didn’t you tell her the fire was an accident?” I asked.  
“Of course I did. You know Betty; all she sees is dollar signs. Dollar signs having to pay for a 

new floor, dollar signs burning up with two-hundred-year-old tapestries…” 
“I get it. It still wasn’t my fault. Pit demons can get nasty when riled up, and I was helping 

you out, if you do recall.” 
“Except we’ve already had this conversation,” Jake interrupted, his smile disappearing. 

“You know Betty is up at her cabin. You’re stalling, my man.” He nodded to the plastic bag. 
“I need a favor.” 
“No.” 
“You don’t even know what it is yet,” I protested. 
“I know it’s something that could either, a) kill me, b) get Betty pissed enough to kill me, or 

c) kill me multiple times.” 
“Look,” I said, “this is something you could do in your sleep, and it can’t be linked back 

here.” 
“Easy, huh? What’s in the bag?” Jake asked as he took off his sunglasses. His sightless eyes, 



yellow tinged and dilated, searched my direction. “I know it has to do with the bag.” 
I took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing. Today I was attacked and I need to know who sent 

it.” 
“It? It?” He sniffed and wrinkled his nose. “That’s what I smell! You better tell me you 

didn’t bring a demon heart in here.” 
“Damn it, Jake, it isn’t beating or anything. I need you to trace it back to the source. Can 

you do that?” 
“Sure, easy as making a damn cake,” Jake said sarcastically. “You know, I think I’ll revise my 

earlier answer.” Jake put his glasses back on. “Hell no.” 
“Jake,” I said, all amusement gone. “This wasn’t some pit demon. I don't know what it was, 

but it was big and mean and if it comes for me again, I won’t be so lucky.” 
“This thing came for you? And you’re still breathing?” 
“I had some help from a friend. Can you track it, Jake? Please.” 
Jake sat for a minute, and I could see the war going on in his head. Finally he sighed. “I’ll 

only trace it so far,” Jake said. “If I even get a whiff of a counter spell, I’m pulling my ass out. 
You got that?” 

“Of course.” I was glad he couldn’t see my smile.  
He did feel it, though, in whatever weird way his senses worked. “Don’t you be all smug. 

This makes us even, Nick. Betty will kill us both and serve our carcasses to her poodles if she 
finds out.” 

“She won’t. Thanks, Jake.” 
“Yeah, whatever.” He snatched the bag off the counter with a graceful snap of his wrist. 

“You can thank me by coming back tomorrow and getting this before it stinks up the whole 
place. Betty will know something’s up if she comes back and her store smells like roadkill.” 

“Will do.” I turned. 
“Nick?” 
I paused and glanced back. “Yeah?” 
“Does this mean you’re back in the business again?” 
I scowled. “No. I’m trying to have a normal life. I just wish life would let me.” 
“Amen to that, brother,” Jake smiled.  
“Amen to that.” 



CHAPTER FIVE 

The walk home was as dismal as any northwest autumn morning, but somehow the sky seemed 
darker. Of course, it might have had to do with all the past being dredged up like some swamp 
muck stuck to the bottom of my shoe.  

All the old memories floated to the surface. My mother refused to help me understand my 
gifts, and my dad died before I was born. We moved around a lot, even spending a few years 
with my grandmother down on the Lakota reservation, but I never really fit in. My darker skin 
and quarter native blood made me the eternal outsider even to my own family. It didn’t help 
that most of the time my mom didn’t know what was going on outside the bottle she poured 
herself every night.  

I decided early on that if I was going to be the outsider, I might as well act like one. I spent 
a good portion of my teenage years using my gifts to whatever advantage I could find. Then 
Ann came along and changed all that.  

She taught me to question and how to control the beast that grew inside me. She taught 
me to see the downside to my gifts and how to control them as well. The burning fevers, the 
fatigue, and the hunger for red meat…  

Anyway, I hadn’t used any of my gifts since the Boston fiasco. The fever began to rise as I 
walked home in the drizzle. I had pushed myself too far with the demon, and the backlash 
began to sear into my gut. I quickened my pace. I should’ve grabbed something to eat on the 
way back from Jake’s, but old habits had faded.  

Ann was probably frowning down at me right now. “Goofball,” she would say, “you have to 
stop beating up my husband. I only have one, you know.” 

I smiled thinly as the old Pain, the one that loved to torture me with thoughts of her, 
reared its ugly little head. It was a nasty thing, one that made my lungs too small and my 
stomach twist. I had thought moving up here would take me away from it, and for five years it 
had. But today there were too many ghosts leading it right back to my thoughts.  

I glanced up the incline and tried to push the Pain down by taking in all the details of the 
street. Cherry blossoms spread over the sidewalk to the left, the white flowers floating like tiny 
ships in the rain. The various firs and pines all hid shadows in their needles. It began drizzling 
again, which didn’t help my mood, and suddenly I didn’t care about ambushing demons. I 
wanted to get home and forget.  

Finally, with my thoughts still spinning their wheels in the mud of days long past, I rushed 
into my apartment complex and opened the gate, flinching as it protested. A headache began 
thumping in the lower depths of my brainstem. The dismal sky gave me nothing but swirling 
lead. 

I stopped in front of my apartment door and realized I didn’t want to be alone. For the first 
time in God knows how long I wanted people. I wanted the soft swells of conversation, where 



my thoughts could get lost in the chaos. Where I could take in the details of other people’s lives 
without having to dwell on my own. 

Then a picture of a demon appearing in the middle of a sports bar made my shoulders 
slump. There would be no companionship for me while I was a hunted man. 

So I unlocked my door and swung it open. Time to head in and be alone with my pain.  
I was about to step indoors when a soft meowing sound made me glance down. 
“What you doing out here?” I asked as I bent down. “You’re as nuts as me.” 
The cat’s thick black fur stuck up in wet spikes, and I half expected him to bolt. Instead, he 

rubbed his head against my hand. A soft purring drifted up under the thud of rain before he 
dashed into my apartment. 

“Make yourself at home,” I said. 
With another glance outside, I entered my living room and closed the door. I took a deep 

breath. Cate’s perfume still lingered, but other than the memories nothing seemed out of the 
ordinary.  

The cat sat on the back of my chair, staring at me with warm emerald eyes. He meowed 
when he saw me looking at him, and then proceeded to clean his thick fur with his tongue.  

Any other day I would be upset at the cat’s intrusion into my home. It’s hard to like animals 
when most bared their teeth whenever I came close. Never knew why, but over the years I had 
gained a healthy animosity toward the animal kingdom in general.  

Tomorrow I’d deal with why there was a strange cat in my home, but today even wet strays 
that smelled like lint balls were welcome.  

“I’ll get us both some lunch,” I told the cat. I could feel the fever rising in me. I needed a 
steak, and soon. 

But first I needed to make sure my apartment was secure. I went into the bedroom and 
flipped on the light. Unlike the packed living room, the bedroom was sparse. A bed sat next to a 
small antique dresser, and a computer desk took up most of the right wall.  

The only decoration was a Star Wars poster hanging over my desk, a memento from Ann’s 
childhood. I lifted the expensive frame off the wall and gently placed it on top of a pile of dirty 
clothes that littered the floor of my closet. My breathing came in ragged spurts as the closet 
door hide the poster from view.  

With that over and done with, I flipped a piece of the rug up and glanced at the blackened 
circle surrounding the bed. The sigil looked blemish free, as well as the runes carved into the 
wood by Jake when I first moved in. At least my sleep would be undisturbed.  

“Let’s eat, cat,” I said as I came out of the bedroom, and a black fur ball gathered around 
my ankles.  

The cat stepped away and glared at me. It’s funny, but I could never figure out how cats 
managed to be sarcastic just by the expression on their faces. A short meow made his thoughts 
perfectly clear.  

“Yes indeed,” I said as I pulled a roast out of the freezer and shoved it into the microwave. 
Tremors wracked my chest as the meat cooked on its little spinning plate. My temperature 

rose with every turn. The timer decreased by what felt like an eternity before the bell rang.  
“Hope you like nuked meat.” I grabbed the roast out of the microwave and sliced off a 

large chunk, which I tossed onto the floor, not caring about the clean tiles. The Hunger dictated 
my actions now.  



As the cat rushed over and started nibbling on the meat, I lifted the rest of the roast. It was 
cooked a little to the left of leather. What if it didn’t work? Would I waste away until the 
neighbors complained of the smell and the manager finally unlocked my door to find my 
dissected corpse? 

I’m ashamed to admit that for a brief moment, while staring at the meat, a part of me 
wanted to put it down. A part of me wanted to go back into the bedroom, lie down, and never 
get up again.  

But then the Hunger took over and time drifted away.  

<><><> 

I lay in darkness, the fever burning like a shadowy flame, consuming everything. My body 
fell to pieces, floating on an ocean of pain. I had no real self, like a dream of being born. The 
dark waters of this endless sea carried me along, burning all that was left and all that would be.  

Then light. Soft at first, I soon became a pinprick at the center of the long dark. The light 
grew with the pain until I tried to break away. Tried to get back into the sea of dark flame. The 
pain increased until I could actually make out body parts. A finger, broken, arms and legs on fire. 
Chest flayed open with molten pain underneath.  

The light encompassed me, pushing the darkness and the pain down. It still lingered, 
burning my cells, but I knew who I was. My sense of self slowly returned.  

Someone had replaced my eyelids with two manhole covers. I could only crack them open. 
Tiny shards of light pierced my sight, but I pushed on, determined to see, determined to know 
my location.  

Light gave way to blurred objects. A ceiling fan slowly turned in the dim light. I lay on a 
cushion of warmth. A sense of peace pushed the last of the darkness away. Then a blurry angel 
leaned over and smiled.  

“You’re awake,” the angel told me. “Good. Don’t try to move. You’re Nick, right? My sister 
told me about what happened.” The angel smiled, and it was like seeing the face of God. “My 
name’s Ann. I’m here to watch over you…” 

Ice cubes clinked against the sides of the glass. I stared at the whiskey as the memory 
faded. I usually didn’t drink this early in the afternoon, but I felt an exception was in order.  

At least I was safe, as much as any place was safe. The protective circle Jake had installed 
would keep out another demon attack. At least I hoped so. That No-Eyed thing was unlike 
anything I had ever fought before. Whoever sent it wouldn't think twice about summoning it 
again and sending it my way. I needed a plan in order to stay alive. 

Somehow it was all connected to Cate. I couldn't see the damn puzzle, and my mind spun 
like a hamster wheel because of it. With no leads to go on, my brain decided to take the dark 
path. The one that always led me to Ann, no matter how hard I tried to forget.  

Ann had been an angel, even if she wasn’t the immortal kind. We met after a particularly 
nasty case involving her sister, Cate.  

It was supposed to be a simple affair. A wife of some big shot lawyer wanted me to find 
evidence of her cheating husband, except the husband ended up being a monster and the 
mistress ended up being Caitlin. My investigation brought me to their hotel room at the 
moment he was about to sacrifice her to some ancient god or another, and the resulting battle 



had sent me deep into a fever coma. But I had saved Cate, and then the sisters proceeded to 
save me right back. 

Caitlin was heavily into the occult and had heard of me from various dubious sources. She 
knew enough about me to keep me out of a hospital and instead brought me to her home. The 
two sisters nursed me back to health, and the rest is a blessed and sad history.  

Pushing down the memories, I turned the glass, holding it up to the light. I tried to 
concentrate on the task at hand. Tried to figure out who had sent the demon after me at the 
coffee shop and how it related to Caitlin. But there were too many pieces missing from the 
puzzle. It was like trying to keep water in your hands on a hot summer day. 

…Ann smiled as I put my arm around her. Two lions lounged ten feet away from us, 
separated only by a few inches of glass. The big male stared at me, his eyes showing his 
indifference. 

“You ever wonder what they think of us?” Ann asked.  
“Sure,” I said as I kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled like mint shampoo, and for a 

moment I breathed it in. “They think of us as food they can’t get to. We’re like two big ole steaks 
wrapped in plastic wrap.” 

Ann laughed softly, the amusement sinking into my skin. I loved her laugh, loved how it 
warmed me when my own mood soured. I rarely heard it these days.  

Her petite form barely came up to my chin, but strength resided there. Steel she never 
talked about. Something had happened to her and Caitlin as children, but she never told me.  

She pushed an auburn-tinted hair behind her ear and continued staring at the lion. “I mean 
does it still think of itself as a predator? It has no prey and no other animals hunting it. What 
does it think it is, with the wild taken out of it?” 

“You and your animals,” I teased. “Pretty soon you’ll be telling me it’s creating sonnets 
while staring at us.” 

“That isn’t what I meant.” She smiled briefly. “A dog came in yesterday. I had to put it 
down, but it wasn’t old or sick. It was feral. Can you imagine putting down an animal because it 
was being true to itself? It was heartbreaking.” 

I leaned in close, wrapping my arms around her, and said nothing.  
“If a lion escapes and attacks someone, the same thing would happen.” She stopped and 

gazed at the lion. “I don’t think it’s changed at all. I think the core is still there, waiting for us to 
get out from under the plastic wrap. Isn’t that the natural order of things?” 

She shivered, and I turned her around to face me. I bent my face down until we were inches 
apart, our arms wrapped around each other. “You know what I think?” I placed a soft kiss on her 
lips. “The world is what it is. The lion is behind the glass, and we’re out here.” 

“Like Boston?” she asked softly.  
I turned away before she could see the pain in my eyes. Boston was a nasty memory for 

both of us.  
“I’m sorry,” she said. She gently touched my face and turned it back to her. She placed a 

soft, wonderful kiss on my lips. “You’re right. I think too much. It’s why you love me.” 
I tried to smile. It came out small, but her warmth fueled it. “There are plenty of other 

things I can love. Things involving massage oil and ice cubes, for instance.” 
Ann laughed again. “You’re horrible.” 
“And you’re lovely.” My smile grew, shrouding the old memories again. Her eyes were the 



light that guided my darkness. I would never drown as long as she held back the tides. I leaned 
down and kissed her, and our passion blocked out the world… 

“No more,” I whispered, staring at the half-empty glass in my hand. The kiss lingered in my 
thoughts. The smell of her hair and the curve of her smile. 

“No more!” I yelled as I flung the glass. It shattered against the closet door, the sharp crack 
upsetting the silence. My breath rasped in my chest. The memories brought back the old Pain, 
the one that awoke every time I thought of Ann. The Pain overpowered every sense. Squeezed 
my lungs and hammered my soul. 

I closed my eyes as tears came, tears long since forgotten. The world became nothing but 
the memories. I could feel her skin on cold days, lying against each other under the covers. Her 
laugh as I teased her. Her fingers as they traveled up my face, twining in my hair. 

The grief consumed my thoughts. The black waters of it lapped against my mind, 
threatened to pull me under, pull me down where I would break apart. Break apart and be 
nothing.  

But something kept me from drowning in the darkness. A thought, a sound, and a minute 
in time held me up from the depths of that dark ocean. 

A soft meow. A bundle of fur pushed against my hand, and then a soft voice in the darkness 
said, “Can I bring balloons to your pity party?” Her silver laughter pulled me out. “Come on, 
Nick. You need to stop beating up my husband. He’s a hard case, but he’ll survive.” 

“He always does,” I whispered as I opened my eyes. The tears made moist tracks down my 
cheeks, but they were drying now. The cat pressed against my hand, his soft purr filling the 
silence. Absently I stroked his head.  

“I came here,” I told the cat, “to get away from my life. Why did it have to find me?” 
The cat’s emerald eyes sparkled with silent laughter. He seemed to know how stupid that 

sounded, and a thin, brittle smile came to my lips.  
“You think I’m an idiot, huh?” I asked. The cat responded with a sharp meow. “Well, so do 

I.” 
I sat up and stretched my neck. “I’m an idiot for throwing the glass,” I told him. “That was 

some premium  Tennessee whiskey.” 
The cat meowed again. “As for you,” I said, “you need a name.” The animal wore a dark 

blue collar I had missed when he came in. There wasn’t an ID, but the strip of cloth had a word 
printed on the front: Walker. 

“OK,” I said, “Walker it is.” I scratched the cat behind his ears, and a rumbling purr vibrated 
my fingers. 

Suddenly Walker’s ears perked up and he sprang from the bed. The hairs on my arms stood 
to attention, and I swung my legs over the side. My eyes searched the room, seeking a sign in 
the afternoon gloom of what was crawling across my senses. 

That’s when the phone rang. “The Hall of the Mountain King,” made up of singular 
electronic notes, echoed through the apartment. I leaped out of bed and stood at the edge of 
the protective circle. The melody repeated itself three times and went silent. 

I stood there at the edge of the circle, my heart racing. I strained to hear any movement, 
and my nose searched for a hint of sulfur. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. 

The song blasted the silence again, the tones as simple as a child’s keyboard. With a deep 
breath, I stepped out of the circle and crept toward the bedroom door. Sensing nothing, I 



walked into the living room. 
The cell phone became silent again, but only for a moment. I managed to snag it on the last 

ring with an annoyed, “Hello?” Away from the circle I was vulnerable, and I turned to go back to 
the bed, but the fearful breathing on the other end of the line stopped me. 

“Nick?” Caitlin called, as if from a long tunnel. Static overpowered her voice, like energy on 
a high-voltage wire.  

“Cate? I can barely hear you.” 
“Nick! Thank God. I need your help!” 
I sighed. I came away from my protection for this? “Look, Cate,” I said as I walked back into 

the bedroom and toward the circle, “we talked about this. You know my—” 
“Just shut up and listen!” she yelled. I stopped again as a roaring filled the phone. Screams 

pierced the background. “I’m in a penthouse at One-Fifty-Five Second Street. Downtown. Get 
your ass down here!” 

“Cate, I—” 
“Please, Nick!” Gunshots cracked the phone. “Jesus, the thing has no eyes, how can it 

see—” 
The line went dead. 


