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The First Body
Six months had passed since the cold certainty the demon had awoken gripped Elias’ heart.  The first thing he had done was travel halfway across the country to find out if he was just having the same nightmares which had plagued him since the demon’s imprisonment.  Sure enough, the giant black oak which had held the monster captive for over one hundred years had been destroyed. 
Blackened chunks of wood decorated what had once been an immaculate yard.  The house of whomever had been living out here, away from civilization, had been smashed to pieces.  What was left of the tree was burnt an even darker black than it had been while it was alive.  Of the owner there was no sign, but when he had asked around town speculation had grown wild.  The man’s gardener had simply shown up to find everything destroyed.   The running theory was the owner had been making bombs and one had gone off.
Looking at the wreckage, Elias knew better.  Something had happened to free the demon who had cursed him with his abilities.   He had stepped carefully over the remains of what had once been a window, more to try and keep the area undisturbed than risk cutting himself, and surveyed the damage more closely.
This was his fault.  He had grown complacent over the last few years, and now someone had paid the price.  When he first trapped the demon, he had checked on the tree every few months.  Over time those months had grown to years, and a couple of decades had passed since the last time he had been this way. 
Now here he was, out in the mountains of the sestern states in some town called Cider Falls in Utah.  The demon was weak enough Elias could sense the beast’s general location, if not his exact direction, and that had led him here.  This ability would fade as the demon gained power so he had a limited window in which he could figure out how to either destroy it or trap it again.
Now he sat watching the street at six in the morning pondering his next move.  Edgar, his assistant was upstairs reading some obscure text. He was never sure what his traveling companion was up to half of the time, the rest of the time his nose was in a book.  Like Elias, Edgar did not sleep.  They both had twenty-four hours worth of time to fill in the day.
He watched as a young girl jogged past and raised an eyebrow.  Most teenagers avoided being out this early, when it was still dark and school had at least two hours to the attendance bell.  With the demon being close by, he decided to follow her.  It was the least he could do.
✽✽✽
 
Pacing her steps, Jill ran with her eyes half shut.  She let the memory of the path guide her as much as any of her senses.  She felt the wind tease through her hair, catching a couple of golden strands loosened from her ponytail by her movement.  The rhythm of her tennis shoes slapping sent pleasant vibrations through her system; she just enjoyed the feeling of motion.
Jill was always running.  Even when she had turned sixteen and gotten her driver’s license last year her favorite method of getting around her small town was on foot.  Every morning at this time without fail she was on this path, waking up and stretching her muscles.  Even in the winter when it snowed heavy and deep, as it often did this close to the Idaho border, she was outside in the early morning air.
She was enjoying the cool November air and the smell of frost rising in the air.  She wore a simple t-shirt and shorts letting the exercise keep her warm.  She moved to cut across the field behind the high school.  Jill hoped they had finally tended to the grass, she hated making the final lap home with socks which were soaked through and partially frozen.  Jill winced as the long threads whipped against her legs.
Half way across, something tickled her nose which caused her to stop and look around.  It smelled like something was burning nearby.  She sniffed again and got a definite whiff of char.  It seemed to be coming from the football field, so Jill decided to alter her path and run across it today.  It would not add more than a couple of minutes to her morning run.
In the dark, she was almost halfway across the field when she saw a dark figure stand up, look at her, and sprint away.  On instinct she almost gave chase, but stopped when she saw the figure had been standing over a still form.  She went to investigate.
It took Jill a few seconds to realize what she was looking at.  Not because she didn’t recognize the body lying on the ground before her.  It was Mrs. Hamblin, who was often first to the school to open up.  A woman she had often stopped to chat with on her runs, as the older woman walked to school as often as she drove. 
The fact Mrs. Hamblin’s body had smoke curling out of her mouth and her eyes had been removed made her brain fight against accepting reality.
Gasping, Jill fell to her knees and tried to find her cell phone.  She went through her pockets panicking as she could not find the device at first.  Then she remembered that it was on an arm strap she had bought the strap to keep it from bouncing in her pocket so she could listen to music without the jack coming unplugged.  She would have left the phone at home completely except her parents insisted she keep it on her in case she tripped and sprained an ankle or had another type of emergency.  This was absolutely an emergency.
She had not even started to dial nine-one-one when Jill realized a stranger was standing across from her looking down at the body.  Yelping she jumped back and dropped her phone.  The person looked up at her, and every cell in her body stiffened with a sense of danger.  He motioned to her phone.
“You had better make that call, the police will want to be here while the body is as fresh as possible.” He kneeled down and his grey eyes almost seemed to glow in the dark.  His hair hung loose down past his shoulders, and a neatly trimmed beard framed angular features.  He was tall and lean, almost as if he was underfed.  Something about him felt wrong, and she did not dare run.
“Please, call the police.  And then your pack, I would like to speak with them.”  The man was examining the body closely without touching it.
“My pack….” Jill picked up her phone and started dialing.  “What are you talking about?”  There was a click and someone picked up. 
Jill proceeded to describe finding the body to an operator who seemed calm and cold as she typed in the information Jill gave to her.  Every now and then, the operator asked a question, and she would answer.  The whole time, she was aware of the stranger watching her closely, as if taking a measuring her reactions. 
When she was informed the police were on their way, the operator terminated the call.  It was after she hung up, She realized that in all the description she had given, she had not mentioned this stranger who had shown up out of the blue.
“Miss… what may I call you?” The stranger went back to kneeling by the body. His clothing seemed strange to her, he wore a long navy jacket with silver buttons.  Almost like something she had seen a navy captain wearing once in an old black and white photo.
“I’m Jill,” As soon as she answered she debated on whether or not she should have given this man her name.
“Elias Crydubh,” he bowed his head a bit respectfully.  “I must ask, have you shifted yet Jill?”
“Have I done what?” This Elias seemed to have the slight underpinnings of a southern accent in his voice.  “Why do you keep asking me about packs and shifting?”
Elias stood up straight and seemed to taste the air.  “Don’t worry about it, I must have been wrong.” His voice still said he didn’t think so. “Why are you out this early?”
“I always run…” Jill stopped.  “Does it matter? Why are you out this early?” She crossed her arms.
“My apologies, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”  Elias straightened his jacket. “I saw you running past, and seeing a young lady out in the dark I was worried for your safety.  I followed at a distance to make sure you were alright, and then I saw you stop suddenly.”  He motioned at the body. “I then came to investigate.”
“Do you often stalk women in the dark?”
“That was not my intention, I assure you.”  He shifted uncomfortably and Jill almost smiled.  Served him right to squirm a little.  “Where I come from, it’s dangerous for women to be out in the dark.  I should have announced myself to you.”
“Where you come from?  Where do you come from?  I haven’t seen you before.”
“I am from Arkansas originally.  You wouldn’t have heard of the town I was raised in.”  She felt like he was leaving something out.
“And in Arkansas it’s dangerous for women to be out at night? Or early in the morning? I thought it was all back woods and rednecks.”
“And now you are judging me by what a bunch of television shows have taught you?  Tsk tsk.” White teeth were revealed as Elias grinned.
With a shiver, Jill realized she was cold as the sweat she had worked up was freezing to her skin.  Noticing her shiver, Elias quickly slipped his Jacket off and wrapped it around her.  Looking down she suddenly felt guilty.  She was starting to enjoy this talk, but the whole time they had been standing about Mrs. Hamblin’s body as if it was not lying there.  “Won’t you be cold?”
“I haven’t been cold in years.” Elias looked across the field and squinted as if he was seeing or hearing something.  A police car came around and entered from the side of the field.  A bright searchlight illuminated the area, and two police officers were running in their direction.
“Are either of you hurt?” One, a balding man, asked as he approached.
“No, we are fine,” Jill looked down and saw Mrs. Hamblin lying there again.  She felt tears coming to her eyes and then lost control for a few moments.  While she cried, Elias told the police his side of the story, and the balding officer asked questions while his partner, a fat man in his mid-twenties, took notes.
“You stepped out of your house to follow a girl you didn’t know?” The officer was asking.  There was an accusing tone to his voice.
“Yes sir, I thought it best if she were not alone out in the dark.”
“And your parents wouldn’t be upset about you running off into the dark in the middle of the morning?” The officer pressed.
“My guardian is Edgar Woll.  If you would like, we can walk over and he can answer that question himself.  I should probably call him because we are minors and there are no parents present.”
This stopped conversation cold.  The police looked uncomfortable and Jill tried to put an age to Elias at the statement.  She had thought him older, but examining his face under the light, he could be about her age.  He just did not seem her age.
“Of course, you gentlemen are just taking our statements so there should be no need unless you need to start questioning us?” Elias kept his voice low and innocent, but managed to make his point clearly.
“No, we aren’t questioning you at this time.” The officer said.
“It would be understandable if you were, I just want to make sure you do not get in trouble later.”  Another bow of respect and Elias made sure he made a show of reading the policeman’s badge.  “Officer Browder.”
“So, if you don’t mind me asking, why were you up this early Elias?”  Officer Browder was trying to be polite, but he half gritted his teeth as he spoke.
“I was getting ready for my first day of school.  We just moved in and I finally got all my paperwork approved.  Just excited and couldn’t sleep at the thought of being in a new place.”
“You’re going to school with me?” Jill asked and was embarrassed as all eyes turned to her.  “You just seem kind of old for school.”
“I assure you, I am physically seventeen years old.”
“But are you actually seventeen years old?” The question left her lips before she could stop it.  He had just stated his answer so strangely.
Elias opened his mouth to talk but Officer Browder interrupted.  “Do you mind if we finish with your statements so we can all get out of the cold?”
“Of course sir,” Elias gave a respectful nod.
By the time the police were done taking their statements, Jill’s parents had arrived.  When she had not made it home by seven, they had driven out to find her.  Seeing the police car at the football field, they had suspected the worst and were mildly relieved to find her well, but shaken.  She did notice they kept eyeing Elias suspiciously, but they kept their opinions to themselves.
“I think this is all we need from you two.” Officer Browder looked over his partner’s notes.  “We will wait here with the body until the coroner gets here and get the area taped off.  Please don’t go talking to your teenage buddies about this.  Give the dead some respect.”
“We won’t,” Jill immediately answered.  “I can keep quiet until you know what happened to Mrs. Hamblin.”
“And you Mr. Crydubh?”
“I can be silent.” Elias was eyeing the body speculatively and Jill could see by Officer Browder’s reaction that he didn’t trust the other teenager at all.
“Fine then, we may contact you for questioning if the need arises, but for now get out of the cold.”
As they started to leave, Jill started to remove Elias’ jacket.  He held his hand up and shook his head.
“Hold onto it until you get home.  I can get it from you at school later today.  I just live across the street so I don’t have far to go.” Not waiting for an argument, he gave another small nod which bordered on a bow, turned, and left quickly.
“What a strange boy,” Her mother muttered.  “You may want to avoid his type.  Something is just not right about him.”
Jill wanted to argue, but she couldn’t disagree.  She pulled the Jacket tight around herself and got into her parent’s car. Trying to get comfortable she played events over in her mind, and one thing about Elias suddenly occurred to her.  She was not sure if she should mention it or tell the police.  She had been in enough shock it had not registered until this moment.
Elias had not seemed surprised to find the body.




First Day of School
The school was nothing like he expected.  Elias had not had any formal education since some time in the nineteen sixties.  Every now and then in order to blend in he did his best to appear to be a student and Edgar always pretended to be his father or guardian, depending on what identification he could get forged by the fey.  They had a way of changing records so he could keep his name, but his birthday, social security number and the rest of the information would be updated.  As always when dealing with the people from Faerie, you did your best not to ask questions.
The building was a simple, one story affair.  “Uniform” was probably the word for the place.  It was dull red brick with darkened windows evenly spaced all around.  The entrance had a large slab of concrete and brick jutting out and covering the walkway up to the entrance, framed by even more red brick pillars.
The inside was not much better.  The walls were a lighter tan brick, and the carpet was red.  All the lockers were blue.  He supposed it was because this arrangement matched the crimson and aqua of Cider Falls Rapids’ colors.  Because a school mascot had to be something exciting.  He was not sure how a dangerous river was representative of the school.  The only water nearby was a little creek which could easily be waded across.  Some things he might just never understand.
The moment he walked into the school he was drawing glances.  He had picked a simple t-shirt and some jeans to wear.  Nothing fancy or out of the ordinary.  Enough teenagers grew out their hair and beards, should they have them, he should not stand out due to either feature.  This morning he had his hair tied back into a tail and he had carefully trimmed his beard before he left.  He wanted to have as positive an impression as possible.
This prospective impression was shattered as he walked into his homeroom class and Officer Browder was talking to the teacher in the front of the class.  The last thing he needed right now was to have the police watching him.  He had a demon to hunt and did not need the extra distraction.  Instead of following his first instinct and walking back out the door Elias walked up to the officer and gave him a friendly smile.
“Officer Browder, is there something I can help you with?”
“Cut the crap.  Your guardian should be meeting us in the office.”  He leaned on the table and looked Elias in the eye.  “I think you should prepare yourself for a long talk.”
“Yes sir.” Elias tried to keep his face calm and untroubled.  “I will be happy to assist you in any way I can.  Do you want me to head down and meet you in the office? Or will you be walking with me?”
“I think we should walk together.  You just got to town, and I would hate for you to get lost on the way.”  The sarcasm was thick.  “No one would want that.”
“As soon as you are ready then,” Elias motioned to the door. “And please, let me know if you want more than a statement.   If you are viewing me as a suspect, I would be happy to call my lawyer down here.”  The fey owed him enough he could  get Lem to come down and play the role if needed.  But he really did not want to call in a favor if this was simple questioning.
“No lawyers are going to be needed, we are just having a little chat.  I wanted to make sure your parent…”
“My guardian.”
“Well your guardian then, was present so they are aware of this discussion as well.”  The officer stated.  “There will be no overt questioning, or anything which might place you as a person of interest in this morning’s happenings.”    Elias shifted uncomfortably as he was not sure why Officer Browder would be discussing this so loudly in front of the class.
He looked past the policeman to the teacher, an older lady with spectacles who was watching the exchange with open curiosity.  “Miss Walton, I apologize I won’t be able to properly introduce myself this morning.  Would you mind holding any assignments for me to pick up when I’m done so I can get them finished for class tomorrow?”
The teacher nodded and then turned away to address the class.  He looked out across the other students, none of whom looked familiar to him.  Elias took note that they were all watching him as well.  His low profile was officially blown.  Small town, small school.  Everyone would know the new kid had been escorted to the office by the police.  Elias sighed. 
“Let’s go then,” Officer Browder stomped out the door and Elias turned to follow him.  The trip down the hall to the school’s office was quiet and no one was in the hall to take further notice.  The office door was propped open, and the actual principal’s office was down a short hall to the side once you entered.
When they entered the small office, not only was Edgar waiting inside but Jill’s parents were as well.  Elias gave them a polite nod.
“Good to see you Mr. and Mrs….  I apologize I didn’t catch your name.”
“Silver,” Jill’s father huffed.  Her mother just gave him an annoyed look.  Elias had the sudden feeling this meeting did not have anything to do with the murder this morning.  Instead of saying anything else he went and sat next to Edgar, who was busy eyeing the collection of novels the principal held in a small shelf by her desk.
“Elias,” Officer Browder started, “And Edgar Woll is it? Ms. Silver’s parents have expressed a concern about your interest in their daughter.  They are not comfortable with young men who follow a girl in the dark.”
“So, your claiming my boy has some ill intentions in him do ya?” Edgar’s voice was deep and very raspy.  Add his current British accent and everyone blinked and took a second to process what he had spoken.  “I assure you, if anything Elias is a little to prissy and not rough enough around the edges.  He has no interest in your daughter.”
“I am to take your word? I don’t know you and I don’t know your boy.” Mrs. Silver was shaking with anger.  “All I know is Elias decided to stalk her, and only let her know he was there after she stumbled upon that poor lady.”
“So ma’am, let me get this straight,” Elias cut in.  “You would have been fine if I had run up, and introduced myself to your daughter before she found the body.  Keep in mind I would have had to catch up to her well before she got to it.  Not very likely, as she was running.”
“I don’t need that tone from you, young man.”  Mrs. Silver sniffed.
“My name is Elias and if you have the desire to accuse me of things I haven’t done, then you’d best remember my name.”  He was not going to put up with this.  “My concern was for your daughter’s well being, and I am sorry if you are so overprotective of your girl you can’t see that.” He took a deep breath and then stopped as he felt a surge of demonic energy building in him.  Elias took another breath and then noticed something else.  A lack of something actually.
“You’re not her biological parents,” he blurted out, not thinking before he spoke.  The next bit was a lie as he couldn’t very well tell her parents he could tell by scent.  “Your facial features are all wrong, and your skin tones are too dark compared to hers.”  In actuality their skin was a little darker, but not much.  Both parents had dark hair and eyes, but that didn’t mean any more than the skin.  Any of it could be recessive genes showing up down the line.
But you very well could not tell parents, your daughter smells like a werewolf, and you do not.  He was not sure they knew she was a werewolf, and to be fair Jill might not even know if she was separated from her pack.  That would be highly unusual as most packs would find a way to keep and protect any young ones.  Unless the pack was unaware, or worse, gone.
“How dare you,” Mrs. Silver was yelling now, and her husband’s face turned red while he tried to stutter out words but failed.  “She is our daughter.  You don’t come in here telling us she doesn’t belong to us, or making such assertions.”
“To be fair you made the first assertion,” Elias dropped his voice down to low and quiet to try and calm the situation.  “I am guessing she doesn’t even know by your denial.  I won’t tell her or anyone else as well, your secret is safe.  I also never said she was not your daughter.  You raised her, you love her and no words of mine or anyone else can change it.  Now what can I do to allay the other suspicions you have?”
“I think,” Officer Browder cut in, “Leaving their daughter alone would be a great start.  And don’t let me catch you chasing any other young ladies in the dark, or doing anything else suspicious.”
“I think you all are treating me boy like a criminal, and he has done nothing wrong.” Edgar said.  He started tapping his fingers impatiently on his leg while he continued to speak.  “I will not let you folks treat him so since all he did was show concern for… Jill was it?  Tell me Mrs. Silver, would you rather she had found the body and been alone in the dark with no one around?  What if the killer had hung around, do you think he might have been less likely to attack with me boy being there?”  He was going to say more but Elias put a hand on his “foster parent’s” shoulder and calmed him down.
“They have every right to be protective of their daughter.”  Elias turned to Officer Browder.  “I will not seek out Jill or do anything else which might be seen as questionable.  I will not avoid her if she comes and talks to me.” He then turned to face Jill’s parents.  “Is that acceptable to you?”
“As long as it is acceptable that if anything happens to Jill, you will be the first one we have questioned.”  Mrs. Silver stood up and crossed her arms.
“As you will, now I need to talk to Edgar if you all don’t have any further need of me?” Elias waited until Officer Browder nodded his assent and he turned to leave.  Edgar popped up and followed him out the door. 
He was almost out of range when he heard Mr. Silver ask someone, “Who is the adult in that family.  I swear Edgar wasn’t the one who takes the lead in theirt relationship.”
He would have to be more careful.  If the relationship between him and Edgar seemed false or unbalanced, that was unacceptable.
They stepped out the front door and Elias had to ask, “British?  You have decided your British now?”
Edgar, in a voice flat and lacking inflection answered, “I have never been British before.  Or assertive.  I thought it might be nice to try a personality like it out.”
“Now you are going to have to maintain it until we move on.” Elias kicked a rock on the ground.  “We are going to have to be careful though, you need to try and lead any conversations we have like you are actually my guardian.”
“I will try.” Edgar did not sigh, or show emotion now that no one was around.  He was a blank slate, which is what he excelled at being.
When Elias had found Edgar, he had been abandoned by whatever fool created him.  Scientific experimentation had brought him back to life.  However it had been done it was beyond Elias’ understanding.  Edgar had been pretty much wiped clean.  He had returned with the mind of a toddler and it had taken a lot of patience to raise him.  Instead of developing into a full person again, he had remained pretty much void of personality.  Edgar could talk and communicate.  He devoured books at a mad pace.  His persona was always adopted from something he had seen or a character in a book. 
And whatever process had brought him back kept him from aging, which made him a perfect companion for someone like Elias.  He had been seventeen for well over one hundred years.  In today’s day and age when everyone was worried about unaccompanied minors, this allowed them both to travel without too much question.
“I will see you tonight,” Elias hesitated then asked, “Tell me you aren’t going to be cooking British food with this personality change.  You almost got us killed when you tried to be Scandinavian.”
A weak smile lit Edgars lips and he ran his fingers through his short brown hair.  “That was a little bit embarrassing wasn’t it.”
He patted his “guardian” on the back and walked back into the school building.  Elias managed to make it back to his English class just as the bell rang.  Mrs. Walton was happy to hand him some homework, and handed him a card with an email address should he have any questions. 
Now he just had to get through the rest of the school day so he could start hunting.




Lunchtime


Jill was reluctant to go to school, but was even more reluctant to stay at home.  All the way back from the football field her parents had ranted and raved about Elias, all but blaming him for her being in that situation.  She tried to get a word in edgewise, but her parents just cut her off and talked over her. 
So off to school she went, rather than listen to their complaining.  She had never seen them this angry, and it worried her.  It was likely because they were worried over her experience finding Mrs. Hamblin’s body.  To be fair, Jill did not  know how to feel about it.  The whole experience just did not seem real to her.
Her first few classes flew by.  She could not have said what the lessons were on, or if anything important had happened.   She was vaguely aware of a few people making comments at her, asking about poor Mrs. Hamblin.  All she did was murmur even more vague responses and disconnect from conversation quickly.
When the lunch bell rang it came as a surprise.  Jill mechanically stumbled her way to the cafeteria, once again avoiding conversation, making it her goal to get her food and find a small corner to hide in.  Sure, students would notice.  She normally was a social butterfly talking to everybody and discussing mindless things constantly.  Today she just wanted to be alone.
She made it to the cafeteria line, and thought she would make it all the way through by herself when a familiar voice spoke up behind her.
“It sounds like you have had a morning.”  It was Jaiden.  The kid was strange to say the least.  He was diagnosed as a partial albino and, as such, he normally wore clothing to shield himself from the sun.  His hair was a washed-out blond, and his skin barely held any pigment so he always looked pale.  Jaiden’s eyes were a crystal blue which seemed unnatural.  He also was always popping up and trying to talk to her.   No matter how often she tried to get him to leave her alone.
“Not today Jaiden, please.” Telling him to go away would not work.  It never worked.  “I really don’t want to speak to anybody.”
“I thought you might like some company.  I can be quiet if you like.” Persistent as always.  It was not that she did not like Jaiden, he was alright.  He just could not take a hint when she needed space, or just wanted to study.  If she did not have a four-point grade average she felt she was not doing school right.
“I just kind of want to be by myself so I can process things.”  She grabbed a plate with a piece of meatloaf on it and scooted down the line.
“Well I can make sure people leave you alone.”  Stated as a fact, not whiney at all despite his words.
Another voice cut in.  “I think she meant alone without anyone, half pint.” It was Elias.
She looked over and took a note of how Elias,  a good bit above six feet tall simply towered over Jaiden who was maybe pushing five foot six.  She was taller than the pale kid, for heaven’s sake.
“It’s fine, Elias,” she sighed.  “I don’t need you stalking me at school as well.”
“I have no intention of stalking you anywhere, I just want to get my jacket back so I can leave you alone. Per your parent’s request, might I add.” He looked down at Jaiden and raised an eyebrow. “I just didn’t expect to see one of his kind out during the day.”
“That is not funny,” Jill snapped, though she noticed Jaiden seemed to go a shade paler, if it was possible. “He has a medical condition and you walk in and make fun of it?”
“I’m not the one wearing a fedora after they went out of style half a century ago.”  He nodded at Jaiden who not only had the hat, but a pair of dark sunglasses as well.  Everyone knew sunlight made him disoriented if he was outside without them.  “And sunglasses indoors.  A medical condition, that is a toothy theory.”
“I don’t have your jacket on me.  I will bring it tomorrow or drop it by your house.”  Her apathetic feelings which had dogged her all day were gone.  Now what Jill had was the desire to smack the strange boy across the face.  “Please leave me and Jaiden to our lunches.”
“Your one to talk about an aversion to sunlight.” Jaiden cut in.  “Now you should get the devil out of here before I get angry with you.”
“Alright I’m going; you don’t need to bare your teeth at me.”  Elias then leaned in and focused intently on Jaiden’s face in a manner which gave Jill the chills.  “You and I may have to discuss some things later.  Someone of your talents might be able to find a mutually beneficial arrangement with me.”
“I don’t make deals, I am rather attached to my soul, thank you very much.”  Jaiden snapped.  “As Jill asked please leave.”
“As you were, no need to get all batty.” Elias turned and walked to the end of the lunch line to give them some space.
“What was all that about?” Jill eyed Elias as he stood there pointedly not paying attention to them.
“I would avoid him if I were you.” Jaiden gave Elias an icy look and the temperature seemed to drop around him.  “He is the one who found the body with you?  That is not at all suspicious.”             
“While he shouldn’t have picked on you, you weren’t exactly innocent either.”
“I’m sure I’m more innocent than him.”  Jaiden grabbed a slice of cake and they both paid at the register and found a place to sit at the end of a table.   Jill found herself picking at her food and occasionally a piece made it over her lips. 
Jill thought she might manage to get through the rest of the school day without incident when Jill heard yelling at the end of the lunch room.  Instead of ignoring it like she should have, she looked over.
The first thing she saw was Elias standing slowly, wiping food off his face and out of his hair.  A group of football players stood around him, including Mitch O’Doyle.  Mitch was the quarterback, and probably the biggest bully in the school.  When he picked on other students the teachers tended to look the other way, rather than risk the school’s football record.  With the linebackers who tended to follow him around, students generally just cleared out of his way.
“I think you should calmly walk away,” Elias said as he flipped a chunk of meat at Mitch.  “I don’t want to fight you, and that is probably the route you want to take.”
This would not end well.  Jill knew everyone in the lunch room was watching, a couple of teachers and staff included.  They would not intervene unless they had to.  The football player’s pride would be on the line here.  Mitch would not let this go, not with everyone watching and Elias was outnumbered five to one.
“I don’t think you heard me, you are sitting in our spot.  Go shove off and crawl into a hole so we can have our lunch.”  Mitch stepped further into Elias’ space.  To his point, the table Elias was at was normally occupied by the football team during lunch.  Being a new student there was no way Elias could have known.
“I am going to sit down and eat what is left of my lunch.  You and your team can go bug off and find somewhere else to sit.” As calmly as he had stood, Elias sat back down and started eating his slice of cake.
Mitch stood there sputtering for a moment.  He was not used to being ignored.  Yelling he swung at Elias, and the tall lanky boy simply snapped his hand up and caught the punch.  The lunch room went quiet.             
“Do you really want to fight me?” Elias was suddenly speaking very low and his eyes burned darkly.  Jill watched as he stood up and went face to face with the quarterback.  Elias released his hand giving him a chance to step away.             
“Do you think you can catch all my friend’s punches?” Mitch answered while rubbing his fist.  “There are five of us? How do you think this is going to turn out for you?”
Looking in their direction Elias looked at Jaiden.  “I don’t suppose I can get an assist, fangs?” He asked.  Jaiden raised an eyebrow and leaned back while crossing his arms.  “Well, it didn’t hurt to ask.”  Then he exploded into motion.
All the football players converged on Elias, and Jill watched as he suddenly seemed to disappear from the middle of the crowd.  As Mitch’s friends tried to grab and hit him, Elias simply caught or dodged punches and redirected them.  He was successful enough that one large linebacker ended up punching another in the face and dropping his friend.  Elias stepped forward, tripped the baffled football player and pushed on his back so he hit the ground with an audible smack.
Down to three adversaries, Elias backed up so they were all in front of him. “If you want to walk away, I will let you.  No hard feelings.”  Mitch answered by rushing him.
The rest was over in a couple of breaths.  Elias chopped down onto Mitch’s back and the quarterback hit the ground.  He then moved forward and in a series of punches dropped one of the remaining two linebackers.  The last football player saw the writing on the wall and ran before Elias could take him down as well. 
In the matter of less than a minute, Elias had taken down the biggest group of bullies in the school.  And he looked as if he had not broken a sweat doing it.
Jill shut her mouth and looked at Jaiden questioningly.  Her friend was also watching with surprise written all over his face.  “I might have to reconsider a few things.” Jaiden said to her and then tried to look calm and straight faced again.  “Your friend is kind of a beast.”
“He’s not my friend.”  Jill watched as Elias stood there, not looking victorious but instead closing his eyes and breathing in and out.  His fists were clenched and, for a moment, she thought a hit of sulfur was in the air.  Keeping some distance from this new kid might be a great idea.
“Excuse me, I am going to have to ask you to come down to the principal’s office.” A teacher was addressing Elias.
“Do you want me or the rest of them first.  Probably not a good idea to have us together right now.” Elias’ eyes snapped open and he regarded the teacher coldly.
“Just you, we all just saw you beat up those poor boys.  Really, Mitch there might take us to the state championship this year.” The teacher sighed as Mitch and the football players all got up and started limping off.  “If you hadn’t picked a fight…”
“Let me stop you right there, miss,” The last word hissed from Elias’ mouth.  “You watched from across the lunchroom while they threatened me and did nothing.  You saw them dump a tray of food over my head and did nothing.”
“You were fighting on school property; you are facing suspension so I wouldn’t…”
“No, you wouldn’t,” He cut her off again and several students gasped.  “Now this is what is going to happen.  Either you take us all to the principal’s office and give us the same punishment, or I am going to walk away.  If you get the school board or police involved, and I invite you too, I will make sure you and any other teacher who sat in this room and ignored what was going on loses their job.”
“You don’t have the power to do that.”  The teacher put her hands on her hips. “You don’t scare me.  Let’s go to the principal’s office so we can sort this out.”
“You would be surprised what I have the power to do.” Jill was surprised Elias could state it so quietly, and allow everyone could hear.  “Now miss, I’m going to sit down and eat my lunch.  You do what you feel you need to do.  If you plan on getting the principal and the police, let me know so I can make the proper arrangements to deal with them.”  Without another word Elias sat down and started eating.
“You… But…  Arghhh…”  The teacher walked off, leaving him alone.  Several minutes later, it was apparent no further action was going to be taken when no one showed up to bother Elias.  Jill just shook her head and turned her attention back to her food, which was now cold.
“Why do you think he asked you to help him… fangs?” she giggled a little over the description.  Jaiden did have rather long and sharp canines.  She did not know when Elias would have noticed.  It was not like he had not spoken to Jaiden for more than a few seconds.
“I don’t know,” Jaiden frowned.  “Please don’t call me that.” He stood up and walked away, food untouched.
Jill looked back just in time to see Elias finish the last bit of food on his plate, stand up, and drop the paper plate off at a trash bin.  All the time ignoring the eyes in the lunchroom watching him.
What exactly was up with this new student?




Fangs and Fire
Jaiden was trying not to have a mild heart attack.
One more class left of the day and he could not focus to save his life.  Not only had this Elias simply walked up and called him out, but he had shown enough power Jaiden would hesitate to take him in a fight if it came down to it.  This was not a feeling he was used to. 
Add the fact that on top of everything else, Elias smelled wrong and felt dark.  From descriptions his father had given him, the bit of sulfur and sense of wrongness would make Elias a demon.
He could not be though.  Demons worked through deception and misdirection.  If Elias had been a demon, at least as far as the stories went, he would not have bothered with Mitch and his crew.  He would have simply tricked them. Or gotten someone else to do his dirty work.   Or whatever a demon would do to people.  Instead Elias had given them a chance to walk away, and had only fought back when it was clear there was no other way out. 
The worst thing is Jaiden had willingly been a punching bag for that group more than once instead of fighting back.  Now he was wondering if that had been the right choice.
He was half-vampire.  An anomaly which was not supposed to exist.  The entire vampire’s council had gone insane when news of his birth became common knowledge.  He was kept here in this nowhere town so none of the others would get the idea of removing him from existence.  Being away from a busy town or city this was about thelast place anyone would normally find one of his kind.  That was why his father had moved them out here.
His father, of course, only dropped into town occasionally.  Normally he just had his mother.
He had already known Jill was a werewolf.  He had never caught her changing but it was just a matter of time before he did.  Then he could would have someone else to talk to about being different, and not being quite normal.   It did not hurt that he found Jill extremely attractive.
“Dude,” A voice buzzed in his ear bringing him out of his thoughts.  “Hey Jaiden.”  He turned to see his friend Tommy watching him carefully.
“Yes,” It was time to focus on the now.
“Did you see the new kid beat up the whole football team? That was amazing!” Tommy jiggled with excitement.  His friend had a shock of fuzzy red hair and probably weighed about three times what Jaiden did.  Of course Jaiden might weigh one hundred pounds if he had eaten a big meal and was soaking wet.  Tommy thought it was a good idea to emulate his dress as well.
Unlike Jaiden, the black t-shirt and jacket strained to cover Tommy’s girth.  His Fedora would not sit straight on his red curls and everything just seemed out of place.  He had told Tommy he should consider how he dressed several times, and every time he had been met with a blank stare.  Eventually he had given up.
“I wonder if he would hang out with us,” his friend continued to gush.  “I bet no one would pick on us then.”             
Sighing, Jaiden leaned back and closed his eyes.  “I think it would be a bad idea.  I talked to him a little bit when he first came into the lunch room and he seems like another jerk.  We don’t need to draw his attention if he is just going to be one more thug pushing us around.”
“But what if he was our thug!  Could you imagine?  No one would bother us.  We could go about doing out investigations without all the hazing and harassment we get now.” 
Tommy was obsessed with ghosts.  Jaiden, out of sheer amusement generally went with his friend on “ghost hunts” around the town.  Sometimes they would head to the woods which butted up against the mountainside and wander with what Tommy had designated as EMF detectors after buying them online.  Other times they would pick the odd house which was for sale or unoccupied and find their way in.  Not surprising to Jaiden, not a single trip had netted tangible results.
“I think he may not be amused by ghost hunting.” Did demons give off electromagnetic fields otherwise called EMF which the detectors looked for? If so Elias would be very unamused at being invited on a ghost hunt.
“How do you know unless we ask him?”  Tommy was not quite whining. 
“Tell you what, you go ask Elias what he thinks about going on a ghost hunt in the woods late at night, and you let me know what he says.”  Jaiden took a look forward, the teacher was getting in position and class was about to start. 
“I can’t ask him; he is kind of scary.” Now Tommy was showing his normal colors.  He had big brave suggestions, but no follow through.  Should they actually find a ghost in this armpit of a town, his friend would probably run home and never leave his house again.
“Well, he doesn’t like me, I’m not going to… oh, crap.” Elias walked through the door and into the room, scanning for an empty seat.  As social outcasts, the seats around Tommy and Jaiden were normally open, and he started praying Elias would decide to sit elsewhere.  Anywhere.  The floor was not too uncomfortable.
Instead of getting his reprieve, Elias caught his eye and walked straight over.  He chose a seat, directly behind him, leaving Jaiden’s back itching.  The last thing he wanted was a demon where he could not see it.
After a moment of trying not to squirm, he decided to test something.  Too quiet for a human ear to hear, Jaiden covered his mouth and whispered.  “Don’t you have someone better to harass and follow?” He was not sure if there would be a response, or even if Elias could hear him.
“I’m immensely curious about a vampire who walks around in the daylight.” The tone he answered in was similarly quiet.  “The ones I have encountered are never functional when the sun is out.”
“Not that it’s your business, but I’m only half-vampire.  What about you demon? what are you doing here?”  Jaiden glanced around to make sure no one was noticing him talk into his hand.
“Now, that would not be any of your business.” Elias muttered back. “And I am not a demon.”
“Then what are you?” It was a little louder than Jaiden intended, and a few students looked around to try and figure out why they had felt a hissing sound in their ear.  He took a breath and tried to calm down a little.
“I’m someone less excitable than you are apparently.”  Elias chuckled and Jaiden debated turning and punching him.  “What I am is complicated and there are better times for me to discuss it with you.  For now, just know: I am not a demon, and I have no ill intent towards anyone here.”
“I would say you’re very excitable after the scene in the lunchroom.” Jaiden pretended to pay attention as the teacher started class.  “You beat up half the football team.”
“And if I had not, they would have been following me around as an easy target.  Now, they will know better.”  Elias had too much confidence in his voice.
“I don’t think you have met Mitch before, so I am going to warn you; instead of leaving you alone, he is probably going to show up with the whole football team next time.  You will also have the teachers itching to punish you as well with how you treated Mrs. Phillips.”
“If Mitch brings the whole team against me, I will handle it.  As far as the teachers, they are already watching me.  I just need to make sure anything I do is beyond reproach, or I have the proper leverage to stay out of trouble.” 
“You need some humility.  Nothing someone does at our age is beyond reproach to adults.  They will find something to blame you with.” Jaiden turned to see Elias watching him, his eyebrow arched.  He turned back and faced forward.  “You have already stirred up enough trouble and rumors in one day of being in town to give them plenty of leverage on you.”
“I have been involved in a lot of unfortunate circumstances.” This time he heard Elias sigh.  “I need to figure out how I can avoid any more suspicion.”
“At this point you may have to move.  No one forgets anything in this place.” Jaiden tapped his fingers.  “They still remember when I pulled the fire alarm in first grade.  I still get reminders from the faculty that it is not acceptable behavior.”
“Hey Jaiden,” Tommy was whispering loudly and he had to wince.  His ears had been attuned for the quiet conversation he had been having with Elias.  His friend might as well have screamed in his ear.
“Yes?” Jaiden was painfully aware now Elias would be able to hear everything said.
“Since he is sitting behind us, do you think you could ask him?”  Tommy was leaning forward and the teacher would see him whispering during class at any moment.
“Tommy, once again, I don’t think it is a good idea.  Now stop before we get into trouble.”
With a hurt look, Tommy moved back into position.  He watched the teacher and listened, making a show of not even glancing at Jaiden, and Jaiden did his best not to roll his eyes.  He truly did like Tommy, but he could be a little much.
“What did your friend want to ask me?” Elias’ voice was painted with curiosity.
“Nothing important.” Jaiden said.
“Are you sure?  It sounds important to him.”
“He wants you to go ghost hunting with us because Tommy thinks if you hang around, less people will pick on me and him.” 
“I see.” Long pause.  “You let people pick on you?
“How do you think it would look if the smallest kid in school, and yes I’m counting the ninth graders, were to suddenly start beating up people two or three times his size?” Jaiden clenched his teeth.  “My only joy is in a couple of years I won’t have to put up with any of it.”
“That makes sense.” Another pause.  “I think you should ask me.
“What if I don’t want you hanging around?  You say you are not demon but you smell wrong.  Beyond that I don’t want any attention called to me.  You think if you hang around it is going to help?” 
“I still think you should ask me.” Elias seemed to be pondering something from the tone of his voice.  “Hunting ghosts around town might be the perfect cover for someone the town already thinks is crazy.”
“Once again, why would I want to help you?” 
“Which explanation do you want?  The sooner I have achieved what I’m looking for here, the sooner you will be rid of me and I will move on.” Elias shifted.  “Or should I tell you if I don’t achieve my goals more people will be murdered like the poor woman this morning?”
“I find it more likely that you are the murderer.” Jaiden wished he had not said it the moment the words left his mouth.  If he was right, he now had a target on his back.  “You smell wrong, you show up, a body drops, and you were one of the first ones to said body.”
“Or you being a vampire could have killed her.” The tone of voice was not offended and Jaiden gave a sigh of relief.  “But, you do not feel like a vampire which has fed recently, if ever.  And the body wasn’t right for one of your kind to have been the murderer.  It was fried, not drained.”
“You can tell when a vampire has fed?” Jaiden could smell if a vampire had fed recently, very recently.  Within hours the blood was absorbed and the warmth of borrowed life faded.
“Your kind radiate a bit of… an aura I guess you could call it.” Elias seemed lost for words for a moment.  “Every victim a vampire takes leaves a bit of their soul in them.  Old vampires are almost impossible to miss because of the kaleidoscope of energy they radiate.  All of your aura seems your own.”
He thought about it for a minute.  He could not trust Elias, that was too risky.  What was better though?  Wondering where he was, or keeping him close? There would be no one else in town who had a chance of stopping him if Elias was a murderer or up to something else sinister.  There was only one workable choice, and he didn’t like it.
Turning Jaiden looked Elias in the eye.  “Would you like to go ghost hunting with us tomorrow night?”  A gasp of breath told him Tommy had heard him ask the question.  Now he was half hoping Elias was joking, that he would absolutely say no.
“Sure, it sounds like fun.” Elias gave him a big grin.
Tommy squealed in delight, and the teacher angrily started to call them out for disrupting the lesson.
Apologizing profusely, Jaiden hoped this decision was not going to get him killed.




Churches and Purses
Elias was sure all his progress had been going backwards.  Instead of gaining leads or ideas of where, or even who, the demon might be, all he had done was draw attention to himself.  His only bit of luck was arranging to go ghost hunting with the vampire and his friend.  Which meant he had work to do.
How did one ghost hunt?  More so, was a half-vampire even possible?  He was hesitant to reach out to any of his old contacts as drawing any attention to this area could have negative consequences.  He was sure by now the demon knew he was here.  How could it not?  His arrival and the events of the day would have the town talking.  He also suspected the demon might be able to sense him coming.  This time, there was no magic acorn.  Elias could always try and make another deal with the fey for one, but right now it would involve time he did not have.
He stood at the front of his house, debating his next move.  He could wander around town and see if anything tipped him off to the demon’s presence, but he would be grasping at straws.  While he could still sense the demon was nearby, direction was still a mystery.  He was not sure it would clear up any more if the demon was standing right next to him.  His only hope was that the demon was burning energy to maintain its disguise.  If so, it could take even longer for the demon to get enough juice to move on.
Instead of walking up the driveway and up the steps to the door, Elias found his feet taking him on a walk.  He had no intention of wandering around, but was too restless to go home just yet.
He was bothered by how quickly he had resorted to violence with the football group.  As Jaiden had suggested, he could have just sat there and taken a few punches.  None of the players could have actually hurt him.  The excuse of convincing them to leave him alone felt hollow, even to his own ears.  Was the truth he enjoyed his power a little too much?
Thinking back to his mortal life, Elias wondered how much he had changed.  When the demon had cursed him, he had been a young boy fighting alongside his brother in a war people only understood from history books.  His ambition had been to become a priest and to serve God.  Now he was completely cut off.
If the demon had killed him, it would have been merciful.  He wished the demon had turned him into an animal, or tortured him, or any of a number of other things. Instead the curse was the worst thing he could have endured.
The demon had given him power, and cut him off from everything he believed in.
Now, any symbol of faith caused him pain.  Even being close to a holy object made him feel like he was being subjected to great heat.  He could not step on holy ground, or walk in any other type of blessed place.  He could not even pray without the words being stilled on his lips by dark energy.
The dark energy tempted him.  The power and rush of adrenaline that came with burning the demonic energy he was gifted with was amazing.  He could summon fire, fly, and commit acts of great strength and speed.  All he had to do was draw on the energy he had been cursed with and surrender control.
That was the catch; drawing on the power created a rage inside of him.  If he burned it too greatly or too long he lost full control.  His power would take over and when he came back into his right mind homes might have been burned, people may have been killed, or even towns destroyed.  And it felt good.
A warmth caught his attention and he found himself in front of a small church.  It was made of wood and had a cross nailed to the front of the building.  Weather had greyed the whole structure, and if the grain and planking had not been obvious, one might think it was made of stone.  Despite the fact the small town was fairly well up kempt, this building seemed to be a strange eyesore among the manicured lawns and freshly painted houses.  Elias knew this city had been started about the time he had been born in the 1840s, but this seemed to be the only thing locked into the past.
Wondering if it was just the cross or the ground itself he was feeling, Elias took a step forward and felt an immediate sizzle as his foot rested on holy ground.  He did not jump back, but got clear as quickly as he could.  There was something about this building which wanted to draw him in.  He wondered for a moment if the worn door was locked or not.  It was a moot point because he would never make it that far, but he was still curious.
“You’re looking at old Reverend Hammond’s church.”  An elderly man sidled up next to him.  “The good Reverend moved here at the turn of the century to save the Mormons who settled here.  Poor man never achieved much of a following, but he was a good architect.”
“If he came long ago, it’s amazing the building is still standing.  Why hasn’t the town torn it down?”
“Well, the Reverend passed away when I was a young man, and I bought the property.” The old timer shrugged.  “I’ve always planned on restoring it, but never had the money nor time.  Now I don’t have the health.  I have tried to get it designated an official landmark . It is the oldest building here by well over half a century.  Not that it should interest someone as young as you.” The man turned and extended his hand and looked questioningly.
“Elias,” he turned and shook the man’s hand.
“Dave Finner,” The old man nodded.  “I know I should probably sell and get this torn down and all, but it was a beautiful building in its time.  Maybe one day I will find someone to rebuild it.”
“You could always contact a church to see if they want to restore it for their own use.”  Elias squinted and tried to figure out what the building looked like in its heyday.
“I could, but then I would have to give it up and I would have no control over whether or not it gets restored correctly.” Dave chuckled.  “They might even tear it down and decide to start over with a new building all together.  Then where would I be?”
“Probably here sipping on lemonade and enjoying the money from selling the land.”  He tried to size Dave up.  He figured the man had to be in his eighties.  Despite his age, he seemed healthy and hearty.
“I’m a little long in the tooth to worry about earning more money.  What would I do with it anyway? I sold my ranch off twenty years ago when it was time to retire and both my sons decided they wanted to work in bigger cities.  Not that I blame them.”  He shrugged.  “No one wants to grow onions or herd cattle anymore.  Not enough money in it even if you are successful.”
“I can understand that.  It is hard to be expected to stay in one place and follow in your father’s footsteps when you want to be your own man.” Elias sighed at the memory of his father telling him not to follow his brother to war. “The truth is; I am not sure any of us choose our own path in the end.”
“Bah, you’re too young to worry about such things.” Dave squinted a little.  “Are you the hothead I heard about who finally gave Mitch O’Doyle a beating?  That boys been overdue.”
“My intention was not to give anyone a beating.  They backed me into a corner.”
“Either way, good job.  If you need to give him another beat down, feel free to invite me to the show.”
“I think I will just avoid another fight.”  Elias nodded to the man.  “Probably time for me to head home.  Thank you, Dave.”
“If you ever want to check out the church, let me know.  There is still a bunch of stuff I have locked in it the Reverend brought with him.  Mostly journals and old bibles, but a few things he called artifacts.” Dave chuckled.  “Mostly, I think he picked them up from old trade fairs.  He wanted some shiny baubles to attract a congregation, but It never worked out.  It’s too bad, he was a nice fellow.  Always helping his neighbors and working hard.”
Elias nodded farewell to the old gentleman and started walking back to his house thoughtfully.  Was there a way for him to go into the church to see what the reverend had left behind?  Not because he could use any of it, anything holy would burn him if not potentially destroy him.  The old him, the one who used to want to be a priest before he marched off to fight the north, wondered what kind of baubles the old Reverend would have considered holy artifacts. 
His feet made a slight clipping sound on the cement and he took a breath of fresh air.  He could consider staying here a while after he killed the demon again.  This town was nice and out of the way.  The nearest city was a good fifteen-minute drive, and most drove two to three times as far to get to their jobs in Brigham City or Ogden.  Up against the mountain, there was a good bit of forest, a lot more sparse than what he was used to back east, but still good wooded area running up the mountainside and around the town. It seemed out of place from the rest of the area, which was desolate; more dirt, brownish grass, and sagebrush than anything else.
The town itself had one small market, a theater, and houses scattered on streets which seemed, to his eye, to follow no pattern.  It was small enough he felt comfortable.  Big cities and massive buildings still were strange to his sensibilities.   Give him woods and open space any time.  Of course, unless killing the demon cured his curse and he started aging again, even staying here would have a time limit to it.  It was nice to dream though.
Arriving at his driveway, he started to walk up to the front door and stopped.  Something was off.  Closing his eyes, he reached out with his energy to see if anything jumped out at him.  There was nothing.  Not even Edgar stood out, meaning his companion was not home.  Or at least, he hoped he was not home.  The other option was not worth thinking about.
He threw the door open and listened.  No breathing or any other sound filled his ears.  The slight scent of sulfur crossed his nose, and he knew without a doubt the demon had been here.  The home was a small affair, with a front room, where he had entered, and a kitchen straight ahead split off by a half wall.  To his right Stairs went up and right past the stairs was a small hall with a bathroom and a single bedroom.  Upstairs was pretty much a hall with three more rooms and one more bathroom.  It had been a lot more space than he needed, but it was the only home for sale at the time he had bought it.  Most of the houses around here had a similar construction. 
Elias decided to check the kitchen first.  He walked in and immediately saw something which did not belong; a purse.  He could have guessed without checking, but he opened it up and pulled out a small wallet nestled between lipstick, tissues, and other random items.  Clicking open the wallet, he found the driver’s license.  Luane Hamblin.  The woman who had been murdered this morning, and he was sitting here with her purse sitting in his kitchen.  The demon not only knew he was here, but it was playing with him.
He heard a car pull up in front of his house, and took a quick guess on who it might be.  Silently and quickly he grabbed the purse and ran to the front door clicking the lock into place.  He then turned to the fireplace and threw the purse inside.  He quickly stacked some logs on top of it grabbing from the stack next to the fireplace. 
A loud knocking on the door, and a familiar voice called out loudly.  “This is Officer Browder.  I need to come in and check the premises.” 
Initially he had meant just to hide the purse until he could figure out what to do with it.  But if he was caught with it, there was nothing he could do to keep suspicion off of himself.  Well, any more suspicion he already had on him at this point.  With a sigh he drew on the demonic power inside him, and lit the logs and purse ablaze instantly with demon fire.  He increased the heat, blackening the stone and turning everything inside to ash.  After he was sure all the evidence was destroyed he threw a couple more logs on the fire and went to the door.
The officer was knocking again, insistently.  He opened up to let him inside.
“Is there a reason you wouldn’t let me in?”
“I’m still not sure I’m going to let you in. Do you have a warrant?”  Elias leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms.
“I don’t need a warrant; I have probable cause as one of your neighbors called to say when you came home this morning you had a lady’s purse with you.  The description of which matched the victim’s from this morning.” The policeman started to push past him and Elias held out his hand to Officer Browder’s chest and stopped him.
“Can I know the name of my accuser? I mean, without that it is your word against mine, and I really think I can make your life difficult if you want to enter here without a warrant.” 
“Take your hand off me.”  Officer Browder growled.
Retracting his hand, Elias looked the policeman straight in the eye.  “Come in and look around if you must.  Next time, please try and be polite or I will make you get the proper documentation before you search my home.”
Officer Browder did not comment, he just shouldered his way inside and looked around.
“You don’t have much in the way of decoration.”  He observed.  “Nice fire.” The officer gestured towards the fireplace.”
“We haven’t had much time to get anything yet to make it more of a home.  Edgar quite doesn’t care as long as we have four walls and a stove, and I have not decided what I want to do with this space yet.”
“For having just moved in, there aren’t many boxes here.” Officer Browder said.
“We did not have much to move.” Elias motioned around.  “Your search should be quick.  We have never had much of a need for anything we cannot pack up and leave with.  Before this job, Edgar and I moved around a lot.  I am hoping, with him getting employed at the bank here, our stay might be long enough to actually get a few nicer things.”
“Right.  As a banker you moved around a lot?” the policeman entered the kitchen and started opening drawers and looking around in the cabinets.
“No, Edgar was an accountant for an IT firm which had locations around the U.S.  Mostly boring work for him, but I have had the chance to see a lot of the country.” 
Finding nothing in the kitchen Officer Browder just grunted and headed for the stairs.  “Well, most transplants don’t last here long.  Good luck.”
They didn’t say much more as the policeman searched the rest of the house.  Afterwards, they went out into the back yard and did a quick walk around and they even opened the shed.  Officer Browder looked almost disappointed when they did not find anything.
“Well, I guess that is it.  Have a good day, Elias.” He started towards his car but Elias decided to stop him.  He put his hand on Officer Browder’s shoulder, and the cop spun around looking as if he expected a fight.  Elias withdrew and put his hands up apologetically.
“Look sir, I know we did not get off to a good start.  I know if Mrs. Hamblin was murdered, I make a great suspect.  I am new to town; nobody knows me or my guardian.  It would also make you feel better about your community to believe a stranger caused her death.”
“Go on.”
“I want to do everything I can to allay your suspicions.  Let me know if there is anything I can do to help.”
“You mean like beating up the star quarterback and his friends?  Then threatening a teacher to keep her from dragging you down to the office with her?”  Officer Browder had a dark look on his face.
“Do you really think I started the fight with Mitch, or that the teacher did not just stand by and let it happen? I do not want to fight anybody.  If someone attacks me physically or personally I will defend myself.  If they do it twice, I will make sure they regret it.” Elias gave Officer Browder a level gaze hoping he caught the full implication of his words.
“I want you just to keep your nose out of trouble.  I want you to walk away from any fights coming your way.  Mostly, I don’t want to get any more calls accusing you of wrongdoing, or angry parents yelling at me because they feel you endangered their daughter.  If you can do that, we will be square.”             
“I will do my best.” Elias was not going to lie to him.  In all likelihood he wouldn’t be able to keep a promise in this regard.
“See you do.” Officer Browder walked down to his car and drove away.
It didn’t occur to Elias until later that night how lucky he had been the demon had not planted something else in his house as well.  He could not be as careless next time.  One thing was certain:
The demon knew he was here, and wanted him to know it.




A Night at Home
Jill was already tired of being treated like she might break.
After lunch she had snapped out of her funk.  Her last class had been gym and she threw herself in with abandon.  It was a running day, and while she normally paced the timed mile the students were required to run, she destroyed it.  She knocked almost a minute off her normal time.  Afterwards they played basketball, and she almost got removed from the court for being too aggressive. 
But the gym teacher, Mr. Collard, had said he understood she was trying to process finding Mrs. Hamblin’s body.  He excused her to hit the showers early and calm down.  He tried to word everything in such a way as to not upset her.  She wanted to punch him in the face.
Her friends Alice and Brenda tried to talk to her on the walk home.  Instead of answering their questions, which all in a roundabout way, related to either finding the body this morning, Elias, or to whether or not she thought Elias had killed Mrs. Hamblin. She kept her head down and only muttered half-answers.  She simply did not want to talk about it.  Or she wanted her friends to ask her outright instead of dancing around the issue.
When she got home, it didn’t get any better.  Her parents grilled her about her day at school, and asked her several times if Elias had bothered her.  Her answers were abrupt and borderline rude, causing her father to cross his arms and scowl.
“If you can’t be respectful, you will spend all night in your room.  I will take away your books and radio and you will just have to sit there and stare at the wall.”
“I’m sorry Dad, it’s been a long day and I’m tired of people asking me questions.”  She sighed.
“Well, I would think people would have better sense.” Her mother frowned.  “I hope you didn’t say anything to them.”             
“No Mom, I am smarter than that.  Mrs. Hamblin doesn’t need a bunch of rumors about her death going around the town.”  She tossed her backpack on the couch.  “You know, the kind which begin when my parents have the police drag a boy out of class and down to the office the same day of her death.”
“We don’t need that tone.  Your mother and I are just trying to protect you.  Now, think about how you should speak to us, and we will talk at dinner.”
“I look forward to it.”  She stomped up to her room and opened up a fantasy book about a magical misfit goblin.
Dinner was a macaroni, cheese, and bacon casserole and her brother Brandon just rambled on through the whole meal nonstop.  The news played on the T.V. in the background and everyone was drawn in as Mrs. Hamblin’s death was addressed.
“Mrs. Luan Hamblin’s death is being ruled a mystery at this point.” The newscaster was saying. “The coroner has stated it seems Mrs. Hamblin simply burned from the inside out in what appears to be a case of spontaneous combustion.   Normally, an autopsy would take longer to perform and return results, but it is apparent from the degree of burning the heat started from the inside and worked its way out.  While they are still looking for answers on how this is possible, no foul play is suspected at this time.”
There was silence as the news went on to a story about a kitten finding its way home across two states.  Everyone just sat there and digested what had been said.  First of all, that it was not a murder.
“Of course,” Jill’s mom said, “That could change at any time if they get evidence to the contrary.” 
“Why do you even want to think about it?” Her father answered.  “The poor woman is gone, her husband and kids are grieving.  I would rather we just found it was some freak accident of nature and move on.  It does no good to speculate on such things.”
“At least now we know Elias didn’t do it.” Jill regretted the words the second she said them.  Her parents both stared at her as if she had let loose a stream of profanity.
“Sweetie, I still think a boy who chases after you in the dark, is not someone you should associate with.” Her father said it through gritted teeth.  “I still want you to avoid him, and him to avoid you.  You will tell us if he approaches you.”
“Mrs. Hamblin’s dead?” Brandon asked eyes wide.   Apparently no one had told her brother of the mornings happenings.  It made sense as he was still only in fifth grade and it was not something you would talk about in front of children in Elementary School.
“I’m sorry honey…” her mother started placating her brother and Jill was stuck between the desire to roll her eyes or to be thankful the subject had changed.
Brandon was of course the miracle baby.  Her parents for years had thought she would be an only child.  Then her mother had become pregnant, against all odds.  Her parents babied and coddled her little brother constantly.  She loved them, of course, but it was annoying.
“I’m going up to my room to finish my homework.” Jill stated.  She stood up and started to walk away from the table.
“Take your dinner, you’ve hardly touched it.” Her father said, while watching his wife comfort Brandon.  “I don’t want you coming back down in a couple of hours saying you are hungry.”
She did not quite snap her plate up, but her Dad’s eye twitched for a second as if he wanted to say something, and then decided not to.  She went up the stairs and down the hall to her room.  She shut the door carefully, if she slammed it her father would make her open and close it again until he was sure she could do it correctly, and collapsed on her bed. 
Her room was decorated carefully.  She had sketches of birds and some of the deer she had seen in the forest behind her home.  Posters of a few alternative rock bands were here and there, and she had a desk where she spent more time than anywhere else in her house.
The desk was where she studied, read, and drew pictures.  As much as she loved running in the morning and getting exercise, she enjoyed studying and learning as well.  She maintained a hard-fought four point grade point average, and was constantly taking on books from any subject which caught her eye.  At one point it had been dolphins, like many other girls.  Then it had been a book on the biology of different bacteria.  Then ghost stories of the outer banks in North Carolina.  Anything broadening her world whether in reality or fantasy.
After a couple of minutes, she sat up and looked out her window.  Her house was right at the edge of town by the mountain.   She had a view of the forest behind her home as it started to climb the mountainside up through all the pines and quakies.   The back yard had a simple chain link fence, and her father had put a small gate in it so the family could go hiking anytime, leaving and returning from behind the house.  It was always interesting to her how the green of the lawn stopped at the fence line, and the browns and shadows of the forest took over.  The growth after that point was covered with pine needles, cones, and random groupings of bushes and plants.  In her head she lived right at the edge of the wild.
She decided she was hungry and devoured her dinner.  She even skipped the game where she would hunt down every bit of bacon in her bowl before eating the cheesy noodles.  Discarding her plate on the edge of her desk she opened up her physics book and started reading on thermodynamics.
She could not study though; Elias was in her head.
On the side of her bed, his jacket lay nicely folded.  She examined it and was surprised to find it was actually wool with brass buttons.  No designer labels or tags on it, and the navy blue coloring seemed newer than the jacket.  As if it had been re-dyed after it had faded.  No one did though, if a jacket had worn through or faded, you simply bought a new one.  Several spots look like they had been torn and sewn with a practiced hand, and something about the garment made her think it was old.
She lifted the jacket up smelling it.  It had a smoky smell, not quite like pipe tobacco but with the same warm undercurrents one would expect if that had been the case.  Just like Elias, the jacket was a mystery.  She would have to take it to school to return it tomorrow.  Jaiden would take care of it for her if she asked.  On a whim she put the jacket on.
The jacket hung down almost to the back of her calves.  It was made to provide plenty of cover, but when Elias had worn it, it did not hang nearly as low.  It helped he was over six feet tall, and she was maybe five foot six.  Jaiden was shorter than her, but only just and he would drown wearing it.
After a moment she reluctantly folded the jacket back up and put it back by her bed.  She debated slipping it in her backpack so as not to forget it, but felt it would be disrespectful. 
Jill ran her bowl down to the kitchen, and then snuck a candy bar from her father’s stash in the cupboard on her way back up.  Brandon was with her parents in the living room watching some children’s show.  She did not feel like she wanted to be part of it so she slunk back up stairs to eat her prize.  She deserved chocolate on a day like today.
The rest of her routine went as normal.  She brushed her teeth, read a couple chapters in a novel she was working on and went to bed.  That night she did not remember any of her dreams.
She woke up starving.  It was early and she managed to polish off three bowls of cereal before her family came and joined her.  She had slept in past the time she normally took her run, but still early enough to beat everyone else.  Her father surveyed the kitchen and raised an eyebrow.
“A bit hungry this morning?” he grinned.  “Careful, you keep eating like that and you won’t be a delicate young lady anymore.”
Responding in the most mature way she could think of, Jill flipped a spoon full of cereal at her father, and managed a direct hit across his face.
“Jill!” her mother admonished just as her father returned fire with a slice of banana.
After that is was chaos.  They all started flinging food at each other and laughing.  Brandon caught her in the shoulder, and her return shot hit him in the chest.  Her father got a lucky shot in at her mother who, instead of participating, was standing there shaking her head at the whole affair.  After a few moments, they all stopped, and even her mother had given into the laughter.
“You are all helping me clean this up.” Her mother said, not sounding upset at all.
“Of course,” Jill said.
The mess was gone quickly, and she headed upstairs to take a quick shower before school.  The morning’s food fight had started her day off great.  She was ready to go to school, mingle with her friends, and be a person again.  Yes, she was still sad and slightly shocked over Mrs. Hamblin’s death.  It was an accident though.  It could not have been murder.  No one could burn another human being alive from the inside out.
She vaulted down the stairs and found her family standing in the living room, staring at the television.  The mood house had gone quiet and she could not quite hear what the reporter was saying.
“What’s going on?” She asked and her mother promptly shushed her.
She focused on the television and strained to understand what the reporter was talking about.  When she understood, she still had to struggle to put the words together in her head.  She did not want to accept them.  It was not possible and suddenly everything was not right again.
She climbed the stairs numbly, grabbed her bag and Elias’ jacket and got ready to head to school.  Nothing made sense.  It wasn’t possible but it had happened again.
Old David Finner had been found early that morning, burned to death in front of the old church building he had owned.




Listening in
Jaiden sat outside the principal’s office hoping not to be noticed.  It was still a while before school started, and students were actively traveling the halls making his goal that much more difficult.  He was trying to listen in to what the police were saying to Elias.
“So, we know you were with Mr. Finner yesterday, Elias.  We have two people who witnessed you talking to him in front of the old church where he was found.”
“And I told you, we had a nice conversation about the history of the church and the reverend who built it.  I went home and I did not leave until this morning when I came to school.”  He heard Elias start pacing.  He could hear the frustration in the demon’s (and he still thought of him as a demon no matter what Elias said) voice.
“Well, I can connect you to two dead bodies.  Second on the scene in theory with Mrs. Hamblin.  Now you spoke to Mr. Finner within hours of his apparent death.” The police officer coughed.  “On top of that, we are looking at your ‘history’, as it were, of places you have lived and can’t get ahold of a single soul or any evidence to corroborate any information tied to your names.
“You have been investigating me for how long? How many phone calls could you have made? And in the middle of the night?  Boy, I wonder why you aren’t getting answers.” Elias was speaking low and angrily.  Jaiden could not  decide if he was amused the police were harassing him, or if it might lead to more trouble.  He personally did not want a bunch of strangers poking around town, possibly bringing in elements he wanted to avoid.  If folks suspected anything supernatural was going on, the vampire council would inevitably send someone to investigate.
“Don’t you get snappy with me, or I will have you in a cell.”
“No, you will not.  If you try I will personally make sure your town is sued and you lose your job.  I am willing to help you out, as I said.  I will not be harassed.”
“It is not harassing you to ask about two dead bodies you may be attached to.  It is not harassing you if I think you may be involved to follow up on your history to see if you fit a profile making you a person of interest.  I am being very open with you here, I know you want me to leave you alone, but if you were in my position, what would you be thinking?”  Officer Browder was not happy at all.
“Both of you calm down a bit,” The new voice sounded British to Jaiden’s ears, but something was off about it, almost fake.  “Sir, my boy is here as you requested to talk to you.  I know no one is making accusations as of yet, but forgive me if I don’t believe they aren’t coming.”  There was a polite cough at this point.  “Now, we will cooperate fully but expect some patience and understanding on your part.  You want us to consider your position, and that is fair.  Please consider ours as well.”
The voice continued.  “My boy, not necessarily thinking things through, runs to chase after a girl.  That girl happens to find a body and, instead of ducking out, Elias sticks around.  Then, the girl’s parents decide to approach you.  You, sir, do your duty and have a conversation with us and we agree to the conditions set by the girl’s parents.  As far as I know Elias has stuck to them.  Then, you get news he was involved in an altercation in school.  When my boy defends himself, and he has been trained to defend himself, the teachers go after him and ignore the five boys who picked the fight.”  The voice paused.  “are you with me so far?”
“I am,” Officer Browder confirmed.
“Then you come to our house and on a nameless accusation, tell my boy you are going to search the premises while I am not there, and he lets you.  Now, because he has had one conversation by chance in the middle of the day with a second person whom has died mysteriously, you are treating him like a suspect.  Can you see why we might be getting a little touchy on our side of this issue?”
“With all due respect, sir,” Officer Browder was picking his words.  “I understand why you might be frustrated.  However, I have to do my job completely.  If for some reason they call in other authorities and they feel I haven’t given Elias or you the proper once over, they might press you harder than I would.  It also will give you some protection if they come in and see you have been investigated already, what steps I took, and what evidence or lack thereof was found.  I know it doesn’t seem like it, but my actions may save you from trouble down the line.”  There was a sigh.  “I am sorry this has happened to you just as you moved in.  This town is better than this.  We never have anything happen and two burned bodies in two days has everyone spooked.  What do you think will happen if the people feel I’m doing nothing?  They may take it upon themselves to come after Elias, or even yourself.  Most people who live here have always lived here.  As far as they are concerned you are outsiders.”
“I admit; I had not thought of that.” Elias said quietly.
“Well you might want to start thinking.”  Everything was polite now.  “You should consider being very visible and very careful.  If this continues to happen, people are going to want a reason, and you are an easy explanation.  I pray it doesn’t happen again but, at this point, I need to act like it might.  Between you, me, and the wall you may want to consider making sure there are other people around you to confirm your whereabouts when you can.  If you want to spend a night in protective custody, and I will spin it so it appears I think you might be threatened. I can arrange it so we can place you away from any further incidents.”
“That sounds like something we may need to give some thought to,” The British voice said.  “Thank you officer, is there anything else we can do for you?”
“That will be all for the moment,” A moment passed. “Elias, please do think on it.  If I can put you in a situation where I can prove you aren’t the culprit, then I can focus on finding out what is happening and keep some pressure off of you.”
“I will,” Elias’ voice sounded humbler than Jaiden had thought possible.  “Thank you.”
Hearing the footsteps approaching Jaiden stepped back and waited by the door.  As the police officer, Elias, and some older man he had not met walked into the hall he called out.
“Elias, there you are.  I have your jacket.” All three were watching him as he handed the garment to the demon.
“Why do you have his jacket?” the officer asked and the way the older man’s mouth closed made him suspect the policeman had beat him to the same question.
“Well, he had lent it to Jill the other morning when she was cold.  I am returning it to Elias here so she doesn’t have to break her parent’s wishes.”  He did his best to keep an innocent look on his face.
“That is the first well thought out thing which has happened Elias.” There was approval in the officer’s voice.  “Let’s hope everyone starts making good choices.”  And the policeman walked off, leaving them both there in the hall.
“I will see you at home, Edgar,” Elias turned to the older man.  “Oh, and give Lem a call.  We need to take care of that thing.  He should be up, Feyton is awake by now.”
“Feyton never sleeps is more like it.  I’m surprised no one answered the man’s bloody calls.”  The man named Edgar shook his head.  Something about him seemed wrong.  Jaiden focused and tested the air.
The man named Edgar had no pulse.  Or, if he did it was weak to the point of him not being able to sense it, and that was saying something since his vampire half was attuned to such things.  The man smelled wrong as well.  More like he was full of chemicals and things along with his blood.  He opened his mouth in surprise and Elias looked at him and shook his head mouthing “later.”
“Well, I will see you after school then my boy and you. umm…”
“Jaiden,” he offered.
“Jaiden, well I will see you around.”  With that Edgar, whatever he was, walked off to go home.
“So, there goes my notion you are the most disturbing thing I’ll ever meet.” He told Elias quietly.
“He is… Well he is alright.  And you’re young yet to be worried about what disturbing things you might meet.”
“Oh, and you are so much older than I am?” It came out snarkier than intended.
“Well, I was born in eighteen forty-six so, probably.” The answer was deadpan serious.  Jaiden took a moment to wrap his head around it.
“So you are over one-hundred and fifty years old, hang out in a high school, and smell like a demon.”  He thought about it.  “You look good for your age, old man.”
“It sounds ridiculous when you say it like that.”
“Then how do I say it so it doesn’t sound ridiculous?”
A long pause passed as Elias measured him.  “You win; I guess you are right.  There is no good way to say it.” He lifted the jacket and ran his fingers over it carefully while Jaiden watched.  “Thank you for returning this.  I was trying to figure out how to get it back without asking Jill directly.”
“Well, someone has to keep you away from her.” 
“Fangs, do you seriously have a crush on a werewolf?”  Elias was grinning at him like a madman.
“Don’t call me Fangs, and I don’t know.”  He shrugged.  “She is probably the only one around here as different as I am.  I find it comforting.”
“I can understand thefeeling.  Before I met Edgar, I was pretty much on my own.”
“So, are you ever going to tell me why you smell like you do?” Jaiden folded his arms and waited.
“Tonight, when we aren’t about to be late for class.  Meet me at the edge of town near the woods about half an hour before sunset.  Have your friend meet us a bit after, I will let you know what I am and what I’m doing here.”  He carefully unfolded the jacket and put it on.  “I could always use another set of eyes, and I guess I might as well trust you.”
“Well why wouldn’t you?
“Because I have met a few vampires in my day.  Most I have had to kill when they crossed me.”  Elias was not bragging or being threatening.  He was mentioning it as if he was talking about how he enjoyed his eggs.
“I guess… are you trying to be comforting?”  He raised an eyebrow.  “Because if you are, you just failed miserably.”
“I just want to make sure there is no misunderstanding between us fangs,” Elias nodded and walked off down the hall leaving him standing there by himself.
“Don’t call me fangs,” he whispered. When Elias stopped for a second, turned and winked at him, Jaiden had no doubt the demon had heard him.
If he is not a demon, why do I feel like I just sold a bit of my soul, He wondered.  There was no avoiding it now.  He was going to be stuck with Elias until either the other boy got himself killed or figured out whatever situation he was working on.  He hoped Elias was not the one burning people alive.  He was not prepared to kill a demon, in any way shape or form.  He might have to reach out to his father for advice.  And his father hated being called on for advice.
He stumbled his way down the hall and made his seat in homeroom right before the bell rang.  Jill looked at him from across the room and whispered a thank you.  He nodded back to her and gave her a wave to let her know it was no big deal.  Maybe he did have a bit of a crush on her.  That was not a big deal was it?
With a sigh he picked up his school book and started wondering how he was going to survive the next few days.




Shadows
Everything was wrong.  With a second body having gone through the same thing Mrs. Hamblin had, there was no way this would be considered an accident now.  Sure enough, when Jill had come to school, she had passed the office just in time to see Elias walking in with the police officer from the other night. There was also a man she assumed was his guardian? She thought she remembered hearing he had a guardian.
Her homeroom was American history and, as normal, Jaiden was there early sitting at his desk spinning a pencil in his fingers and staring blankly into the air.
“Jaiden?” At her voice, the pencil suddenly took flight as his fingers lost momentum and stuck itself in the ceiling.  Both stared at it for a moment, and he dropped his gaze first and gave her a sheepish glance.
“Yes?” Jaiden was about as verbose as she was this morning.
“Can you give Elias this jacket back for me?”  She put the jacket on his desk.
“And you can’t because?” He let it hang and Jill felt a pang of annoyance.
“Because my parents don’t want me talking to him.”
“That seems to be a good reason.  How do you expect me to find him?” 
“I just saw him in the office with the police…” she started and Jaiden cut her off.
“Really? I guess I should get it to him then.” Not waiting for her to respond, Jaiden grabbed the jacket and was out the door.  She stared at the doorway after him, wondering why he was acting so much more strangely than normal.  Well, more strangely than he normally would.
“Jill, did you hear about Mr. Finner?” Alice asked.  She hadn’t even seen her friend enter, and Brenda was right next to her, as always.
“I did, and I would rather not discuss it.”  She kept her voice even.
“At least you’re talking today.” Brenda flipped dark hair over her shoulder.  “So, what do you think happened with them?”
“I think Elias killed them.” Alice said.  “He’s kind of scary, don’t you think?”
“I don’t think he’s that kind of person.” Jill said.
“Of course you don’t,” Brenda smirked.  “Like a perfect gentleman, he gave you his jacket to keep warm; right after he finished murdering Mrs. Hamblin”
She drew her lips tight and balled her fists.  She was not going to get into this argument.  Dignifying accusations from her friends was not worth her time.
“He did beat up Mitch and his friends,” Alice added.  “He is surely strong enough to beat someone to death.  Just think, he happens upon Mrs. Hamblin in the dark.   For fun, he hits her until she stops moving.  Then, he pours gasoline down her throat and lights her on fire.  Just as he’s about to leave, Jill comes on the scene.  So he goes and hides until you find the body.  After that he just steps in and comforts the poor distressed girl.”
“Except,” Jill said grinding her teeth.  “There was no smell of gasoline, and the coroner would have caught any chemicals used to burn her.” She took a breath and tried to calm down.  “Elias also did not smell like smoke, and his jacket didn’t have any blood on it or anything indicating he had been in a fight or beaten anybody.”  Or did he? She thought remembering the smoky smell present in his jacket.  It has smelled old though, there was a difference between the smell of something which had just burned and something that had been burned a long time ago.
“Do you really like him so much you would defend him?” Brenda’s chocolate eyes were wide with amusement.  “He was a gentleman after all.”
“Don’t be so rude,” Alice injected.  “If she likes him, it’s because he is the first boy who has flirted with her since that pale ghost boy who follows her around.”
“Why do you guys worry about who follows me around at all? I don’t see any boys knocking down your doors either.”  Jill planted her fists on her hips and glared.
Both her friends stared at her in stony silence.  “I think someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed today.” Brenda rolled her eyes.  “Relax, we are just trying to have some fun.  Don’t take it so personally.”
“I’m sorry, just the last couple of days have been nothing but… well nothing good at least.” Jill shook her head. 
“Don’t worry about it.” Brenda gave a fake laugh and Jill tried not to crinkle her eyes in annoyance.  “You have had a couple of rough days.  I’m not sure I would even be here if I was in your shoes.”             
She opened her mouth to say something snarky, but at that point Mr. McMillan walked in and all the students, including Jill and her friends, scrambled to their seats.  Jill looked over just in time to see Jaiden sprint in as the bell rang, looking a little shaken.  She waved at him, and he waved back.  Almost immediately, he was staring off into space thinking about something.
“Do you seriously like him?” Alice was whispering to her from the next seat over.
“Do I what? Who?”
“Jaiden?”  The blonde rolled her eyes as if it was obvious.
“I don’t think so.  I’m not really interested in anyone, to be honest.”
“Then you might want to stop staring.  He will get the wrong idea.”
Blushing, Jill turned away to pay attention to the lesson.  Mr. McMillan started with his normal spiel and had hardly begun when Officer Browder walked in and pointed to her.  Getting the hint before the policeman even talked to the teacher, she stood up and walked to the front of the room.  The teacher rolled his eyes and waved them off.  She followed the policeman out of the classroom.
“Ms. Silver, I just wanted to confirm Elias has been leaving you alone and hasn’t approached or harassed you since the other morning.”  Officer Browder was almost apologetic.
“As far as I’m concerned, he has yet to harass me in any shape or form.” She thought better about the tone she was using. “But no, he has not approached me at all.  My parents can be placated.”
“I know it’s frustrating, but we are only looking out for your safety.”
“I wish everyone would be less concerned for my safety and more concerned about the fact someone died.”  Jill stomped her foot.  “You, my parents, the whole school, everyone is just so afraid I’ll break or go into hysterics they won’t talk to me like a person.  Or if they do, then they are so busy poking at different subjects just to see if they make me react.  I haven’t had a real conversation in two days.”
“Well, I won’t treat you like that.  I will be honest.” Officer Browder took a deep breath.  “You have had a traumatic experience and I am impressed you are holding it together so well.  The only reason I care if Elias talks to you is I can’t investigate everything going on with the two dead bodies and worry about your parents pushing for me to do something about that boy.  After this is all done, if Elias starts talking to you, I don’t care as long as he is not doing anything to you which you don’t approve of.”             
“What about my parents?”
“They are being a little overprotective and, with everything going on, I am willing to help them feel better.  Once we figure out what happened they can yell and scream all they want. I won’t have to worry about the town feeling like I am ignoring their concerns while everyone’s eyes are on this investigation.  It sucks, but it is what I’m stuck with.”
“What do you think happened to Mrs. Hamblin and Mr. Finner?” She asked.
“I think I am not smart enough to make a definitive guess.” It was stated slowly, each word thought out.  “There are a lot of medical professionals examining the bodies and even with their expertise they seem baffled.  Internal combustion without any apparent cause.  No chemicals, no obvious starting point.  Just the insides are more fully burnt than the outsides. Both sites where the bodies were found are clean of any evidence of violence or foul play.”
“So, you have no idea.”  Jill closed her eyes and pictured Mrs. Hamblin’s body lying still on the grass again.  It struck her as surreal, as if she did not see the object on the ground as having once been a human being.
“Not officially, I suspect when we find out what happened there will be a perfectly rational explanation.  It might not be obvious, or even something we are considering right now.  At the end of the day, whatever or whoever is doing this will get taken care of.”
“Whatever is doing this?”  She blinked.  “Really?”
“I’m not saying I think this is not a manmade or natural occurrence.  It just seems wrong to me.”  Officer Browder looked her straight in the eye.  “Now, don’t go spreading the word I said anything.  I want folks to believe there is a normal, rational explanation so they don’t panic.”
“And if there is not a rational explanation?”
“Panicking still does no good.  All you get is a bunch of people stumbling all over each other who are not getting any closer to the truth.”
“That makes sense.” Jill looked around a bit. “Is there anything else you need me for?”
“No, you can go, miss Silver.” The officer gave her a polite nod and walked away.
She watched after him, until the policeman was out of site.  Once she was sure he could not see her, Jill decided she would not go back to class.  She did not want to deal with her friends, the teachers, or anything else right now.   She already had a solid four point zero grade average and was ahead in all her classes.  If she decided to leave, no one would give her any grief.
Jill hurried through the hall, and then outside trying to avoid being seen.  If she was home and someone called she could say she just felt like going home early.  If an adult caught her leaving, they would try and stop her.  All she wanted to do was go home and lie in bed.  Maybe take a small hike to clear her head.
Instead of heading straight for her house, she veered over in the direction of the football field.  Jill had not been over there since the morning she had found Mrs. Hamblin’s body.  No one else had been out there either except for the police.  The area was still taped off and gym classes had moved inside.  The football team would be chomping at the bit to get back out and practice before the last few games of the season, but they had to wait along with everyone else for the police to release the field to the public.
Making sure no one was looking, Jill slipped inside the field and walked over to where the body had lain.
Jill examined the area carefully.  Nothing seemed out of place, or indicated just a day ago, a woman had died here.  The grass was the same green and brown as the rest of the field.   No scorch marks marred the ground and no impression had been left in the earth.  She paced back and forth and looked around to make sure she was standing where she had been the night before.  The fact she could not be one hundred percent sure spoke volumes about the lack of evidence to her.
In her mind, this area should have been horrifyingly disfigured.  There should be something left behind screaming about what had happened.  There should be a feeling of dread, a burnt charcoal smell, anything at all.  Instead, it was as normal as the football field had ever been.
Looking around again, something caught her eye at the edge of the bleachers.  She turned and saw a dark figure standing there, staring at her.  Despite the daylight, she could not make out any features. It was as if something was keeping her eyes from focusing correctly when they crossed over the spot where whoever it was stood.
“Hey,” she called out.  The figure didn’t move.  “What are you doing over there?”  She started to walk towards the figure.  Still no response.  Something did not seem right but for the life of her she could not figure out what.
Her feet started moving more quickly and she started to close the space between herself and the dark figure.  She was getting closer.  Fifty feet, forty feet, and she still couldn’t focus on the character.  Thirty feet, twenty feet, and just like that he was gone.
He had not moved.  She had not dropped her gaze or looked away.  Despite the fact she was looking straight at him, the figure had just simply disappeared.
The hair on the back of her neck rose a little and she stepped into the empty space where the dark figure had been just moments before.  There was no sign of him anywhere.  The only place he could have gone had a good hundred feet of grass before there were any structures to move behind.  He was not under the bleachers or around the other side as well.  His disappearance was simply impossible.  Her mind must be playing tricks on her.
Jill took another moment to look back to the spot where Mrs. Hamblin had died.  There were no answers for her here.  Then she started to head home to take a nap.
She never noticed the dark figure who occasionally appeared following her.




Hunting Ghosts
Elias was tapping his foot impatiently by the time Jaiden arrived.  He knew he had gotten to the edge of town by the woods early, but he was full of nervous energy nonetheless.  He had no belief ghost hunting through the scattered pines and other trees dotting the mountainside here was going to yield any fruitful results. 
The supposed half-vampire walked up in his normal attire of fedora, black sunglasses, and clothing covering him from head to toe.  All the dark cloth did was make the paleness of his face stand out even more clearly.  Elias imagined Jaiden’s darker nature probably forced him indoors as much as possible, even though he was not catching fire in the sun like a full vampire would.  That skin was so light he had no doubt any prolonged exposure would result in a sun-burn.
“I am here,” Jaiden stated the obvious, making Elias grit his teeth a little.  “So, why are you here?”
“I am hunting a demon.”
“A demon other than yourself?”
“I guess I better tell you a story, one that might explain to you why I am not a demon.”  Elias tried to think of the right place to start.
“Should I have brought popcorn?  Maybe a nice easy chair?  Because I just love story time.”  Jaiden’s sarcasm almost made him change his mind. 
“I was in a skirmish in the civil war with my brother.” Elias decided the higher path was to ignore Jaiden’s attitude.  “My brother took a shot to the stomach, and I abandoned our troops and dragged him from the battlefield, desperate to save him.  We were soon lost in the woods, far from any one, and I prayed for a miracle.  We came upon an old church which seemed to appear out of nowhere.”  Elias paused as he tried to put his thoughts together.
“North or South?”
“I’m sorry?” 
“Were you fighting for the Union or the Confederates?”  Jaiden crossed his arms.
“I do not think It matters.”  Elias tried not to be annoyed at the derailing of his story.
“South then.  You lost.” A small smirk lit the half-vampires face and Elias debated removing it.  Violently.
“Yes, for the South but, if you want to discuss old viewpoints or the rights and wrongs which aren’t important to this story, it is another discussion we don’t have time for.” 
“Well, continue then.”
He coughed and cleared his throat.  “A priest in the church offered me a deal.  He told me he could save my brother, but there would be a price for doing so.  I agreed without asking about what the choice would cost me.  And so, the demon who was in the visage of the priest, healed my brother and sent him home instantly.  He then cursed me.”
“He cursed you.  So, you have bad luck?  You can’t have children?  What is your curse?” Jaiden was actually looking interested now.
“I do not age.  I was training to join the clergy someday, but now I cannot pray, or even say the Lor… His name.” Elias choked on the last bit.  “My brother knew what I had done so my family disowned me.  To those I had fought with, I was a deserter.  For the first decade or so I spent most of my time on the run, just avoiding anyone who might recognize me.”
“And that’s it, you just live forever now?” Jaiden cocked his head.
“I have demon energy in me.  I can use it to summon hellfire, among other things, but when I use it, I slowly lose control.  If I lose control, I black out and, when I wake again I have often done horrible things.  I have burnt down houses, killed the innocent, hurt those I cared about.” Elias closed his eyes tightly. “And the hardest part is it feels good.  The release, the use of the demon energy, it is liquid temptation dripping on my parched lips but, if I drink deeply, I know I will lose myself forever.”
“And am I to assume this demon who cursed you is here and killing people?”  Jaiden was visibly thinking.  “So, why would he come to this excuse for a town?”
“I don’t know.  I had managed to trap the demon, and he broke free a few months ago.” Elias looked around.  “He is trying to rebuild his power, and it was all I could do to sense where he had gone.  I can feel he is here but other than that,” he threw his hands up in the air.  “I have no clue how to find him.”
“How did you find him the first time?”
“The demon didn’t believe I could trap him, so he was not avoiding me.  Now, as soon as he is strong enough, I may not be able to find him again.”  He regarded the half-vampire carefully.  “Truth is, even if I find him, I do not have the means to trap him.  I am hoping to get lucky and figure out a way to stop him permanently.”
“So, you have had how many years and you haven’t figured out a way to kill this demon.  What have you been doing?”
“Mostly traveling. I thought he would be trapped forever but, obviously, I was wrong.”  Elias sighed.  “The problem is anything which hurts the demon hurts me as well.  Holy water, hallowed ground, blessed objects.  I cannot touch any of them.”
“And you just pretty much admitted all your weaknesses to me.”  Jaiden gave him a lopsided grin.  “Unfortunately, I have pretty much the same list of weaknesses.  The vampire part of me can handle holy things, but not for very long before they start hurting me.”
“So, we both have the same issue.  Anything we can use to fight the demon, hurts us as well.  That is just great.” Elias sat down on the ground and started digging through the pine needles on the floor randomly.  “Any power I direct at him just gets absorbed.  I am essentially fighting him with his own energy, so I can’t even scratch him.”
“Well, maybe I can do something.  I am not fueled by demon power; I don’t think so anyway.”  Jaiden started slowly pacing.  “I actually don’t know where the vampire stuff comes from.  Some say it’s a virus but it doesn’t explain the aversion to holy items.  Others say it’s a curse, and if that’s the case, it might be demon-powered somewhere down the line.”
“I do not know myself.  I have very limited experience with vampires.  Most of it quick and violent.  What has your father told you?” Elias asked.
“Not much, I’m descended from an old powerful bloodline and crap like that.” 
“You make it sound so amazing.  I just want to be a vampire listening to you.”  Elias started to stack the pine needles into little buildings.
“Yes, it’s wonderful when your father barely stops by to see you, and gives you minimal information about vampires for your own protection.  And you get to live in a crap hole in the middle of nowhere because other vampires might decide to kill you for just existing.  Oh, and you get a lot of cool things, like skin which burns quickly in the sun and the chance to be the freak of the high school since you look so different.  I love it.”
“Well we both seem to be just big, bright beams of sunshine when you put it that way.” Elias chuckled.  “Now you know what I’m chasing, are you in?”
“Sure, why not.  What else am I going to do while your demon fries people alive?”  Jaiden’s head snapped to the side and he squinted through his sunglasses.  “Here comes Tommy.”
Elias noted Jaiden had heard the other boy coming before he did.  It seemed the half-vampire might have better senses than him.  Or he might have been less distracted.  Either way, it was something to consider.
“You guys are already here, great!” Tommy’s enthusiasm made Elias blink.  “I think I have the perfect spot for tonight. Are you guys ready!”
“I guess; what area are we going to?” Elias asked.
“There is a clearing up the trail a bit where, according to local rumor, a large battle took place between two Native American tribes.” The words bubbled out of the heavy set boy.  “Several accounts have been given of ghostly warriors walking in the woods and the sounds of the battle being heard in the middle of the night.”
“And you found actual sources, not just word of mouth and ghost stories this time?” Jaiden’s voice was dry.
“Well, everyone knows about it.  Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of Dead Brave’s Clearing.”  Tommy seemed almost insulted.  “It’s part way up the mountainside.  We can be there in less than an hour.”
“Well I don’t know about it and I’ve lived here for quite a while.” Jaiden grumbled.  “And do you really think any Native Americans would have bothered to even fight over this spot? Let alone give the clearing such a stupid name.”
“The springs Cider Creek comes from would have been an important source of water.  That might have been worth a fight.” Tommy was resolute.  Elias watched and figured it would not be worth arguing, even if he had studied which tribes had lived in the area and how they interacted with each other.  Apparently once this kid had an opinion he stuck with it.
“Let us get moving then.” Elias wanted to get this over with. “Maybe we will find your ghosts.”
They moved up into the wooded area.  Elias had spent some time in the western states, he had even helped the Fey start their little city in northern Idaho.  Traveling here was much different than he was used to. 
Back in the southern states the trees were a lot greener and dense.  Hiking in the mountains back east, you did not tend to have the steep inclines he was experiencing here.  It felt a lot more open than he was used to, despite all the trees.  The setting sun managed to send light constantly to the ground without a true canopy blocking it.  A part of him felt this whole area was alien to his expectations.
For the distance they traveled, Elias felt they were taking too much time to cover ground.  Part of it was because the distance felt more vertical than horizontal, the other part because they had to keep stopping for Tommy to catch his breath.  He decided to be silent about the obvious strain the trip was taking on the overweight boy.
He was about to suggest turning back when Tommy declared they were in the right spot.
The ground had leveled off and, for about a hundred feet, it was all long grass and no trees.  No markings existed, or signs to say this was Dead Brave’s Clearing, or that the clearing had any name at all.  As far as he could tell, it was just a random point at which the forest stopped for a bit.
“Now what?” He asked not sure how one would hunt for ghosts.
“Now Tommy sets up his equipment,” Jaiden stated and both boys started to walk to the center of the clearing.
Elias took a chance to pace around the edge of the space.  He did note the clearing was almost unnaturally round, but it could be a coincidence.  Burning the slightest touch of energy, he extended his senses and felt… nothing. No bits of aura tied to this location or fragments of anything which could be attributed to souls or spirits.  Not that he had ever run into a ghost, so he had no clue what to look for in the first place.
After finding nothing looking out of place or strange, he joined Tommy and Jaiden in the center of the clearing.  Tommy had set up a camera on a Tripod and had it pointing off in one direction.  He had a couple of cassette recorders on the ground and had a separate smaller camera with him on a wrist strap.
“I will explain how we do this,” Tommy said.  Jaiden simply gave a small grin and stepped back to let his friend talk.  “After the sun goes down, we will start a recording on the camera there.  It has about an hour’s worth of space on its memory card.  During that time, I will place these cassette recorders on either side of the clearing. Every now and then I will take a picture with this other camera.  After about an hour, maybe two, if we are comfortable, we will stop the recordings and go home.  I will then go through the different recordings and pictures to see if we can spot orbs or any sign of a haunting.  If I find EVPs or anything else, of course, you two will be the first to know.
“EVPs?” Elias asked.
“Electronic Voice Phenomenon,” Tommy gave Elias a steady look.  “Make sure if you talk while we are doing this, you are loud and clear.  We don’t want to mistake your voice for a ghost.”
“Because they speak a lot, I assume?”
“There are whole pages on the internet full of EVPs taken from haunted sites.  You should educate yourself.”  Tommy snapped.
“Guys, it’s going to be a long couple of hours.  Let’s all be friendly please.” Jaiden’s words were peaceful, but his normal sarcasm peppered each word.
They started the recordings and sat mostly in silence.  Every fifteen minutes, Tommy would change the angle on the camera recording on the tripod.  At one point, it was pointed over their heads and Elias was prompted to ask if they should move.  “No need,” was the answer, as they were clearly visible and not ghosts.
“Spirits are often attracted to the living.  It might actually benefit us to be recorded for a while.” Tommy said.  Elias could only shrug and accept the explanation.
They went ahead and waited out their time, letting the cassette recorders go for an hour after the video ran out of space.  The moon had broken out, clear and full, giving them enough illumination they did not need to break out flashlights until they were done.  The only one who truly needed one was Tommy.
At the end, Elias helped gather everything up, watched as Tommy managed to put it all in a small pack, and prepared to walk back down to town.
“You guys often go hiking in the dark?” Elias asked.
“Well, this would be a first time.  Normally we just stake out vacant houses or the town’s park.  Your house was particularly boring, by the way.” Tommy started walking down, prompting the other two to follow.  “Luckily, downhill is always easier than uphill.”
“Unless you break your neck in the dark,” Jaiden mumbled as Tommy stumbled over his own feet almost causing himself to almost roll down the hill.             
Elias moved forward to  help.the heavy boy up.  After doing so, he proceeded to follow closely in case Tommy stumbled again.  In his head, he made a note about asking important questions before he was traipsing in the dark trying to keep someone from accidentally killing themselves.  After the first stumble, Tommy kept his flashlight closer to his feet and had no further issues.
They were about halfway to town when they heard a wolf howl loudly.
“You have wolves around here?” Elias looked around afraid of what his suspicions were telling him.
“No, there are no wild wolves anywhere near here.” Jaiden answered.
“Get Tommy safely to town,” he dropped his voice too low for human ears.  “Find me afterward, we may have a fledgling werewolf to find.”
“I’m sure Jill will be fine,” Jaiden answered just as quietly.
“She is adopted, her parents, as you know, are not werewolves or you would have smelled it.” Elias explained quickly.  “I do not think she has turned before because she seemed very confused when I mentioned her pack and dropped hints.  Now, with no one to guide her, how do you think having a newly transformed werewolf by a town full of people might turn out?”
After a pause Jaiden nodded. “I will meet you shortly.”
“Crap, I dropped my wallet back in the clearing, I will catch you guys tomorrow.” Elias started to move back up the path.  He suppressed a smile when Jaiden flinched as he started speaking in normal tones.
“Just go back for it tomorrow, you won’t find it in the dark.” Tommy raised an eyebrow.
“I will be fine.  I have been hiking in the dark lots of times.”  He tried to look convincing.
“Are you sure, we can go back with you?”
“No, I am good.  I will see you two in the morning.” Elias started moving before Tommy could question it further.
He had a werewolf to find.




The Morning After
Jill awoke on the hard ground feeling disoriented and not knowing quite where she was.  A cool breeze made her sit up, and then crouch down realizing she was naked.  Her sore feet informed her even her feet were bare.  She strained her eyes to look around in the dark of the early morning and placed herself somewhere in the woods at the end of town.  Until the sun rose and gave a little more light she wasn’t likely to do any better.
Her heart about exploded when a jacket landed in front of her.  A jacket she knew well.  “Put it on,” a voice called from across some bushes confirming the owner as Elias. 
“What did you do to me?” She called back staring at the garment and not moving.  Her pulse was pounding in her ears, and she was very aware of her lack of clothing.  At the same time, if he was here, she was not sure she wanted to put on the jacket.
“I did not do anything.  Now, please put on the jacket so we can talk to you.  It has been a long night and you run quicker on four legs than two.” There was the sound of movement.  “I know you have questions and I will do my best to answer them.”
Deciding she would rather have some clothing, whatever the source, Jill slipped on the jacket and wrapped it around herself.  Almost as soon as she was covered not only Elias, but Jaiden stepped out of the woods and regarded her carefully.  Jill wrapped herself tighter and tried not to be self-conscious. Her mind started darting down dangerous paths.
“I am guessing you didn’t know you were a werewolf,” Jaiden’s customary smirk was gone.  His eyes were narrowed as if he was pondering something.
“I am a what?” Jill felt her brain snap into focus.  The very word Jaiden has spoken made no sense.  It was a statement, as much as it was a question.  It has to be a joke. “You guys drag me out naked into the woods and then try to convince me I am some sort of mythical monster?”  She started to look for a path to run.  There was no way this would end well for her.  It probably had not already, but she had to get to the police before it got any  worse.
“Jaiden, she is going to run, please block her off until we can convince her.” Elias sounded more tired than dangerous, but she was not going to let down her guard.             
“Sure, master,” the smaller boy walked to her other side as if she could not have just run straight through him.  Sure, he was a boy, but she was a natural athlete and bigger than him.
“Now Jill, do you remember anything about last night?” Elias kept his hands down at his sides with his hands open and palms forward.  “Anything at all?”
Flashes of dark brush and trees flew by in her head.  The scent of something hot and warm.  The world breathing around her and radiating life.  Jill shook the images out of her head and narrowed her eyes.  It did not mean anything.
“I don’t remember anything, did you drug me?” she felt her legs flexing.  They desired a good run and the adrenaline pumping through her blood at the situation was not helping.  Jill needed to escape, and she needed to escape right now.  She was sure she could outrun both the boys if she tried.  That was if her bare feet did not slow her down.
“I think we need to speed this along before she bolts,” Elias said.  She gave him a long, hard glare, even as she tried to figure out the best direction to start her sprint in. 
“I agree,” Jaiden said quietly.  Then, before she could react, the small, pale boy drew a knife from somewhere inside his clothes and slashed her arm.
With a scream, Jill fell backward holding her bloodied appendage.  Her brain told her to get on her feet and start moving, but her body would not listen.  Warm blood covered her hand and the pain throbbed with every beat of her heart.
“Why did you do that?” Elias asked Jaiden.  “You think cutting her is going to make her trust us?”
“She will heal.  She shifted, so her other nature will have kicked in.”  Jaiden was very matter of fact.  She felt her lips peel back in a snarl, and was surprised to hear a feral growl rip from her throat.  The noise shocked her right back into fear. 
“Look at your arm, Jill,” Elias has placed himself in front of Jaiden.  “Fangs here is not wrong, you should be healing quickly now.  Well, he was wrong about the best way to show you… but that is neither here nor there now.”
“What are you talking about?” She heard herself say, even as she looked down to see the remnants of the wound Jaiden had given her finish knitting itself together.  The pain faded just as quickly.  blinking in surprise she held up her arm.  There was no scar, no cut, just pink flesh still covered in splotches of blood from the cut she had been given.  “What did you give me?” She asked.
“Nothing. We gave you nothing.  You shifted into a wolf for the first time last night.  We,” Elias motioned to include Jaiden, “kept you from running into town and doing something you might regret.” 
“You are not making any sense,” Jill felt herself shouting.  “What do you mean ‘shifted’?  And why would you keep me out of town?  What are you talking about?”
“As we said,” Jaiden stepped around Elias and offered her his knife, hilt first.  “You are a werewolf.  You can try cutting yourself if you think I tricked you.  It is not silver, so you will just heal again.”
Staring at the hilt of the blade, Jill tried to slow her thoughts down.  Was it a trick?  If she grabbed the knife from Jaiden did he have some plan to hurt or humiliate her?  Would he even let her grab the knife at all?  He seemed genuinely concerned for her, as did Elias, but it did not change the fact she had awoken here in the dark, naked, and vulnerable.  For all intents and purposes, she was at their mercy.  She decided to take the knife.
It was not a long blade, maybe four inches.  A simple pocket knife anyone might have on them to fish or whittle wood.  Now it was in her hand, the knife did not seem threatening.  The boys were quiet as she turned it over and over again in her hand.  She debated for a moment, then she looked up and met Elias’ eyes.  As she did so she slid the blade over the skin on her arm.
It hurt.  She should have not been surprised at the pain, and part way through cutting herself  Jill’s resolve wavered and she dropped the knife on the ground.  It clattered, but she barely heard it.  Before her eyes, her skin and flesh knit itself together.  There was no trick.  She simply healed fast.
“If I am a werewolf, what are you?” She asked.  She watched as Jaiden fidgeted and Elias gave her a grim smile.  “If you were out with me last night, I assume you aren’t human?  If you were…” She swallowed, “If you were I would have hurt you, or even killed you right?”
“Only on the first shift,” Elias said.  “You will gain more and more control from here on out.  Or so the werewolves I have known claimed.”  He shrugged.  “I actually have never known a newly-shifted wolf before.  The ones I did know had almost perfect coherence when in their wolf form.  I assume you will be the same.”  He reached into a pocket and pulled out a handkerchief.  “Here, go ahead and clean the book up.
“You assume?  That is reassuring,” Jill felt a growl to her voice.  Despite her doubts she took the piece of cloth from Elias and cleaned the blood off her arm, further confirming there was nothing but unbroken skin where she had been cut.  She gave the handkerchief back, and Elias made it disappear back into one of his pockets.
“Normally, a werewolf has a pack to help with the first shift, and to teach them what to do, and how to handle their general.. wolfy-ness,” Elias shrugged.  “As you are the only werewolf in town I have seen, I would assume you do not have a pack.”
Thinking through the stories she had heard and, to be honest, more than a couple of late night popcorn movies, Jill asked the first question to come to her mind.  “Was I bitten by a werewolf?  If so, when?”
“No, it is hereditary in your case.”  Elias looked at Jaiden as if looking for guidance on something.  “Some werewolves are bitten, but it is rare and there have to be a lot of factors for such a thing to work.  True werewolves inherit the power from their parents.”
“And your parents are not werewolves,” Jaiden added quietly.  He gave her a long look.
“Then how…” She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.  She decided to change the subject.  “You did not answer my question.  What are you?” She looked at Elias and Jaiden both for a few seconds.
In a blur, Jaiden moved quicker than her eyes could register.  He had grabbed the pocket knife from the ground before her feet, and was holding it up by the point.  He flipped it deftly in his hand, and then, with a flourish, it disappeared.   He raised an eyebrow and grinned widely showing his teeth, His two long canines seemed even longer than she remembered.  On the bottom row of his teeth, two shorter, but long teeth shadowed the canines up above. How could she not have noticed them?  And then she had an answer.
Slowly, the longer teeth retracted until they were the normal length one would expect to see in any human mouth.  She took in his pale skin he had always covered in layers, the teeth and the speed.  “Vampire,” she mumbled.
“Half, actually,” he grinned at her and tipped his hat.  “My father’s side, obviously.  You have met my mother, after all.”
“And you?” she turned to Elias.
“I am complicated,” the tall boy said.
“He is a demon,” Jaiden jumped in.  “or, he smells like one.”  Elias turned to glare at the proclaimed half-vampire, and Jaiden shrugged.  “You don’t think she will notice, now she has shifted?  She will probably be able to smell and hear better than both of us.”
“I was cursed by a demon,” Elias clarified, eyes still on Jaiden.  He held out a hand and a black flame started to dance in his palm.  “I have some abilities, but they have a cost when I use them.”  The flame disappeared.  
“I am a werewolf, and monsters are real?” Jill felt it sound silly coming from her lips.  “Any other earth shattering news you need to share?”
“It was not a full moon last night.”  Elias started walking.  Jill thought he was moving towards her house.  She took a couple of steps and winced as she felt the hard ground beneath her feet.  Amazing healing or no, the pine needles were sharp, and the ground was cold and felt almost frozen this early in the morning.  As she focused on what was around her, and the smell of cold and pine trees almost overwhelmed her senses for a moment before everything turned to normal.  She took a few more steps, and pulled Elias’ jacket more tightly around herself.
She gasped as she was lifted up and thrown over Jaiden’s shoulder.  Shock more than anything kept Jill from objecting or arguing as the smaller boy, who did not even weigh what she did for heaven’s sake, easily carried her.  She was even more surprised when he sped up to an even jog.
A light pattering told her Elias was moving to the side and keeping up.  He looked over at her and gave a grin, then put on a burst of speed.  Jaiden swore, then moved even more quickly.  She wished she did not feel like a sack of laundry being hauled around the house.
“Why does the full moon matter?” she asked as the boys kept running.  There was no answer.  Part of her felt like they were avoiding giving her an answer, and a bout of worry filled her stomach.  She  was shaken a bit, as Jaiden dodged to the side, and a tree they passed letting her know why he had lurched.  She asked again.  “Why does it matter if it was a full moon last night?”
Silence greeted her as the two boys moved even more quickly.  The trees and forest moved past in a dark green and brown blur as Jill was constantly skaken as Jaiden dodged around different obstacles.  As they moved, spikes of sunlight started spearing the air above them.  Here on the mountainside, you could look out and see day greeting the valleyed areas sneaking into visibility between patches of trees before it drowned the current area in daylight.  For some reason, it seemed a race to her.  The light spreading towards them from the valley floor against her movement towards her house.
And as suddenly as they had sped up, the boys slowed down to a walk.  With a quick but gentle move Jaiden had her back down on her feet, and Jill was able to determine where they were.  Her home was only a hundred feet or so though the woods.  If she squinted she could see the roof of her house through the trees.  Her stomach lurched at the sound of voices traveling through the woods.  There were too many for this early in the morning.  She could not make them out, but here and there a word broke through.  She started to move forward, but Elias stood before her, as if shielding her from something.             
“There are two reasons a werewolf shifts for the first time.  Most commonly, because they are of age and a full moon causes their transformation.  That was what I was hoping had happened.”  He started walking forward slowly, and she followed him.   Jill waited for him to continue talking as her home came into view.  First the fence in the back, which stood as solid and normal as ever.  Then she looked at the back of the structure, and saw where her room was. The window and chunks of the house around it looked like it had been ripped from the home, shattering bits of stucco and wood.  She could only stare at the damage as Elias continued.
“The other reason a werewolf will shift for the first time, is because they are attacked, or experience a severe traumatic experience.”
Swooning, but not passing out, Jill’s heart jumped.  She was vaguely aware of footsteps running towards them and Elias swearing softly.  Then the world fell out of focus.




Under Suspicion
Jaiden was not sure what was going to happen with him.  He had been put in the back of a squad car, and driven off while the police had taken Jill.  He was not being treated unkindly, but he knew there would be suspicions about whether or not he was involved in the situation with Jill in the woods.  And her mother.
He had suffered a slight heart attack when Elias had literally sprouted wings of flame and shadow and flown off.  One moment he was cradling Jill as she fainted, then he was leaning her into Jaiden’s arms and telling him to be careful, and to say nothing.  With the smell of brimstone and burning fabric, the fiery wings singed their way through Elias’ clothing and into existence. Then the demon-cursed boy was airborne.
He had not needed to see Jill’s mother to know what had happened.  He could smell the burnt flesh when he walked by her home.  Perking up his ears he had been able to hear the conversation inside the house about the state of the body.  He heard Elias’ name thrown around by more than a couple of police officers, and even Jill’s.  His name might very well be added to that list, which now meant it was even more in his self-interest to get rid of this demon.
His mother was at the police station before he arrived.  One of the officers must have called her when he had been picked up.  Evelyn Knight’s dark eyes flashed with anger when she looked at her son being walked into the station, and he knew he was in for a lecture later.  She was very laid back, as far as parents went.  As long as Jaiden stayed out of trouble and kept good grades she did not push him or set a lot of rules around his comings and goings.  This might change things a bit.
“Hi, mom,” his eyes dropped down, as he refused to meet her gaze.  “I guess my early morning hike didn’t end like I planned.”
“I couldn’t tell,” her voice was dry.
They took a seat in the waiting room as different policemen went in and out.  In this little town, there was normally only a handful of law enforcement at any given time.  Most of the faces in the station were unfamiliar, and Jaiden suspected they had been drafted to come in from out of town.  He wondered what they thought of him and his mother both sitting together.
They were a study in contrasts.  True his mother was small and thin like he was, but her features were dark and bronzed.  Black hair fell down her back in waves and her clothes were always meticulously straightened.  She did not wear much in the way of jewelry, other than her wedding band and a pair of simple gold studs, she was unadorned.  He supposed she was beautiful, and she looked much too young to have a son his age.  If one would even think he was her son.
In contrast his skin was so white it was almost translucent.  His hair had inherited some of her waves, but he kept it cut short.  His eyes were a crystal blue that picked up the colors around him, so at times they seemed to change depending on what he was looking at.  His clothes were baggy, since he had such a hard time finding stuff he liked which fit someone with his small frame.   He refused to shop in the kid’s section. The color palette of what he wore tended to lean hard on black and dark grey.
“So, are you going to tell me what really happened?” His mother was not watching him, but he had the feeling he was her main focus at the moment.
“I will, but not where there might be ears.”  He wished they would question him so he could go home and get ready for school.
“Is this one of your father’s things?” Evelyn pursed her lips distastefully.
“It is, a bit,” he sighed.
His mother never used words like ‘vampire’, or ‘supernatural’.  Instead it was ‘your father’s things’ or ‘your father’s people’.  It was as if by not using the verbage she could pretend such forces didn’t exist in this world.  She understood Jaiden had unique needs based on his heritage, such as the fact he did not sleep more than an hour or two at night or his extreme sun sensitivity.  But mention he was half-vampire, and her eyes were narrow and she would change the subject.
His parents were madly in love.  Whenever his father swept into town they would go out, spend time and not leave each other’s side unless forced.  Soon his father’s nature would force him to leave again, and then it was just him and his mother, as always, wondering when Jethro Knight would return.
His father would be showing up now, and soon.  Jaiden hoped he would not want to move his family, for their own protection, with the events going on.  Despite his dislike for being in the middle of nowhere, packing up and going to some other middle of nowhere place sounded even worse.
His thoughts were interrupted as Officer Browder entered the waiting room.  The policeman was looking haggard and worn.  It occurred to Jaiden the man was probably not sleeping much with a series of mysterious deaths happening in his hometown.  Normally, about the worst thing he dealt with was a speeding ticket or, even more rarely, a domestic disturbance.
“You,” He pointed to Jaiden.  “In here.” He stomped into his office and held the door expectantly.  Reluctantly he got to his feet and noted his mother’s lips compressed into a tight line as she stood up to follow.  This would be more fun than he was ready to handle from the looks of it.
They were barely through the doorway when Browder slammed the door shut and rounded on them.  The weariness seemed gone as he stood straight and seemed to tower.  Not for the first time, Jaiden wished he was taller.  It got tiresome having to look upward whenever you spoke to people.
“Where is Elias!?” Browder crossed his arms and leaned in.  “You brought Jill back in nothing but his jacket, so I know he was out ‘hiking’,”  The officer made quotation mark signs with his fingers, “In the woods with you.”
“He flew away.” Jaiden kept his face straight despite his urge to smirk.
“He flew away…” Browder stood still for a moment as if weighing his words.  “You are found escorting a girl wearing nothing but a suspect’s jacket and who at best may be a victim of violence and, at the worst, is an accomplice to murder.  I would think you might have something better to offer than telling me Elias has flown away.”
“I want you to understand something.” Officer Browder motioned for Jaiden to sit down, but Jaiden stayed on his feet.  “I have every right to treat you as a suspect, keep you in here for hours questioning you, and making your life miserable.”  The officer bared his teeth as he spoke.  “I know I have no real evidence against you and I can’t hold you or press charges at this point.  What I can do is list you as a person of interest due to your association with my main suspects, both of whom I can link to at least two of three bodies.” With a sigh, Browder leaned back against the wall and changed his tone as his posture relaxed.  “All I want is to find out who is killing people and stop them.  I want to save the people in this town.”
“Seriously, officer,” Jaiden tried to strain the normal sarcasm out of his voice.  “Me and Elias went for a hike in the woods.  We found Jill and decided to walk her home.  That is all there is to it.  We decided it was for the best Elias left before we got to the house as he has undergone enough suspicion.”
“What time did you go hiking?” Browder was calm, and all the push had gone out of his voice.
“First thing this morning, about five or so,” Jaiden lied.  He caught himself right after.  Had he heard someone saying Jill’s mother had died sometime around one or so?  Well, there was no going back now.  Officer Browder did not react in a way indicating he may have slipped, but it did not mean it had not been noticed.
“You often go hiking early in the morning?” Officer Browder asked.
“No, but we were ghost hunting with Tommy last night, and Elias had dropped his wallet.  When he was unable to find it, he grabbed me and I went back up to help him find it.” 
“Do you kids ever sleep?”  The policeman rubbed his temples.  “What time did you guys finish your ghost hunt?”
“I am not sure, it was late.” Jaiden shrugged.  “I really was not watching the time, I know it had been dark for several hours before we came back down.”
“You know there are several hours in which you can’t confirm what Elias was doing.”
“I do.  But do you really think I spent all night with him running around in the woods?”  He put on his innocent face.  He wished he could influence mortal emotions like his father could.
“You are lucky I don’t think you were busy murdering Jill’s mother with Elias.” The officer said.  “Do you know what an accomplice is? As you and Elias are the only ones who seem to be able to vouch for each other’s whereabouts, that label may be a good fit for you.”
“My son came home at about midnight last night, I heard him come in,” his mother snapped.  She had been unusually quiet so far, mostly because he suspected she was not sure where to jump in.  “Now, are you done with Jaiden yet?”
“I am but, Jaiden, I want to share a thought with you.” Officer Browder leaned down and gave him a concerned look.  “I think what may have happened is Elias attacked Jill and her mother last night.  I am not sure what his methods were, or how he managed to do the damage inflicted on the house and Mrs. Silver.  He then met you to go hiking and manages to lead you to about where he suspects Jill has fled to.  Maybe he planned on killing her also, maybe not.  Maybe he planned on killing you as well, but the opportunity didn’t present itself.”  Officer Browder opened his office door and nodded his permission for them to leave.  “I would carefully consider the company you are keeping from here on out.  I don’t want you wrapped up in whatever is going on here.”  The door closed behind him and his mother, and they both watched through the window as the policeman sat down and started making phone calls from his desk. 
“Well, let’s get home then.  You can tell me what is going on so I know what to tell your father.”  Evelyn started leading the way out the front door of the police station.
“I may need to make a stop first, mom.” Jaiden said as soon as they were out of the building.  He followed, looking obedient, but the gears in his head where whirling.
“As long as you aren’t going to talk to this Elias the officer was talking about,” it took a moment for his mother to realize Jaiden had stopped at her words and was not responding.  “You have to be joking! One warning and you are running out to ignore it in less than five minutes.  Do you want attention from the police?  Or any attention at all?  You know how your father would feel about it.”
“What if I told you I was trying to keep people from dying mom?  This is one of the things people like my father would need to deal with.  Elias might be one of the only people here who can stop people from dying.”  He took a breath.  “I know he didn’t kill Jill’s mother because I was out with him all night long.”
“So Elias is like your father?” His mother turned and gripped a handrail leading down the steps in front of the police station.  “You realize that makes him more likely to be a killer right?”
“I was with him all night long.  I know he didn’t kill Jill’s mother.” Jaiden pondered how much he could say.  “And he is not exactly like my father, he is different, but in other ways.”
“Is he as dangerous?”
The question stopped him.  He had never heard his mother refer to his father as dangerous before.  Jaiden knew over centuries of life as a vampire, Jethro would have killed at least a few people and that was probably underestimating things significantly.  His father had the blood thirst he seemed to have been spared and, if he did not feed regularly, Jethro would wither away into a weak husk.  His father gave many assurances vampires were careful not to kill their victims if they could help it, but he had never quantified if it meant a certain amount of victims still died.  What would the percentage be? Was it five percent or ten percent? Maybe even higher, how could he know?
Now his mother, who would not say the word vampire, was clearly indicating she believed her husband to be dangerous.  The man she loved and wanted to spend the rest of her life with.  The one she had turned her back on her family for, knowing she could not be close to them if she was married to a vampire.  To what end?  Would Evelyn die an old woman who was occasionally visited by her ever-youthful husband?  Or, would she someday be turned so she could live the same kind of life as Jethro did.  Where did that leave Jaiden, would he have to make a choice someday if he loved a mortal?   Might he have to watch them grow old and die?  Or, could he possibly turn someone if he needed to?  Would he want to?  Clenching his fists, he turned his thoughts back to the moment.
“He is dangerous.”  He gave his mother a pleading look.  “But I have to try and do something.   I don’t know if talking to him will do any good, but I do know Officer Browder back there doesn’t plan on sitting on his hands while someone is killing innocent people.”
“Fine, go.” His mother started walking towards the car.  “But you get to school and when you get home we are going to have a long talk about things.”
“I plan on it.”  He was off down the street.  As soon as there were no eyes on him, Jaiden put on as much speed as he dared.
If it had been nighttime he could have moved more quickly.  While he was not as fast or quick as a true vampire, his speed and agility could get him across town faster than a car at night.  He would simply have leapt roof to roof, or vaulted over fences and through backyards, being gone before anyone was even sure they saw someone moving.  In the daylight, there were too many eyes who were not being blinded by the dark.  Jaiden could not move more quickly than any other human could.
Because of this, he did not manage to beat the police to Elias’ house.  When he arrived, three patrol cars were up in front of the house with the lights flashing red and blue.  He arrived just in time to see all of them converge on the front door with their guns drawn.
If he had wanted to give Elias a warning, he was too late.




Arrested Development
Elias knew the police had arrived before they charged his door.  The sound of the cars squealing to a halt in front of his house had caught his ears.  He sat in his kitchen eating a bowl of cereal, and a glance at his front room showed glints of red and blue lights hitting the front window.  He gently laid down his spoon and leaned back.   He hoped Edgar had the good sense to play calm.
He heard someone yelling it was the police, and then a solid thud as his front door was rammed in.  Guns were drawn and he sat there with an eyebrow raised as several men in blue invaded his house.  Elias calmly put his hands palm up on the table in front of him to make sure there were no mistakes.  He could take a bullet, if needed, but explaining why the bullet did not hurt him would be a little difficult.
“The door was unlocked; you could have walked in.” He stated simply.
The police apparently did not have a sense of humor.  They grabbed him roughly and threw him to the ground so hard his head bounced off the linoleum.   Cuffs were clapped on his wrists and, for a moment, anger filled him.
It would take a matter of seconds to kill everyone in this room.  Bullets would not stop him.  His bare hands would rip throats and shatter rib cages.  He would rend limbs and smash skulls to dust.  It would be over in a matter of seconds, dead bodies scattered and he would stand victorious.  Excitement would pump through his veins as the blood dampened the carpet and painted the walls.
Closing his eyes, Elias forced the emotions back down.  He was still feeling the effects of burning enough demon energy to fly free of the area he had left Jill and Jaiden in. Normally, he would not have expected to feel such a deep seated anger and demand for power filling his head.  Breathing in steady and slow, he ignored the officers who were pinning him and searching his house.  He had to find his focus.
A loud thump from upstairs made him open his eyes and listen.  That would be Edgar, getting the same treatment he was.  He was not sure how the creature who posed as his guardian would react to violence.  He had never put him in a situation like this before.  Until the demon had escaped, they had just traveled together and explored different corners of the earth.
“Let him up.” Officer Browder’s voice rang through the house over the sound of people milling around.  It had taken less than five minutes to search through the meager possessions Elias and Edgar owned.  Everything, save for the food they had bought, could have fit in a small car.  The furniture was still all but non-existent and, with the house being larger than Elias needed, most of the rooms still lay empty.
Elias was pulled to his feet and sat back down at the table, with his hands cuffed behind his back.  He felt the anger flash again and fought the desire to snap the metal links and crumple the cuffs encasing his wrists just to see the fear in the police officers’ eyes around him.  Once again, he took a few breaths and closed his eyes while he calmed himself.
“Elias Crydubh, you are under arrest for the murders of….” He focused upstairs while Officer Browder continued to read him his Miranda rights.   A slow, plodding footfall surrounded by lighter ones informed him Edgar was being escorted down the stairs.  His guardian looked confused and was keeping tight lipped.  A bruise was forming on the side of his face, and Elias was forcing anger down again. 
“Are you even listening to me?” Browder was suddenly in front of him, yelling in his face.
“No, I was not.  But I am sure it sounded just lovely.  I am surprised that with the lack of evidence, you have the guts to arrest me.”  Elias was all about control at this moment.  If he lost it, there was no telling what he might do.
“I can tie you to all three dead bodies I have in my town.  Sloppy, letting Jill walk back with your jacket after you killed her mother and kidnapped her.”
“I gave her my jacket because no gentleman would let a girl walk naked through the woods.  As far as kidnapping Jill and murdering her mother, both events are news to me.”  Elias made a show of leaning back in his chair and relaxing no matter how uncomfortable it was.  There was just no way to avoid leaning against his arms without causing a little pain.
“We will see what we find here in your house.”   Browder looked over his shoulder as his officers discussed something.  “If I find one hair not belonging here, one fingerprint tying a victim to this place…”
“The evidence would still be circumstantial.  You will be releasing me and, as soon as my lawyer gets to town, fending off a lawsuit at this point.  This is flat-out harassment.”
The conversation was cut off as footsteps ran down the stairs.  A policeman had something in their hands and walked over.  It took Elias a second to recognize the object as a wallet.  It was dark brown leather and looked well worn.  He had a suspicion even before the policeman opened it up with gloved hands.
“Well Elias, I think since Mr. Finner’s wallet was found in what appears to be your room your lawyers might have to work harder to get you released from jail.”  A superior look painted Officer Browder’s face and Elias was stunned, trying to figure out when the demon would have gotten in to hide the wallet.  Nothing had seemed or smelled out of place.  Of course, he hadn’t even gone up the stairs since he had arrived home a little bit ago.
A feeling of being trapped filled him.  He almost could not resist the urge to snap the cuffs and barrel his way through the bodies in his house and straight out the door.   Elias’ nerves screamed for him to take some sort of action.  To do anything but sit there dumbly looking at Officer Browder as he waited for a reply.
“I imagine I am going to be taking a trip down to the station.  What about Edgar?” Elias cocked his head and tried to ignore the blood surging in his ears.
“I have no evidence Edgar was connected to any of these murders as of yet.  He will be taken with you, questioned, and, depending on how that goes, arrested or released.”  Officer Browder squinted.  “You will regret every soul you have harmed here Elias.  Not just those you killed, but those like Jill and Jaiden who you hurt and used to cover your lies.”
A flitter of movement caught Elias’ eye and he looked out the remains of his front door just in time to see Jaiden watching from across the street.  They caught each other’s gaze for a moment, and then the half-vampire was gone.  Hopefully no one had seen him.  If Elias was out of the picture, Jaiden became the best chance for stopping the demon.
“What will you do when you realize I am not the one killing people?” Elias turned to Officer Browder.  “Are you going to feel guilty when the next body drops because, instead of looking for the real killer, you were fixated on me?  Or are you going to tell yourself I was the obvious culprit and you did the right thing.”
“I have a dead man’s wallet from in your house which says I am right.” Browder sat down across from Elias.  “Do you want a lawyer before we continue to speak?”
“Edgar will call my lawyer as soon as you allow him.  But I am not afraid to speak.  It is your fault, officer, I am sitting in these handcuffs.” Elias waited.
“I am not the one killing folk.  Don’t assign your blame to me.  The only person responsible for your arrest is you.  From the moment you have stepped into town, you have acted suspiciously.  Following young women in the dark, fighting other students, and threatening teachers,” Browder’s finger ticked off each word on the table as he spoke.
“You are the one who proclaimed to everyone you thought I was the killer.” Elias shifted trying to get comfortable.  “Do you think it is such a stretch the real killer might have heard you and planted the wallet in my room?  When you check it you will find no evidence I have ever touched the wallet.  Yes it was in my room, but I was out hiking all morning and I never lock my door.  Anyone could have walked in and left it.”
“Except Edgar was home.” Browder reminded him.
“Edgar sleeps like the dead.  If not sounder,” it was a lie, but he had to try and plant the seed of doubt in Browder’s mind.  “Can you honestly say there is not one little part of you which doubts I am the killer?”
“I am going to sleep soundly tonight knowing I have you locked away.  I am going to make sure, if I can convince them, Edgar will be locked up as well.  I don’t know if he is just your guardian or your accomplice, but something isn’t right with him.” Taking a deep breath Officer Browder met Elias’ blue eyes with his brown ones.  “Can you honestly tell me you are not a killer?”
Memories flooded Elias’ mind.  Men in blue and grey uniforms firing muskets from across a battlefield, a house in Arkansas filled with screams and blood.  The sound of crunching gravel under his feet as he raced down a hill with a saber in his hand yelling loudly at monsters which humans rarely laid eyes on.  The smell of burnt flesh as he torched a building with demon fire forcing the creatures inside to run out into the daylight destroying them as surely as his flames would have.  All these things flashed in his head making him almost lose control of the anger inside again, but he still managed to hold it back.
“I am not a murderer.” He stated.
“I’m pretty sure the distinction between killing and murdering is all in perspective.”  Officer Browder’s eyebrow twitched.  “I have had the luxury of interviewing murderers before I ended up in this little town.  Do you know how many actually considered what they did murder?  Not many.  Most threw out words like ‘mercy’, or ‘they deserved it’, or ‘I had to’.  They were sitting there, justifying everything in their head as they plunged their knives into strangers, or even loved ones.”
There was no direction Elias could take this conversation ending in his favor.  He stayed silent and watched Officer Browder as he spoke.  What was there to say?  He looked around and realized his lifestyle would not help his situation.  At least Edgar had a room full of books based around science, fantasy, and a myriad of subjects in between.  In his case, he was a seventeen year old who lived in a room that had a simple bed, and clothes.  No books, radios, televisions, or anything else which might be considered ‘normal’.
“So, you have no quips or answers for me? I thought you said we could have a discussion.”  Officer Browder casually leaned back and kicked his feet up onto the table.  “Give me something; tell me how I’m wrong about you.  Plead to my humanity, beg like your victims did when you killed them.” There was a loud thunk as the chair legs hit the floor and Browder was leaning forward, glaring at Elias again.  “Mr. Silver didn’t see the killer, but he sure heard his wife screaming for the killer to stop.  Right before he heard a roar and saw a large dark figure run up the stairs.  Someone who pushed him to the side while running to Jill’s room.  From there, the figure took Jill and destroyed her window on the way out of the house.  It was too dark for us to get a description, but I have enough evidence now I feel everything else will fall into place.”
“I am happy for you.  Now will you get it over with and arrest me or do you want to keep gloating so you look like an even bigger fool when this all bites you in the ass later?” Elias felt his rage leave.  “And it will bite you.  I won’t tell you I told you so when it does, because there will probably be another dead body on the ground and it will partially be your fault for putting all your money on one horse.  I will be busy trying to do your job for you instead.”
No more words were exchanged.  Officer Browder stood up and walked around so he could lead Elias out of his house and to the patrol car where he was pushed into the back and locked in.  Part of him thought it might be funny to simply break out and walk away but, in the end, it would not be worth it.
Edgar was lead to a different car.  He gave Elias a noncommittal look and then was shoved inside in a similar manner.  Could Edgar be suspecting him as well?  Although they had traveled and had somewhat of a relationship, he was not sure he would consider it a family type bond.  Elias has practically raised the man from mental infancy, but it did not mean that, over the years, some doubt might have not risen in his strange mind.  Having never met the demon he might even think it a story Elias had made up.  There would have to be some discussion after this.
Elias watched out the window realizing, to his surprise. The sun was still near the horizon despite all that had already happened this morning.  It was looking to be a long day.




Family
Jill sat in the guest bedroom in her house staring at the door.  It would be a simple thing to open it and walk into what had been her bedroom before last night.  She had heard her father’s account of events and believed the roar he said had shaken the house was probably the wolf inside of her… she still shuddered when she thought about it… coming to life.   The demon had run up the stairs straight for her, who knew why, and their struggle had gone out the window and into the woods out back.
If she could just remember it, things might seem more real to her.
She continued to test herself for the healing Elias had shown her.  First just a little cut on her toe where no one would see it, and then a larger one.  This went on for a few moments until she was clenching her teeth through the pain and watching a five inch gash in her leg quickly close up and seal itself.  She stopped because the pain was not something her abilities dulled.  Jill also realized she was holding a bloody sock, soaked in her own blood, and she had no explanation as to how it got that way.
The hospital visit had been strange as well.  Doctor Thomas, who has been her physician as long as she remembered, had started to take her vitals and then had received a phone call.  After he had hung up, he gave her an even look and started scratching notes onto a piece of paper.
“Mr. Knight just called and informed me I am to give you the normal discretion I give his son Jaiden.”  He continued to write on the paper and did not acknowledge her further.  It was not until he was starting to leave the room the confusion truly set in.
“Are you not going to do any further examination?” Jill was trying to piece things together in her head.
“I could, but we both know it will be pointless since I am going to be faking your results and anything else which might show an abnormality.  I will just use your last records and make some guesses, unless there is something you want me to add specifically?” The doctor straightened his glasses and waited for an answer.
“Are you… different too?”
“No, I am just well-paid and informed. “ Doctor Thomas nodded to her and left.  She had not known how to feel about this.
She closed her eyes and focused.  She felt like she could hear everything.  Right now, her father was consoling her little brother downstairs as he was crying once again, and who could blame him?  Out back, something was moving in the bush just out of sight from her house, she assumed it was probably a deer.  Two doors away, Mr. Chilton was yelling at his wife indoors for a change, and she heard the sickening thump of flesh indicating he had hit her.  It made her stomach turn.
Her nose was still full of the coppery scent of blood from the cuts she had made on herself.  Despite this, she could smell a bit of charred wood and plaster in her bedroom.  Everything in the guest room had been washed and cleaned, but she could still smell her Aunt Rose’s perfume in the blankets.  There was some mustiness in the corner of the carpet where it had not completely dried when they had last shampooed several months before.  How did one live like this without being overwhelmed?
Footsteps clacked on the walkway in front of her house and she felt her head swinging in that direction as if she could see through the off-white paint, plaster, and wood in between herself and whoever was approaching the house.  The doorbell rang high and sharp. Jill cringed as she tried not to cover her ears.  This would take some getting used to.
It was another neighbor giving condolences to her father and it smelled like she had brought some sort of cheese-filled casserole.  Jill sighed.  At this point, there was probably enough food in the kitchen from sorrowful neighbors to feed a small army. She doubted anyone in her household had any desire to eat.  She had cried herself out thoroughly several times already.  Her father was putting on a strong front for her and her brother, but she could hear him sobbing when he was alone in his bedroom.
She wished Jaiden would knock on her door and come to see her.  He could help her know what to expect.  Jill did not dare approach her father or any other adult in town.  What could she tell them?  Doctor Thomas had not been overly forthcoming, but had made it apparent he was willing to turn a blind eye to her situation.  Would any other adults who knew behave the same way?  Would her brother, Brandon, go through this eventually?  If so, should she tell him, or should she wait until her turned into whatever she was?  She needed guidance and was not sure where to find any.
Slowly, she stood and opened the door and looked at the yellow tape covering her bedroom door.  She had been informed the police would be going through the room again before she could go back and retrieve her things.  There had been a supervised trip where she had grabbed enough clothes for a few days, and the school books she would need.
Creeping down the hall, she tried to ignore the smell of burnt flesh flowing from the living room.  It permeated the spot where her mother’s body had been found and, despite nothing else in the room burning, the smell was strong enough to overpower her nose.
“Dad?” She looked into the kitchen where he was sitting with Brandon.  Her father refused to look directly at her, and his scent turned a little sour.  Jill guessed this was because something about her disturbed him.  Brandon still was happy to see her, and he gave her a small grin through tear stained eyes.
“What do you need?” Was there an acidic tone to her father’s words? Jill was not sure.
“I just wanted to come down and sit with you.  I can’t be alone upstairs at the moment.”  And she did want company.  It felt wrong to be alone but, at the same time, she felt like she was intruding on her family’s grief even though she owned an equal share of it.
“As you will,” her father picked at a piece of apple pie on a plate in front of him.  More, she suspected, because he felt obligated to try and eat something than any other reason.  “Your friend Elias and his guardian were arrested today.  Officer Browder is considering them the lead suspects for your mother’s… for my wife’s death.”
The change of words confused Jill a little but she let it go.  “I don’t think he did it, Dad.” She took a seat and tried to look at the food arranged around the table and counters.  She hoped there was something not full of sugar and fat as she did not want to upset her stomach further.
“Word is, they found some pretty conclusive evidence in that boy’s house.  He may have some alibis for his whereabouts, but it is unlikely to disprove anything physical.”  He continued to pick at the pie without eating it.  “Maryanne was right about him, I suppose, and he didn’t take it well.”
Her ears twitched a bit.  Jill’s father never referred to her mother as Maryanne to his kids.  There was something wrong on top of everything else which was already broken.  She glanced at Brandon to see if he had noticed anything, but he was lost, staring off into space.  This was not the time to push her father, or try to force the issue, but it felt like he was trying to wedge some distance between himself and her.
“Will you sleep in my room tonight?” Brandon’s gaze left empty space and went to her.  “I don’t want to sleep by myself.”
“Sure,” Jill said.  “I will get a sleeping bag and lay it out on your floor.  How does that sound?” Jill gave what she hoped was a supportive smile.
“I don’t think it would be appropriate.” Her father stated without raising his gaze.
“You don’t think it would be appropriate for me to comfort my brother?” Jill tried to keep the acid from her tone.  “We just lost our mother as much as you have just lost your wife.”
“He lost his mother.” Her father finally looked up at her and she almost slid back from the look of hate on her father’s face.  “Since the adoption agency didn’t give us any real information on you, your mother might be dead as well.  Or she could be drunk in some gutter after spending time with one of the many men who may have fathered you.”  Viciously stabbing his pie, her father took a large bite and continued.  “Now you have the gall to come back unharmed when the woman who raised you died horribly?  You sit here at my table defending her killer!  I will not have it.”
Trying to digest the words, Jill could only stare, slack jawed, at her father.  Was she adopted?  If so, why had they never told her?
“Jill,” Her father snarled.  “You are the child we chose when we thought we couldn’t have any.  Brandon is the child we wanted.  So sit there, looking stupid and shaming my wife’s memory.  As soon as the dust settles you are out.  You are no longer mine.”
Brandon had started crying again, but it was just a droning in her ears “You are saying I’m adopted?” Jill almost whispered the words too afraid to say them with any real volume.
“I am saying you were a mistake.  First your real mother’s, and then ours when we brought you into our home.” Her father stood and threw his plate, still covered with pie, into the sink.  “Now have the decency to go back up to your room while we mourn our loss.”             
The pain of losing her mother was a dull throb next to this.  Her father was now threatening to throw her out.  She knew part of his words were driven by pain and the desire to blame someone for the death of the woman he loved, but how much was based in truth?  How many of these words had he wanted to say previously, but held back? 
“Someday, you will regret telling me like this.” It was as if some other person was speaking for her.  “You will realize you are being foolish, and mean.  I love you Dad, and it doesn’t matter if I am actually yours or not.  You are my father.  Brandon is my brother.  Your wife is my mother and she will always be.” 
She walked over and gave her brother a hug, and he hugged her back.  She watched her father the whole time and, while his lips tightened a bit, he did not try to stop her.  Part of her wished he had.  Jill could have shown him her new strength and made him fear his adopted daughter.  She could have made him choke on the hateful words he had thrown at her.  Holding her brother, those urges faded.  Right now their family was broken, and it was not her father’s fault or Brandon’s.  It was not her fault either.
It was the fault of the monster that had killed her mother.  And she would make it pay.
Instead of heading up to the room, she walked to the front door and went outside.  Before she knew it, she was running around the neighborhood along her normal path.  The one she took every morning.  Inside her, something felt like it approved of this decision.  She took the time to taste the air and feel the breeze on her skin as it tickled the tiny hairs on her arms.
If she was a werewolf, so be it.  It meant she was born to hunt.
And now she had a particular prey in mind.




Shadows
Jaiden had a new problem on his hands.  Elias was obviously innocent, as he had spent the whole night running around the woods with him when Jill’s mother was killed.  With Elias being in Jail and with Jill’s mother having been murdered neither had been in school today.  This left him to wander with his own thoughts about the demon.  He knew his mother had reached out to his father, and had probably given the old vampire the story of everything going on.
With a metallic ring Jaiden slammed his locker shut with more force than normal.  He had just grabbed the last books he needed, and it was time to go home and pray his father would not arrive tonight. 
He was sure Jethro Knight would be even less pleased than his mother had been.  And he had left the house this morning, almost outright running to school, after the verbal barrage she had released in his direction.  She was not supportive of letting Jaiden help find this demon at all.
The demon itself was still a mystery.  He knew when Elias had met the monster, it had appeared as a human, physical form and all.  No one other than Elias and Edgar had moved into the town in well over a year.  It meant if the demon was a human now, it must be in someone’s body.  How to figure out who it inhabited was the question he needed to answer.
No one other than Elias had exuded the smell of sulfur or a feeling of unease.  He could not think of anybody whose behavior had changed or who had even been unnaturally violent and unkind.  There were the normal bad relationships, abusive people, and folks who hid in every population large or small.  Those were the ones he was used to hearing and ignoring. Any action to fix such things would bring notice to himself, and that was something he had to avoid at all costs.
It was something he would have to teach Jill so she did not get herself in trouble.  She had no family to hide her if she was discovered.  His father had been kind enough to arrange for the doctor to protect her differences, but there was a lot more to not being noticed than fake medical reports.  This might be extra difficult as today's events will have earned her extra scrutiny.  He would help her where he could.
Hearing a clattering of footsteps rapidly approaching in the hall, Jaiden turned to see Tommy running towards him.  His friend had a gigantic grin and was almost bursting with energy as he bounced up and down in excitement.  “We got one, man!” He shouted so loudly Jaiden winced and made a downward motion with his hand to signal that Tommy needed to speak more quietly.
“We have one, what?” It was not time to be plagued with questions and riddles.
“Last night we managed to catch the image of a ghost while we were filming the clearing.  We will be famous!”  Tommy’s voice was slightly quieter, but several other students were slowing down and listening as he spoke.
“Please, let’s not announce our discovery to the world quite yet.” Jaiden had reason to be pessimistic about this discovery.  He had spent hours at Tommy’s house looking over blurred images on photos and shadows in recordings, which his friend had always believed were the images of  ghosts or spirits.  Without fail, he had managed to debunk every one.  “I am not sure I have the time to look right now, I need to get home.”
“Give me just five minutes.”  People were starting to whisper.  In the background, he saw Mitch O’Doyle and his cronies heading his way as well.  If they heard the conversation, this would be a much longer day.  The bully was acting extra aggressive after the beating he had taken at Elias’ hands
“Alright, but just five minutes,” giving in was going to save him a lot more trouble than trying to get out of going to Tommy’s  house.  “Let’s go.”
Tommy’s home was on the way to his own, so Jaiden would not lose a lot of time.  They managed to leave the school without any incident, and were soon hurrying down the street.  They ran past other students who were taking their time to get home. 
“So what makes you think this time it is actually a ghost?” Jaiden asked as he watched the town’s one school bus drive by.
“You need to see it.” Tommy huffed causing Jaiden to slow his step a little.  “You won’t believe me until you see it.”
No further discussion was given as they hurried up Tommy’s driveway and sped through his front door.  The house smelled like fresh pie and roast beef and he could hear Tommy’s mother clanking utensils in the kitchen as they entered.
“Tommy, can you come here for a moment?” she called and Jaiden cursed the added delay talking to her would cause.
“Yes, mom,” his portly friend bounded to the kitchen.  Jaiden followed, shoving his hands in his pockets and trying to keep his face neutral instead of scowling.
As they entered the kitchen Tommy’s mother gave Jaiden a nod of greeting and then turned to address them both.
“I’m glad you are here Jaiden.  Have either of you hung around this Elias the police are talking about?” Tommy’s mother tapped a wooden spoon on the counter flicking bits of gravy about.
“We have, mom,” Tommy said and Jaiden wished his friend had not.  “He was with us last night when we did our ghost hunt.”
“I am just glad you two are all right, then.” Concern flowed from her as she set the spoon down and rounded the counter to put a plump arm around both boys as if trying to comfort them.  “They are saying this Elias force fed his victims some chemical and ignited it causing them to burn to death from the inside out.”  A tear rolled down her eye.  “That could have been one of you if Elias had planned it.  To add even more crimes to his list, he apparently kidnapped Jill Silver this morning and who knows what he did to the poor girl.  His guardian apparently knew everything and let Elias just keep killing as well.  Can you imagine it?”
“I actually found Jill while hiking with Elias this morning and walked her home.” Jaiden did not meet the plump woman’s eyes, but he figured she would hear eventually anyway.  “Elias seemed surprised to find her and even offered her his coat so she didn’t have to walk home naked.”
“And did you tell the police?” Tommy’s mother asked.
“I did but apparently, Jill’s mother was murdered before we went hiking, so my opinion doesn’t clear Elias.”  He sighed.  “I still don’t think he killed her.”
“Well, I am sure the police will find out for sure.”  Her voice told Jaiden Tommy’s mother was humoring him.  She believed Elias was a murderer.  “You boys go upstairs and I will have a snack up shortly.”
“I don’t think Jaiden’s going to be staying that long.  He is in a hurry to get home.”  Tommy said.
“I’m sure he will be here long enough for some cookies and milk.  I will bring it up shortly.”  Tommy’s mother turned back to her cooking in a clear dismissal of both boys.  Looking at all the food being prepared for dinner and the cookie jars filled with treats on the counter, there was no doubt in Jaiden’s mind where the family gained their girth.
Tommy’s room was an assault on the eyes.  Jaiden vaguely remembered the walls being cream colored when they were younger, but now all you could see is layered posters of movies and rock stars on every available patch of space.  His bed had been shoved tightly against the wall to make space for a large entertainment center and a computer desk.  Games and movie discs were stacked on the desk and shelves along with their empty and often open cases.  It made one wonder if any of them were ever returned to the plastic covers once Tommy had pulled them out.  Jaiden stepped carefully to keep from snapping something valuable hiding on the floor in the mess of clothes and wrappers.  If he did, it would not be the first time.
The computer beeped to life as Tommy hit the power button and sat down, impatiently tapping his fingers.  Jaiden suspected the device was top of the line, as Tommy’s father was some sort of programmer who was constantly updating his son’s system with the newest hardware.  The house had a server housing movies, video games, and pictures you could access by signing in on any device in the home.  While his father had made sure the Knight’s had always lived comfortably from a financial perspective, it was nothing compared to the money Tommy’s father seemed to throw at anything which caught his interest.
A few strokes of the keys, and the video from their ghost hunt came on screen.  At the moment Elias and both of them were visible in the frame looking around and being silent.  From an outsider’s point of view, they all seemed normal.  No one would have thought they were looking at two supernatural beings being filmed next to Tommy.  His eyes started to wander to the edge of the frame where the shadows seemed to be a little deeper when something in the image made his eyes jump back to the center of the screen.
“Did you see it?” Tommy asked excitedly.
“I am not sure what I saw.  Can you rewind and play it again?”  Jaiden squinted as if it would help him see the image more clearly.
The video played again and once again everything looked normal.  He focused on Elias who was looking bored and eyeing the woods around them carefully.  There was a moment when all three were looking towards the right of the screen, but still in different directions.  That was when it happened.
A dark figure seemed to separate itself from Elias and quickly walked away.  It moved so quickly it was hard to say for sure what it was, it being more shadow than person.  There were no distinguishable features beyond just the shape of a man.
“Can you play it again and pause it?” Jaiden’s throat was dry and he coughed the words.
As asked Tommy rewound the video again and paused it with the figure half way out of Elias.  There were still no features beyond a dark shape, and the build seemed shorter and thicker than Elias was.  Jaiden stared carefully, trying to get even a shape ingrained into his mind, but he was afraid he already knew what he was seeing.
A loud hiss and a splutter lit the air and smoke started to come out of the computer.  Swearing, Tommy reached around and unplugged the back of the device’s case and, with a quick tug, pulled the side off.  The inside of the computer was burnt out and Tommy pulled out a boxy device that was unfamiliar to Jaiden’s eyes.  Jaiden never had opened up a computer before.
“The hard drive is toasted,” his friend declared looking miserable.
“What about the SIM card from your camera?” Jaiden had a sinking feeling in his stomach.
Reaching around the front, Tommy clicked something and pulled out the small bit of plastic holding the recordings from the night before.  Or he tried to.  Half of the card came out; the rest stayed in the computer looking for all the world like the chip had simply melted in two.  The look on his friend’s face told him all he needed to know.  All the evidence was destroyed.
“I don’t think this ghost wanted to be discovered.” Tommy said, chucking the small blue card onto the computer desk. “My dad is going to freak out when he sees my computer.”
“I am so sorry,” Jaiden said the words but, inside, wondered if he meant them.  Things would be simpler if people did not believe there were ghosts in this town, on top of a murderer.  “We will just have to be more careful and make more copies next time so they don’t all get destroyed at once.”
The next few minutes were a blur of Tommy’s mother coming in with milk and cookies and giving a halfhearted lecture to her son about cleaning his room and taking care of his computer.  They exchanged a few words, but nothing of meaning was said.  Jaiden excused himself having serious business to attend to.  Tommy had answered the one question he needed answering just an hour before.
Jaiden had to avoid Elias until he figured out what he was going to do.  Hopefully tonight, his father would have some answers and he could figure out a plan.
That plan would have to be executed without any help.  Jill was still dealing with her mother’s death and Elias could not be part of the plan or the demon would know everything.  No one else in town could be involved, since they were all mortal and ignorant of the supernatural world, as well they should be.
After all, it was now obvious the demon was living inside of Elias himself.




Barred
Elias paced the small area behind the bars moodily.  Splintered wooden benches lined the sides of the concrete enclosure.   There was no window to let in light, and the only true source of illumination was a bulb hanging in the small hallway outside the cell area.  This was the only room connected to the small hall leading to the official police offices.  He surmised, in a small town like this, it was probably rare this cell had one occupant, let alone multiple people.  Edgar, to Elias’ understanding, was handcuffed to a chair in officer Browning’s office as the policeman thought it was best to keep his two suspects separated for now.
With a small shriek, the door positioned down the hall opened up.  Officer Browder was leading a small man towards his cell.  Elias tried not to smile when he saw the short figure which a human would probably term a ‘little person’ in today’s politically correct vernacular.  In truth, Lem had never been born of a human, being fey, and probably old enough to make Elias himself seem but a babe in comparison.
“Where can I sit with my client?” Lem asked politely his golden eyes muted down to a more average brown without a sign of their normal cat slit pupils.  He wore a dark suit, more modern than the clothing he normally donned, and his hair was neatly combed instead of the normal brown mop sticking out every which way from his head.  He was slight of form, short, and small enough he would make Jaiden look tall standing next to him.
“I don’t have a room like they do in the movies for questioning suspects.” Officer Browning sighed.  “I will leave you here to chat with Elias, if that works.  I will make sure you have your privacy and you’re not disturbed.”
“You are showing a lot of trust for a man who you believe is a murderer,” Lem noted.  “You are willing to lock me in a cell with him where I might get hurt or killed?”
“No, I am going to leave you here in the hallway, where you can discuss matters with your client behind a soundproof door.  His guardian has given permission for you to talk without him present and I do respect the process.  Elias can have his confidentiality with his lawyer, just under some carefully controlled circumstances.”  Officer Browder leaned against the cement wall of the cell and showed his teeth in a big grin.  “Of course, I am willing to sit in and listen if you fear for your safety.”
“He is a peach,” Elias added.  “All worried about hurting folks feelings while accusing them of murder.”
“Elias, behave.”  Lem gave a sideways nod to Officer Browder.  “I will be fine if you leave me with him.  But I appreciate your offer of protection.” It was a dismissal, and Elias watched as the police officer turned and left without another word.  The thick metal door closed with a solid thump, and a resounding click indicated the lock being engaged.
“What have you got yourself into now?” Lem sat cross-legged and propped his chin up on his hand, comfortable on the bare floor.  “I barely hear from you for decades, and now you are calling for favors?  It takes a bit more work than it used to when it comes to beguiling mortals.”
“It has not been decades, I called you just this year.” Elias smiled feeling a fondness for the fey.  The few times he had passed through their little town of Feyton Idaho and, yes, they called it Feyton, he had been welcomed as if he were a long-lost friend.  “I wanted to travel once I was free of my obligations.  You cannot hold it against me.”
“No, I would not.  The world is worth exploring.” The fey cocked his head in a bird-like manner.  “Of course, getting accused of murder is a great way to bring your exploring to a dead halt.”
“About that…”  Elias explained the situation to Lem from the beginning.  He mentioned the shattered bits of the demon’s tree and went on to everything that had happened so far in this town.  He gave the details of the murders and even mentioned a bit about Jill and Jaiden knowing the fey to be discrete and trustworthy in their own way.  Of course if Elias did not show trust, he would not receive trust from Lem, or any in his community.
“Sounds like a good old pickle you are in.  I am assuming running now and catching up to the demon later is not an option for you?” 
“If I leave now, the demon will get back to his old strength and I will not have a chance of defeating him again.” 
“It seems to me,” Lem stated flatly.  “You ran off after your demon without any plan to destroy or trap him hoping you might get lucky.  Even if you do find him, and that is bloody unlikely, you have no idea how to defeat him.  Why did you not come to me so I could help you?”
“Because I wanted to avoid another deal,” Elias slumped against the bars.  “I am tired of being used and manipulated.  Every choice I am given seems to backfire or go wrong.”
“I have never manipulated you or lied to you and ya know it,” Lem snapped. “The business with the warlock while trapping the demon was none of my doing; it was your own foolishness.”
“He is calling himself a warlock now?”
“That is beside the point.  I will offer you a deal to help you out, but you will acknowledge I have never lied to or misled you first.”
He examined Lem carefully.  Now was not the time to insult a creature which would probably still be around long after he was dust.  The fey were notorious for their tempers and taking insult at careless words.  He would have to speak more clearly and carefully.
“You are right Lem.  You are one of the few who have proven worthy of trust.  While you may have not given me the full bit of information at times, you have never lied or misled me.”  He thought back to a fight with a certain Unseelie water fey which might have gone easier if Lem had been more forthcoming.
“Right you are.  Now, here is the deal.” Lem sprang to his feet and straightened his suit.  “I will stay here and help you resolve your demon issue.  If I can find a way to help you defeat him, I will.  But I will not be wrapped into your fight.  Demons are not something we fey try to deal with, and I want to keep it that way.  My services here are strictly to help you, not to fight the demon.”
“It sounds fair enough,” Elias nodded.  “What is your price for this?”
“Feyton is becoming too large to avoid notice.  To avoid this, we would like you to find a second location where we can start a new home.”  Lem smiled.  “I am thinking the Unseelie can have some place in the middle of the Nevada desert and us of the Seelie court can stay in Feyton but I doubt the high court will let us split like that.  A man can dream but living together makes us behave.”
“You realize with everything on this continent being explored your request is close to impossible?  I can find a spot, but you are going to have to buy land rights and submit plans like any mortal community would.”  Elias shook his head.  “You will not be able to put up a glamour to keep mortals from wanting to move to your town.  People plan moves now without ever visiting a place, and to make your new town look real you are going to have to do the whole home sales and community building one would expect to see in a brand new city.  This will be a lot more work than you think.”
“And all I am asking is for you to find a place.  All the rest of the concerns will be ours.  Now are you willing to make the deal?” 
“Not until I know what kind of area you are looking at moving to.  I am not going to wander the desert for thirty years looking for the fey promised-land.” Elias crossed his arms.
“Just something like you found with Feyton.  As long as it has a strong connection to nature, including trees and a water source we will be fine.  You could even look back east where we met, if you fancy.  As a matter of fact, after this deal is done, we may have you on the lookout from now on rewarding you for finding potential locations.” Lem gave a sad smile.  “More and more of our folks are fleeing the old country as it is becoming more inhospitable with the growing human populations over in the old world.  There is still room in this new world for us to make holdouts against such growth here.  Plus our population on this continent has been growing and we will need the space soon enough.”
“I can take the deal.  If you do not mind working with the half-vampire and a werewolf we should be good.”
“About the werewolf, if you would like to find her pack we can make another deal…”
“I think we are good for now,” Elias could not help but smile.  “So, what is the plan from here?”
“On my way out of the prison, the evidence against you will mysteriously disappear.  I will return afterwards asking to see it so I can take pictures and take notes.  When there is no evidence I will demand they release you and Edgar as they will have no proof tying you to the murders.”  Lem shrugged.  “I will then dig into my sources and see if there is something nearby which might help you kill a demon.”
“I think for now I should stay locked up.  If the police know where I am they will not have to keep an eye on me.  When you have found a method of dealing with the demon, get me out and I will kill it.”  Elias sat down on the wooden bench, “Get Edgar out and have him lay low in the house, if you can.  No use in having us both locked away.”
“I have no idea how you can stand that unnatural creature.”  Lem shuddered.  “If you didn’t have him tagging around with you, I could even offer you a permanent home in Feyton where you wouldn’t have to hide or move around to keep folks from seeing your lack of age.”
“You have issues with him being unnatural, but I do not bother you?” Elias raised an eyebrow.
“Good, evil, corruption, and magic,  they are all natural in their own ways.  Without them, there is no balance and the world doesn’t progress.”  Lem spoke as if correcting a toddler.  “Bringing a man back from the dead using chemicals and who knows what else creates an imbalance.  He should not be walking around.”
“Even so Lem, I appreciate your help.” 
“I care not for your appreciation, so long as you hold up your end of the bargain.”  Lem spoke a little too sharply and Elias hid another smile.
“We will even discuss my price for additional spots I scout out when we are done.” That job did not sound half bad to Elias.  Traveling for the fey might have some good benefits, plus he could try and convince them to look at South America as well.  There were whole areas down there untouched by man.
“Fine, fine,” Lem stood up and waved him off.  “I will be by to check on you in the morning.  If we are lucky, someone will die tonight and they will be forced to release you anyway.”
“I would rather prefer it if no one else died.”  He sometimes forgot how little the fey valued mortal lives.
“I think you live in a whole different world, my friend.” Lem knocked on the steel door and swore softly as the metal burned his knuckles when he touched it.  It took less than five seconds for Officer Browder to open the door and let the small fey out.
The door slammed shut again, and Elias was left alone.  “I wish I lived in a better world,” he mumbled and did his best to lie down on the bench in his cell.  Morning would come soon enough and, hopefully, by then he would have enough information to make a plan to find and kill the demon.
He doubted he would be lucky enough to find the demon before more people died.




A Late Night Run
Jill woke with a start, her head pounding with every beat of her heart.  She must have fallen asleep after she had stormed upstairs and slammed the door.  She remembered having every intention of avoiding her father for the foreseeable future.  Part of her knew doing so would be a futile effort, but she had shoved the voice down inside of her and shut it up.
The guest bed felt wrong.  Too hard and sterile compared to her well slept in and used king size mattress across the hall.  The only light in the room bled in from the window, peeking through lines in the blinds which were not quite all the way shut.  For a moment she closed her eyes enjoying the dark and listened.  Both her father and brother’s slow breathing let her know they were asleep as she should be.
She wondered if while she was sleeping her father had gently opened the door to apologize.  He had never been a cruel man, and she was sure he would regret his words later.  Jill could picture him glancing through the partially open door,  his face paler than the white painted wall revealed in the little bit of light.  He might have been looking in on her and decided not to wake her.  She breathed in deeply at the thought, and realized it was just a dream as her father’s scent was not strong enough near the door to indicate he had touched it recently.
Jill wondered how she knew that.  She rolled off the bed and landed lightly on her feet not making a sound.  Carefully she slid the blinds open to reveal the world outside.  Everything seemed to swim in the moonlight before her eyes.  An incredible urge to rip open the window and leap down to the ground and start running filled her.  Not yet, she told herself and turned from the window almost feeling pain at turning her back on the moonlight.
She reached for her shoes, then thought better of it.  Something in Jill told her she didn’t need them.  The door opened without a sound, and she was soon stepping lightly down the stairs trying not to wake anyone.  The front door was to obvious so instead Jill moved through the kitchen and slid the back door open, moving the glass back in place and making sure it was not locked in preparation for her return. 
In seconds she was across the yard and vaulting the chain link fence so easily it might as well have not been there.  She debated going back and seeing if she could jump over the old swing set, but decided against it.  Jill was on limited time if she did not want her family to find her missing.
She shed her clothes and was off through the woods letting the trees and bushes fly by her.  It took her a moment to realize she had started running on all fours and her body was now covered by a white coat of fur.  She laughed at the realization and it came out as a barking sound.  Smiling as wolves do she leaned back her head and let out a howl.
Foolish, she chided herself moments later.  There were no wolves in this part of Utah, and anyone hearing the howl might wonder.  Jill would have to restrain herself and just take joy in running.
Scents filled the air leading her down different trails and paths.  She followed a jack rabbit for a bit, halfheartedly chasing it, with no real intention of making a catch.  Her hackles rose a little later as a scent told her another predator had passed by earlier.  Cougar she supposed breathing in and familiarizing herself with the smell. 
It was in the early hours of the morning when she realized she was not alone.  Turning she saw a familiar pale figure in the moonlight.
This Jaiden looked different from the one she knew at school.  He was not huddled into his dark clothing avoiding the light, or trying to be beneath notice.  He stood tall with a grin on his pale features, his teeth slightly bared.  For some reason she was not surprised to see his fangs though part of her supposed she should have been.  Confident beneath the night sky he watched her, and she turned to regard him.
A growl rumbled through her throat as she caught his scent.  It was cold, wrong, as if his flesh was a bit over ripe and then frozen.  She could not explain it, but it made her fight the urge to run or fight.  She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them regarding Jaiden warily.  If this is how a half vampire smelled, she was not sure she would want to run across a full one.
“Out howling and running,” Jaiden shook his head.  “You might want to keep quiet as I’m not the only one who can track you out here.”
She huffed letting him know what she thought of that.
“I will race you back to your house if you are up for it, and then we'll talk.” His head cocked to the side.  “That is if you speak something other than dog.”
Acting as if she was considering it, Jill stretched lazily.  Then with a lunge she nipped at Jaiden and turned towards her home, running full speed through the forest.
She did not think it would be much of a race.  She had four legs and with every step the woods welcomed her.  It did not take much thought to weave in between the trees and find the clearest path as she hurtled forward.  Jill did feel the occasional low branch or twig snatch at her.  Every now and then, she had to focus as some new scent or something shiny threatened to tear her focus from the task at hand. Still she surged on.  She would not let Jaiden beat her.
She almost stumbled in surprise when she heard a twig crack and glanced to the side to see Jaiden keeping pace.  Moving with unnatural grace and speed close to her own he seemed to float across the forest feet not quite touching the ground.  Growling she pushed herself harder, and was rewarded when she saw the shock on the half-vampire’s face as she started to outpace him.  She had been running all her life, there was no way she would lose this race.
Almost too soon the fence behind her backyard came into sight.  She slowed and waited a few seconds for Jaiden to catch up.  By all rights he should have been winded, but he just sat there watching her taking normal breaths which seemed a counterpoint to the large gasps she took.  Jill’s lungs burned slightly, but she enjoyed the sensation.  If this was how she ran now, imagine how quick she would move after she adjusted more fully to her wolf side.
“While you catch your breath I need to tell you something.”   She listened as Jaiden told how he had seen the demon leaving Elias’ body on Tommy’s film.  He speculated Elias did not know the demon was using him for a host, and they needed to keep him in the dark so the demon did not figure out they knew.  She listened, and the wolf in her was flooded with memories.
The stairs creaked as Jill walked down feeling something was wrong, then her mother screamed and she saw him.
The demon was a dark figure standing above her mother as heat filled the room.  Something inside snapped and Jill found herself lunging at the demon, teeth bared and angry.  Something tore beneath her mouth, and a blast of heat knocked her back.  The demon was holding his arm and crouching.  She felt a blast of hate and fire directed towards her.
Leaving her mother dying on the stairs, Jill ran for the safety of her room aware of the demon chasing close behind.  Her door flew open before she could slam it shut completely and she felt engulfed in a fireless blaze.  The demon was trying to burn her to death.
The wolf took over.  Her clothing shredded even as the demon fire burned it away.  Despite the pain she leapt forward and savaged the dark figure ripping and smelling something new.  Fear.  The demon feared her.  Taking a chunk out of the demon’s shoulder the knowledge gave her courage and she moved in to take another bite.
And then she was flying.  Her body hurtled through the window and across the backyard to land in the woods behind the house.  Anger made her try to stand, but she was too badly injured.  The wolf took over again, and she was running through the woods, getting distance between herself and the demon while her body started to heal itself.
Blinking back into the present, Jill realized she was being held and stroked by Jaiden while he made soothing sounds.  She had been whining and shivering as the memory had come flooding back.  The demon had caused her to shift for the first time last night.  They had fought and it had won.  One thing stood out in her mind however.
The demon had feared her.
Still shivering Jill stood up and listened.   Everyone in her house was still sleeping.  She crept over to where her clothes were scattered on the ground and gave Jaiden a meaningful look.
“I’ll turn around.  It would be easier if your father had a dog door installed.” Jaiden was suddenly very interested in the forest facing away from her.
Jill gave a quick growl to let Jaiden know her thoughts on the subject, and then as easy as a thought she shifted to human again and was putting her clothing on.  She watched the half-vampire carefully to make sure he did not peek, and dressed herself.
“It is as easy as that for you?” Jaiden asked when she coughed to let him know it was safe to turn around.
“Yes, for some reason it is.” She shrugged.  “It just feels right, like I Have always done this.”
“What happened to you?  I was telling you about Elias and the demon and you just collapsed.”  Jaiden sat and leaned back onto his arms.
With a sigh Jill explained what the wolf had let her remember.  They were of the same mind, but she couldn’t help but feel the wolf was a separate entity all together.  As if both were molded into the same body, but separate at the same time. 
“You hurt it.” Jaiden said.  “I think I have a plan, can you shift during the day, or anytime?”
“I don’t know.”  A chill made her shudder.  “I’ve only been a werewolf for two days.” 
“We need to find out.  Jill you may be the weapon we need.”
Excitement filled Jaiden’s voice as he laid out a plan to Jill.  It seemed half baked and reckless to her, but inside she supposed it would be the best plan they would be able to get on short notice.  They did not have a long time to figure things out.  People would keep dying and if the demon regained enough strength who knew what would come next. 
“I am not a fan of being a weapon.”
“I am not a fan of using you as a weapon, but the demon fears you and if things go right, you won’t even have to do much fighting.” Jaiden looked as if he was trying to convince himself.
“You can’t fight him because…”
“Because I have the same weaknesses as the stupid demon and Elias,” Jaiden mumbled.  “Not as bad, but enough I won’t have an advantage like you will.”
“I will do it if…” Jill paused.  She heard her father’s door click open in the house.  He was moving into the hall, and she was not in her room.  “I have to go.”
Jaiden nodded and she silently leapt the fence behind her house just in time to see a light go on in the kitchen as her father came in to make breakfast.  There would be no sneaking in past him.  She looked through the glass sliding door wondering what her best move was, when it came to her.  She sat in the old rusty swing set and started swinging back and forth.  Glancing back, she saw the half-vampire disappear into the trees.
The rusty old chains gave a slight squeak as they were forced into motion.  She moved back and forth, slowly as if she was thinking about something, not  as if she was enjoying the swing. It continued to quietly creak.  Her father, after a moment must have heard because she heard the glass door slide open.
“What do you think you are doing out here?”  Her father asked, his voice still tinged with the anger and bitterness from the night before.
“I couldn’t sleep.” It was not a lie strictly speaking. “I just had to come out and think.”
“Well get in before you freeze yourself to death.  Honestly, no shoes or jacket and it could snow any time now.”  He glanced at the sky.  “We don’t have long before winter is fully here.”
“Yes father,” she stopped swinging and walked back into the house keeping her eyes on her feet.  Mr. Silver stepped aside and let her in and motioned to the table.
“Let me make you some hot chocolate to warm you up.” There was a bit of regret in his voice, and he refused to meet her eyes. “As you can tell you aren’t the only one not sleeping well.”  He hiccupped slightly and his eyes went watery.  “I’m just not sure how to feel about everything.”  Her father started crying.
“I don’t know how to feel either.”  She went to give him a hug and he straightened an arm and held her back.  Hurt filled Jill as she sat down at the table numbly.
“I’m not ready yet to…  I just don’t know.” His tears still flowed and she could see a war in her father’s eyes between suspicion and feeling.  “Let me get that hot chocolate for you.”
Holding her mug Jill sat across from her father, watching the sun rise and sipping hot chocolate which seemed to have a bitter edge to it.  The man who should be comforting her, and getting comfort from her, was sitting a few feet away, but at the same time somewhere else entirely.  It was all wrong.
But truly, how could things be right?




The Vampire
The sun was still an hour from rising when Jaiden got home.  He felt giddy with excitement.  There was now a plan for defeating the demon, and Jill had looked at him like he was not a freak.  The night’s run had him feeling re-energized rather than tired.  Keeping up with a werewolf was a challenge, and he did not feel challenged often.  He hoped there would be many more midnight runs to come.
The door shut quietly and Jaiden heard a cough behind him.  He closed his eyes, even with just a cough he knew who it was.
He turned to see his father watching him patiently.   Jethro Knight was not small like his son.  Instead he topped six feet and then a few inches.  Thin and muscular, he looked like someone who spent hours every day in the gym.  Messy blond hair and a bit of yellow stubble framed pale blue eyes matching Jaiden’s.  He did not look happy.
“I come to visit and you are off running around?” His father’s voice did not match the man’s bigger build.  His tone was often quiet, almost serpent like.  He tended to hang onto his vowels for just a moment longer than needed before they escaped his lips.  “With a demon loose in the town too.  You should be staying indoors where it’s safe.”
“So you do know about demons.  Good because I wanted to ask.” Jaiden walked past his father and stopped, turning back to see if Jethro was following him.  “Sir.”
Nodding his approval at being addressed properly Jethro joined him in the front room where three leather couches hugged the walls.  The rest of the room was taken up by several shelves.  On the shelves were different objects his father and mother had gathered while traveling before he was born.  Jethro would still add to it from time to time.  Last time he had brought as beat up silver plate he has told them was from some ancient European tribe which Jaiden could not pronounce let alone remember the name of.  There were rusted bronze daggers, feathered hats next to tiki masks, and whatever else gained the eye of the old vampire.  At times he wondered if his mother belonged more on one of these shelves than in the rest of the house.
“Vampires are well versed in demons, and we do our best to avoid them.”  Jethro sat across from him and leaned forward.  “I am hoping you are smart enough to do the same.”             
With a sigh Jaiden looked down and noted that this time around his father was wearing cowboy boots.  Jethro’s jeans and t-shirt had been common enough they had not triggered much response this time.  A glance showed a large brimmed hat hung by the door and he had to fight the urge to shake his head.  So Jethro had been somewhere he thought dressing as a cowboy would fit in. 
“I am not sure I am that smart sir,” Jaiden kept his watched his father’s foot twitch.  “I’m a little committed to getting rid of the demon.”
Silence filled the room as Jethro regarded him as if debating what the best move was.  Dimly he was aware of his mother’s footsteps as she paced upstairs.  His father had wanted to talk to him one on one then, and had asked her to stay out of it.
“You will need to pack your things, you’re moving.” Jethro stood and started to leave the room as if all was decided on his word.
“No, I am not.” The words spun out before Jaiden could stop them.  Jethro spun on his heel with fire in his eyes and bared his fangs.  His father was not used to being countermanded.  “Sir,” Jaiden added more for effect than out of respect.
“I will not sit here while you put yourself and your mother in danger.”  Jaiden took a step back as his father stalked forward.  “You will get ready to leave, and at nightfall plan on being gone from Cider Falls and never coming back.”
“You don’t have much say in it father.  All you do is show up long enough to spin some golden stories, make sure we know you still claim us and then leave.”  Jaiden felt his fangs bare themselves as he spoke.  “This is my home, not yours and this is my fight.  If you want to take mother away to keep her safe that is fine as long as she consents.  I am staying right here.” 
The adrenaline was pumping so hard it took a moment for Jaiden to realize his father was laughing.  Tears rolled down Jethro’s face, making the pale skin glisten strangely. 
“It is about time you developed some backbone,” he gasped.  “Now sit and let’s discuss your demon.”
“You aren’t going to make us move?” Jaiden was flabbergasted.  This was not a side of his father he had seen before.  He almost added the sir but decided against it.  It seemed out of place with the old vampire’s change in attitude.
“Not now, I have been waiting for you to stand up for yourself.” His father collapsed onto the couch and leaned back.  “Having you call me sir, making you think I was only here occasionally.  Your mother didn’t agree with it, but I wanted you to get to the point where you were forced to push back.”
“And if I hadn’t.”
“Then things wouldn’t change much would they?” Jethro closed his eyes and sighed.  “We have more pressing matters to discuss.  Now what do you know about demons?”
“Dark, shadowy, burns people from the inside out.  I assume evil.”  Jaiden realized as he said it that it wasn’t much to go on.
“Normally they develop physical bodies,” Jethro said as much as asked.  “This one seems to be too weak to manifest at all times?”
“It is hiding inside someone whom it cursed.” 
“That’s right, old Elias Crydubh.” Jethro chewed his lip and narrowed his eyes.  “You may want to watch him as well.”
“You know Elias?” Jaiden remembered how the cursed-teen had told him he was born in the mid-eighteen hundreds.
“I know of him, he doesn’t have the best reputation for patience with our kind.”  Nodding to Jaiden his father almost said wonderingly, “but he seems to be playing nice with you.”
“He said something about my aura and me not feeding on people.”  Jaiden was not sure why he felt embarrassed to say this.
“Ah, that explains how he can spot us.” His father shrugged.  “He is a problem for another time.  I would say just kill him, but it would be almost as impossible as killing the demon and would not solve the problem at hand.  The demon would just find a new host until it was stronger.”
“So… about demons?”
“Well, they are what is left of one of the first groups of vampires,” Jethro said casually.  “It is why their nature is somewhat like our own.  Avoids holy objects, preys on mankind, has a wicked sense of morality…” His eyes snapped onto Jaiden’s own.  “They were practicing some “occult rituals” is probably the best description, and they were transformed.  Now they are tricksters who feed off emotions and energy.”
“That makes sense but cursing somebody seems beyond transformation.” 
“I said occult rituals, and I meant it.  They made a deal with… something.  There are powers in the world and beyond which are always willing to find ways to expand their influence.”  Jethro stood and started pacing.  “mistake of thinking you know every why or what about the things in this world.  That is often a fatal mistake for one who lives as long as us.”
“God, the devil, outsiders, aliens, and all those things,” Jaiden couldn’t keep the scorn from his voice.
“Said simply for one who can’t hold a holy object for a long period of time without burning,” answered Jethro.  “If there was not something there, in some form then we would not have to fear holy places.  Someday, as you grow in power you may find yourself more and more weak when faced with such things.  I wouldn’t discount them so quickly.”
“So how does one kill a demon?” 
“With the help of a holy being or a blessed object from the stories I have heard.”  Jethro sat back down and leaned back.  “One story mentioned putting the demon in a sarcophagus full of holy water and burying it under an ancient temple.  To be honest, I am not sure it actually has ever been done or can be done.  I have never personally spoken to someone who has claimed to have killed a demon, and I have been around a while.”
His father never actually mentioned how old he was.  For all Jaiden knew he could be one hundred, or one thousand.  Jethro had a tendency to live in the now and did not talk much about his past beyond vague mentions of having been around beyond a normal life span.
“Since vampires are great with holy objects I take it none of the stories mention actual vampires killing a demon then?” Jaiden shifted uncomfortably.
“You would be right.  Vampires tend to just ignore demons, and they tend to ignore us.”
“Then why would we have bothered to leave if I hadn’t stood up to you?” He couldn’t hide the confusion in his voice.
“You seem to have already put yourself in a position to have irked this demon.  It would be precautionary.”  Jethro did not seem bothered by the question at all.  “I still would prefer if you just left the demon alone.  Humans die all the time, a few less won’t make much difference in the world.”
“What about werewolves, can a werewolf hurt a demon badly enough to destroy it?” Jaiden thought about Jill’s story of her transformation.
“They are the protectors of balance and nature, so possibly.  You would have to get close enough to one and keep it from killing you though, and they have never had much patience for vampires.  Normally a werewolf will try to kill us if we cross paths in their territory.”  Jethro’s eyes narrowed again.  “Are you going to tell me there is a pack of werewolves here?  If so we do need to move you.”
“Just one not a pack, so far she hasn’t tried to kill me.”  Jaiden shrugged and tried to look nonchalant.
“You are hanging out with a cursed man and a werewolf.  Both known enemies to our kind in one capacity or another? I need to find you better friends my son.”  Jethro’s head swiveled to the stairs just before his mother entered.
“Are we staying or leaving?” She asked simply.
“Staying for now,” Jethro stood up and gave his wife an embrace and a kiss on the cheek.   “I won’t promise it will be for long, but as long as our son is careful we aren’t going anywhere yet.”
“I will do my best not to do anything stupid.” Jaiden said.  He noticed his mother give Jethro a glance when the word “sir” was omitted from the sentence.  She seemed to accept it when there was no reaction, and even gave a small smile.
“The sun is rising soon; we will talk more tomorrow.” Jethro gave a yawn.  “I need a few minutes to talk to your mother before I retire.”
He watched his parents give each other a quick kiss then start heading towards the master bedroom.  They were not quite out of sight when something said earlier suddenly hit him and made Jaiden flinch.
“Wait a second dad, what did you mean earlier when you said you made me believe you were just here occasionally?”
Instead of answering Jethro just gave him a wicked smile, then turned into the master bedroom and shut the door.




Take Me To Church
Elias wished it was a surprise when they released him the next morning.
Waiting for him, Edgar was at the front of the police station.  After the dark of the building, the bright  sun seemed to scorch his eyes a bit, and part of him wished a little he was still locked away inside.  Lem had not been behind his release, which meant someone else had died.  He had not been told anything about whom, and until he had stepped outside, the thought of trying to listen into the talk in the police station had not occurred to him.  Stepping back in right now would seem strange so he would have to find out just like everyone else.
“I’m surprised you aren’t in handcuffs,” He told Edgar as they started to walk towards their house.
“I invited the police who were watching the house from the outside to come in and stay inside.  They took me up on it.  As far as they know I was sleeping upstairs all night.”  He blinked.  “I hate having to pretend to sleep.  It’s boring.”
“So we are both off the suspects list now.  I do not think we are beyond suspicion yet, they still might think we were involved in some way or another.”  Elias sighed.   “Do you know who it was?”
Edgar gave him a blank stare.  It was as if he could not remember if he knew the answer to the question he had been asked.
“Do you know who was murdered last night? If they released me someone must be dead.”  He hated having to over explain himself at times.
“I think the police mentioned a couple of teenage girls when they thought I couldn’t hear.”  Edgar started walking again, almost lurching as he moved. 
“Have you heard from Lem at all?”
“Not beyond him saying you are in the clear for the moment, and the rest of the evidence will be taken care of.”  His “guardian” sniffed.  “Not sure I like the little elf.  He looks at me funny.”
“Don’t let him hear you describe him as a little elf.  He will do more than just give you strange looks.”
They arrived home and Elias wasted no time in grabbing himself some cereal for breakfast.  Edgar left him to go catch up on some reading, so Elias was left to watch the yard behind the house.  He debated if it was worth going to school.  He would get more attention than he wanted after being arrested and held last night.  At the same time if it was two teenagers who had been killed, the surest way to find out who would be to show up and hear the gossip.  A knock on the door took him out of his thoughts before he could make up his mind.             
He opened it slowly to see Jill standing there.  She gave him a glance up and down and then words rushed out of her mouth.
“Jaiden wanted me to come get you.  He wants us to meet him at the old church.”
Something was off about the way she spoke and he tried to figure out what.  It was almost as if she had too much energy, like she was forcing herself to put on a positive face.  He thought about going out and realized he was still in the clothes he had been wearing yesterday.
“I can do that; give me a moment to change.  Come on in.”  He opened the door and Jill walked in, looking around the front room as if she expected something.  “There is nothing to worry about.  If you’re hungry there is some cereal and muffins in the kitchen.  I will be a moment.”
Instead of moving she stood near the door looking around.  Rather than ask why, he went up to his room and threw on the first set of clean clothing he could find.  When he went back down Jill had not moved a single inch.  For a moment Elias wondered why she seemed so uncomfortable.  Then he realized  the last time he had seen her it had ended with him flying away on wings of black feathers and fire.  And that was after they had slashed her arm open with a knife.  Maybe she was right to be nervous.
“I am ready when you are,” he said.  “Lead the way.”
He truly meant to make the walk in silence rather than make Jill even more uncomfortable, but he could help but ask when they were almost there.  “Do you know who the demon killed last night?”
Her steps faltered and Jill turned and gave him a strange look.  “It was Alice and Brenda,” she answered after a moment.  He saw a bit of grief touch her face before Jill forced it away. 
“They were those two girls you hung out with at school were they not?” Elias winced after he asked.  It seemed like a cold question to ask.
“They were.  The demon seems to want to target people around me.”  She would not meet his eyes.  “Come on, Jaiden thinks he found the demon and he wants to meet you so we can discuss a plan for killing it.”
“Did he tell you who the demon is?” Elias felt a spark of excitement.
“He didn’t, but I’m sure he is planning on a big reveal to both of us so he can look clever.”  She started walking briskly and he almost tripped speeding up to stay with her.
If Jaiden was right, it meant all he would have to do now is figure out how to kill the demon.  They were half way to success.  He would have to see if Lem had any ideas.  The fey had been very hesitant the first time he had made a deal to trap the demon, maybe now with so much invested in Elias he would find a more permanent solution to offer up.  The trick would be to find a way to stop the demon until they destroyed it, he would not be content to leave it in a tree this time.
Before he knew it the church was on his right and Jaiden stepped up, gave him a smile and waved a greeting.  Jill stayed a step behind him and seemed to be waiting for something.
“You have found the demon?” Elias gave the half-vampire a grin.
“Yes, but first I want to make sure he doesn’t see us coming.  I don’t hear or sense anyone out on the street, do you guys?”  There was strangeness to the way Jaiden was watching him.
“I don’t hear or smell anyone,” Jill said.
Elias closed his eyes and drew out his senses.  “There is no one around; we should be safe to talk.”  He opened his eyes to see Jaiden walking around him as if looking at something down the street.  Then it happened so quickly he barely registered it before he was flying.
The half-vampire had turned and hit Elias in the chest with all his strength.  Ribs cracked and his feet left the ground as he flew towards the old church building.  When he landed burning filled his senses. Elias was standing on holy ground.  Before he could get back to the sidewalk something large, white, and furry drove his body through the door and into the old church building.
Wood splintered as the first few pews shattered around him.  Fangs bit at Elias and drove him further into the building.  Elias tried to fight back but he felt as if he was burning.  He stumbled through rotten wood pews which gave way at the slightest touch  and tried to get his bearings.  Somewhere along the line he realized he was screaming in pain.  Between the holy wrath of the building and the werewolf he just could not focus.  He tried to summon demon fire to defend himself only to have it fizzle out.  His wings did the same thing when he tried to take to the air.  He had to get to the door and outside.
Swinging blindly he finally caught Jill, who he surmised somewhere in his brain had to be in wolf form,  and knocked her to the side.  He made a mad dash for the rectangle of light he hoped was the doorway, only to get hit again as he reached it when Jaiden stepped through.  Once again he found himself flying back.
A screaming in his head almost silenced him.  The voice he heard was not his own.  Flailing he kept trying to knock the half-vampire back, and fend off the werewolf while trying to isolate the voice.  And then he knew it, he could hear the demon in his mind.
Which meant he knew where the demon was, and obviously Jaiden and Jill had figured it out before him.  The demon was inside him and had been all along.  That was why he could sense it as if it was all around him.  The demon had been pulling his strings, and who better to ride as a host while gaining strength than someone who is already full of demonic energy?  It had probably flown to him the second it was free.  Roaring in defiance he stopped trying to fight back and run out of the church.  He wanted to get deeper in the building.
The attack let up telling him it surprised his two attackers when he ran towards the pulpit were the priest would have spoken to a congregation long ago.  What was once bright red cherry wood now looked like dark blood had dried into it along sealed with time and rot.  He jumped forward and embraced the pulpit soaking in the blessings which had been given from that spot.  He opened his mouth and tried to pray, and as usual found his tongue would not form the words, but it stopped him from screaming.
A cracking noise told him the wood was breaking and he fell back holding onto shards of the pulpit and twitched on the floor as he was laughing at the pain.  If he was hurting this badly, how would the demon be feeling?  This might kill him by the end of it, but if the demon died in the effort he would call it well worth it.  He embraced the pain and hoped it would keep flowing through him.  Let it take him and the demon.
There was a tearing sensation inside of him.  He realized the demon was trying to leave and escape.  With an effort of will he tried to hold onto the ethereal presence and hold it inside.   This would all be for nothing if he did not take the demon with him.  Roaring he exerted even more will, but it was for naught.  With a sensation like cold water being ripped through his skin he felt the demon exit his body.
Elias tried to stand but he was still burning.  The demonic energy which had fueled him for years still could not stand to be in this holy place.  He fell back down and cried.  He cried out loud for the mother he had not seen since he was a boy.  Tears fell for his father who had been disappointed when he left his training to be a priest to go fight in the war.  He groaned in misery for the brother who had abandoned him after he had sacrificed his soul to save him.  All of them dead and gone for many years now, but for the first time since the curse had taken hold he felt close to all of his family. 
And soon he would join them, whether his job was done or not.
With a final surge of effort he tried to stand and move towards the door, but collapsed as soon as he put weight on his burning legs.  As he fell he realized his fight was done, that even though he had not managed to kill the demon his job was at an end.  Elias would finally know peace, and could go no further. 
With a final tear he closed his eyes and waited for the darkness to take him.
He was  surprised when the world finally faded away that it spun into light.




Elves and Abominations
Jill had not mentioned a specific thing to Elias or to Jaiden.  When she found out about her friends deaths it had been when Officer Browder had called her father.  He had started by asking about Jill’s whereabouts and if she was doing fine.  Her father had mentioned that Jill was right there, and told the officer about finding her in the backyard.
That had turned into a conversation about her father being unable to verify where she had been the previous night. Jill had argued loudly despite not being on the phone she was not likely to have run off in the middle of the night with no shoes or jacket.  Officer Browder had fired back to her father on the day his wife had been killed, Jill had been out without anything for who knows how long.
In short, after the fighting with the officer through her father it now looked like Jill was the main suspect in the murder case.  Elias was innocent of course, because both Elias and his guardian had spent the night in the city lockup or under direct surveillance.  It was also made apparent the good officer was not excluding the idea both her and Elias were working together and had possibly involved Jaiden into their evil deeds as well.
She continued to fight with her father after the call ended. It had firmly registered with her father that Jill was the lead suspect in her mother’s death.  Jill was not sure if she had been kicked out of the house or had stomped out of her own volition. All she knew was that it would be a while before she went back.  She was not sure where she would go for now, but she would deal with that problem tonight.
With Jaiden having a rough time staying in the old church, she had done most of the work pulling Elias’ limp body out.  She had not appreciated how tall and big Elias was until it was up to her to move his dead weight.  Sure she had the strength to do it.  If he had been a board, or something less rag dollish it would have been easy.  Instead she ended up dragging him as much as she carried him.
She managed to get Elias outside the church and into the bushes away from the street.  Satisfied with her small victory Jill looked up in time to see Jaiden emerge from the building.  He was holding a large chest which seemed to have come from an old pirate movie.  It had to be almost four feet long and two and a half to three feet tall.  She had no doubt normally it would take a couple of normal people to move if one was not part vampire or a werewolf.  As interesting as the chest was, it only distracted her for a second.
“Do you think the chest is more important than getting Elias home? We won’t be able be able to carry both.”  She tried to hide her annoyance.
“I will hide it behind the church and come back for it.  It was under the pulpit, and when people notice the door is broken and decide to investigate I figure we might not want it stolen.”
“Stolen from who?  That is not ours.”  She hefted Elias, lifting him by the shoulders.  “Get his feet so I’m not dragging him.”
“Fine, just give me a second.”  Instead of returning the chest he moved behind the church building, and then returned and grabbed Elias’ feet.  “I think we can avoid the road for the most part if we are careful.  We will have to sprint across some front yards, but a lot of neighbors don’t have fences over here.”
“They do have eyes and windows,” Jill said.  “We need to worry more about speed since we will be lucky not to be seen at all.  It isn’t like we can wait until dark to move him, so let’s be quick and hope no one notices.”
Luck was with them and they managed to get through the neighborhood and to Elias’ home without anyone stopping them.  They knocked on the door and were allowed entrance by a very surprised Edgar and a small man they had not met before.  They were ushered up to Elias’ room where they laid him on the mattress which must have served as his bed.
“Well, I imagine you have a good story as to what could knock out our friend like this.” The small man frowned.  “Call me Lem.”
“Lem, is that short for something?” Jill asked while she made sure Elias looked like he was lying comfortably.  His heartbeat was so slow and his breath so weak she wasn’t sure it mattered.
“It’s just a name.” He started examining Elias body carefully.
“Strange name for your parents to have given you,” Jaiden said.  “Is it a family name?”
Instead of answering the small man gave Jaiden a level stare, then turned his attention back to Elias.  “So, which of you is going to tell us what happened?”
“Why would we tell you anything?   We don’t know you,” Jaiden snapped before Jill could say anything.
“Look vampire, I could take you apart with little effort if I needed to.  Now you will give me the full story without omitting any details or I will be tempted to do so.”  Lem smiled at the shock on Jaiden’s face.  “You don’t project your energy as much as your lupine friend over there, but I could pick you out of a crowd easy enough.  Now get to talking so we can sort this please.”
Before Jaiden could get himself in more trouble Jill started to tell what had happened at the church with the three of them.  She started to gloss over the part where it was planned, but at a sharp look from the little man she ended up explaining the plan in detail.  He did not interrupt, and listened intently, almost as if hearing more than what she was saying.  When they finished he sat for a moment before speaking.
“Not the worst plan I have heard mortals come up with, but not well thought through nonetheless.” He chewed his lip.  “Vampire, go retrieve the chest she mentioned.  With it being buried on holy ground there might be something useful inside.  At least you aren’t so stupid as to have missed that fact.” The small man waited until Jaiden left in a huff and then his gaze turned to Jill herself.  “Elias told me you hurt the demon?”
“I did.  Apparently. I’m not sure it is all hazy.” She told him about the memory the wolf gave her about the demon and her mother.  “It still beat me pretty soundly.”
“But you did hurt it, and no soldier is an expert on the field the first time they lift a sword so don’t beat yourself up to much about not stopping it.” Lem’s head cocked.  “Edgar, you may want to get the door.”
A doorbell rang and all of them looked at Lem in surprise.  Jill kicked herself for not being more alert and hearing the footsteps of someone approaching.  They both listened and Officer Browder’s voice clearly rang inside as he demanded Edgar let him in.  Edgar tried to argue but the officer spoke over him, and there was the sound of Edgar trying to hold him back.
“Great,” the small man sighed.  “Jill get in the closet.”  Lem stood up and opened the aforementioned door while looking at her expectantly.  “Quickly now, I have to go down so I can resolve this.” 
Feeling an argument would get her nowhere she stepped in and felt a tingle as Lem spoke some strange words and made a couple of jagged motions with his fingers.  “Don’t speak or move out of the closet and you will be fine.  If you do so you will break my glamour.”
 “Your what?” Jill asked?
 “An enchantment, now get in there!” Lem made pushing motions towards her.
She opened her mouth but a reproachful glare made her shut her mouth again.  Lem bounded out the bedroom door and down the stairs and started yelling down at Officer Browder.
“Is he here harassing my client again?” Lem’s voice was full of reproach and anger.
“I have two neighbors who called about a couple of teenagers dragging a body into this house.  Now, I have probable cause and I am coming in whether you like it or not.  You had better pray I don’t find any minors or a body in this house, because neither will end well for your client,” there was a bitter twist to Officer Browder’s words and a scuffing noise giving Jill the impression he had forced his way past both Lem and Edgar.
“Tell you what officer,” Lem spat the word disdainfully.  “You can search the house, if you want to see my client he is up in his room sleeping after you wrongfully locked him up overnight and he was unable to rest.  He has taken some pretty strong sleep aids, and yes before you ask he has a prescription I would be happy to show you.  Come up to his room when you are done, I will be waiting.  Edgar, I would advise you to watch him so there is no more planted evidence.” 
For such a small man Lem could make his footsteps thump as he walked up the stairs.  She had to bite her tongue at the accusation the small man had thrown at Officer Browder.  Jill gave the policeman points for restraint when he had not been baited into an argument over Lem’s words.  The small man entered, gave her an encouraging smile and went over to Elias.  He made some motions and Jill though she saw a silvery powder fill the air for a second.  Then he sat and waited for Officer Browder to come up and enter the room.
While waiting, Jill made motions as if closing the closet door, Lem simply shook his head and gave her a thumbs up to let her know it was fine.  How could the little man think it was fine?  She was in plain view the second someone entered the doorway.
She did not have time to  argue as Officer Browder chose that moment to enter the room.  She jolted in fright as his eyes went right to her, standing in the closet, and then moved past to examine the rest of the room.
“I haven’t been able to wake him, but you are welcome to check his vitals.  You can even call a doctor over if you like.”  Lem crossed his arms and scowled.
“That won’t be necessary; I can see there is no one here.” He looked straight at Lem.  “For the record, with this report I could have had every officer combing this house for clues again.  I chose to come here on my own and check it out rather than put your clients through another round of questions.”
No words came from Lem’s mouth; he just nodded for Browder to continue.
“Please understand, I still feel your client is very deeply involved in everything going on with these killings.”  Officer Browder took another long look at Elias’ still form.  “I can’t prove it, but I am not going to lie to you and feed you a line about how I’m sorry to waste your time this morning.”
“I appreciate the honesty officer.  You know where the door is.” Lem gave a half smile.  “Oh, and as long as we are being honest, arrest my client again without something concrete and you won’t be able to find a job as a security guard in a cookie factory.  Do I make myself clear?”
Instead of answering Officer Browder gave the small man a hostile look, then turned on heel and left.  Jill started to move to leave the closet and Lem held up a hand to stop her.  They waited until the front door opened and then slammed shut.   Then the small man gave her a nod and she left the closet. It felt like silk was being dragged across her skin as she exited the small space.
“What was that?” She asked looking at the closet, then back at Lem.
“Just a sample of my people’s magic.” He shrugged.
“It is nice to have an elf helping you,” Edgar added as he entered the room.
A cold swirl of air filled the room.  Lem hissed at Edgar and Jill had the impression of golden eyes with cat slit pupils, pointed ears, and fang like teeth as the small man crouched as if to spring.  Then Lem suppressed whatever desire to hurt Edgar had filled him and gave another hiss before straightening up.
Lem bared his teeth as he spoke, “you bloody abomination. I have told you I am fey.  Do not call me an elf.” A snarl still curled his lips and he turned to face Jill.  “I apologize for my rudeness.  You should not have had to see that.”
Despite being over three times the size of Lem, Edgar had taken a couple of fearful steps back.  He sat wordlessly as anger filled his eyes, and then they went blank.  Jill was not sure Lem had noticed it, but she took note.  Despite Edgar’s calm and almost bland personality, something dark was hiding in him.
“It was worth it to see you bring Officer Browder down a peg or two,” she grinned at Lem.  “I swear he is everywhere when I turn around.”
“Never feel joy at undermining a good man who is doing his job,” Lem said.  “I want to make it difficult for him to investigate us.  That is as much for his safety as to keep him out of our way.  I take no joy in the fact I am crossing an honest man to do so.”
Washing her hands together, Jill wasn’t sure how to respond.  It had seemed Lem had enjoyed verbally challenging the officer, but the words he spoke now were contrary to what she had seen.  Forget Edgar; was there anything true about Lem?
“Now, you need to get to school before you are missed,” The fey continued when she didn’t respond.  “Here is my card; you will need it when Officer Browder comes to arrest you.  Don’t worry about calling me.  Elias is already paying the tab.  For now.”
“When I get arrested?” Jill wasn’t sure she heard him right.
“Well, you might just be picked up for questioning, but you are now the one with the best connection to all the victims and I would be surprised if Officer Browder doesn’t go for you next.”  Lem gave her a reassuring smile.  “Just do your best not to lie to him, but don’t answer his questions either until I get there.”
She opened her mouth to ask some questions but was shooed out by Lem who looked down at Elias again and mentioned they could talk later in the evening.  Jill tried to protest but found herself pushed towards the door anyway.  As it shut behind her she jumped, and then realized if she hurried she would only be a few minutes late for school.
It felt like a lot more time should have passed already.




Threats
Jaiden stopped and hid behind some friendly looking bushes when he saw a police car parked in front of Elias’ house.  He strained to hear what was going on inside, and was surprised to find all the voices muffled as if he was trying to listen through a wall of cotton.   He was forced to play the “wait and see what happens game” before any information could be gleaned.
It was only a few moments before he was rewarded with the sight of Officer Browder angrily rushing towards his car.  The man threw the door open and slammed it shut loudly.  Whatever had happened the policeman was not happy about it.
The cotton faded and Jaiden was rewarded by hearing a conversation between Lem and Jill.  He balked in surprise when the small man was identified as a fey, and felt a shudder at the fey’s voice when Edgar called him an elf.  He listened as Jill was rushed out the door and debated his move as she was pushed out on the front porch.
His first instinct was to follow Jill as he was sure Officer Browder was heading to the school to talk to her next.  He had to do something with the chest however.  Jaiden could of course knock on Elias’ door and leave the chest in the care of Lem and Edgar, but something did not sit quite right with him there.  He could not take the chest back to the church either.  Someone would find it and they would lose any opportunity which might be locked inside, and as of yet he had not been able to break the lock to find out what it held.  When he applied pressure to the chest to force it open, it seemed to get more and more uncomfortable to touch.  If he gave enough force to break it, it might just burn his hands off.
He thought about the town, and where the best place to hide the blasted thing would be.  Holy ground would be best, and while there were a couple of other churches in the little town, none would be guaranteed to not have someone coming in and accidentally stumbling on the chest.  Trying to hide it on top of a building would not be advisable either.  Looking around he had an idea.
About an hour later Jaiden entered the school feeling proud of himself.  He had missed most of his first class, but it was worth it to have the chest hidden.  Jaiden had almost made it past the office when Officer Browder stepped out of the door and stopped him. 
The policeman was full of anger and adrenaline and Jaiden shifted uncomfortably with how clearly he could hear Officer Browder’s heart beating.  He felt his teeth tingle at the thought of the blood flowing through the man’s veins and he closed his eyes and took a breath.  He rarely was tempted but every now and then a moment like this stirred something inside of him making him debate becoming a predator like his father was.
“Where have you been,” Snarled Officer Browder.
“As I don’t see my parents present I don’t believe I have to answer your question.”  Jaiden tried to look innocent.
“Don’t try my patience.  If you truly want to call you mother I am happy to wait for her if that is what it takes to make you answer a simple question.”  A vein throbbed in his forehead stealing Jaiden’s attention for a moment.  “Now, I will write you a truancy ticket, which is my right unless you can give me a good reason not to.  Why were you not in school Jaiden?”
“I was digging a grave.” Jaiden tried to keep his face flat and emotionless. “I figured with you focusing on me and my friends instead of looking for a real killer we will need more.”
For a brief second Jaiden was sure Officer Browder was going to hit him despite the man being a police officer and Jaiden being a minor.  Then the man took a deep breath and then released it slowly.  “Jaiden,” he said a moment later.  “I am trying to find the killer.  Right now, according to what I am seeing it is one of three possibilities.  One, it is your friend Jill who has had an association with almost every victim.”
“I am sure it isn’t likely in a place as small as Cider Falls.”
“Two,” Officer Browder continued with a touch more heat in his voice.  “You, Elias and Jill are all involved together in the murders.”             
“I am sure it is based on the likelihood three people meet up and in the space of a day of knowing each other decide to murder folks in a brutal and inventive way.”  Jaiden wanted egg Officer Browder on. 
“Three and most likely,” Officer Browder’s voice dropped a bit lower.  “Someone is targeting Jill specifically, which would explain her closeness to most of the victims and in that case me keeping an eye on her, on all of you, is probably not a bad idea.”
Biting off a retort Jaiden mulled the thought over in his head.  There was no way he was going to get rid of Officer Browder any time soon if the policeman thought such a thing was possible.  “Who would target her? And why?” he asked aloud though he knew the demon might be uncomfortable with the knowledge Jill could hurt it.
“I have suspicions,” Officer Browder knelt down as if he was conspiring.  “Have you seen anyone else strange in the town other than Elias and Edgar?  Even for a moment?  I think someone from out of town might want to hurt her, or her family.”
“Because she is adopted?  That is a stretch.” Jaiden leaned against the wall looking thoughtfully.
“How did you know…?”
“Other than the fact she bears no resemblance to the rest of her family?”  He tried not to look smug.  “Or maybe it was brought up by someone else.  Or does it really matter?” Jaiden sighed and tried to look a bit more friendly as if he was letting himself open up to the officer.  “No, I haven’t seen anyone else but I will call you if I notice someone.”
“I would appreciate it.  Also, don’t go out alone.  If you are not part of a small group of murderers, your being close to Jill makes you a likely victim for this killer.”  The officer gave him a concerned look.  “Don’t do anything to make it easy for the killer to get you.”
“I won’t,” he waited a moment before continuing.  “Can I go to class now?”
“Take care Jaiden,” Officer Browder turned and walked away leaving the school.  He was not surprised when Jill left the office right after, having apparently been listening through the door.
“I take it you heard the whole conversation.” Jaiden said.
“I did,” She blinked and Jaiden realized her eyes were red.  “Officer Browder just finished questioning me about my whereabouts last night.”
“Where is your father?”
“He gave the officer permission to question me without him.” Her voice was dry.  “I was going to call Lem, he asked me to but he… something isn’t right with him.”
The class bell rang and students started to fill the hall as they hustled to different classes.  Several of them whispered as they passed in the hall, and gave strange looks to the pair of them. 
“Get to class, keep your head down and I will meet you at Elias’ after school.”  He tried to give her an encouraging look.  “We will figure this out.” 
“But without Elias…”
“Without Elias we still are strong enough to beat this.” He hoped he wasn’t lying.  “We just need to figure out how.”
Jaiden tried to look brave while Jill looked at him searchingly.  If she knew the little knot of panic he was feeling at the thought of facing the demon, it would only make matters worse.  Right now she was the only thing that could hurt the demon.  If Officer Browder was right, it meant they could not sit this out because eventually the demon would strike at Jill directly, and to Jaiden that was not acceptable.
“I will see you after school then.” He wasn’t sure what Jill was thinking as she turned and walked away.  Jaiden was not sure he could fool her, as he knew animals could smell fear.  Could werewolves?  Did he give off the smell of fear?  He wished he knew.
Dragging his feet Jaiden made it to class just before the bell and sat down next to Tommy. He was not paying much attention to anything around himself.  His mind swam over ideas to kill the demon, none which sounded plausible.  Holy water was an idea, but he had no clue where to even get some.  Let alone enough to drown a demon.  In the movies there was always a church folks could walk into and get some from a large fount in the front, but he had never seen a church like that in this little town.  He was not even sure any of the local churches blessed water.
A cross was out too.  He wouldn’t be able to wield it for long and Elias should he wake could not touch it.  Jill could, but she would be giving up her werewolf form they knew could hurt the demon for hands to hold the holy symbol.  It would be trading a sure weapon for one untested.
What else was there? He might have to hit the library and look at old stories, but with them being old stories accuracy was not likely.  All tales changed and adapted over time.  Authors and storytellers always took license on the matter they were discussing.  So where else could Jaiden look?   It was not like his father had been a well of knowledge on demon slaying.  Maybe he could talk Jethro into reaching out to some older vampires for ideas?
He realized Tommy was watching him carefully.  Jaiden took a quick glance down at him clothes but nothing seemed out of place.  When he looked up he was still stuck under his friend’s unblinking gaze and he felt his hair stand on end.
“Did you know,” Tommy stated in a quiet voice not belonging to his friend.  “How painful it is to be ejected out of a host body.  Let alone forced into a building where the very air burns your… well, for you I would say lungs.  For me it is very different.”
Fear knotted Jaiden’s stomach and he felt his mouth go dry.  A small voice in his head congratulated him on the fact it would not be hard to find the demon now and he told it to shut up.  Tommy gave him a grin and a faint tinge of sulfur tickled his nose.
“I know what you’re thinking,” the demon Tommy continued.  “By revealing myself I am giving up an advantage. That by forcing me out of Elias and into the open you have won a small victory.”  The demon’s eyes narrowed.  “Soon you will find it is the worst mistake you have made.  I know how to hurt you in ways which will make you beg for death.  I could, at this very instant burn you to death in this class in front of everyone and you would be helpless to stop me.  You deserve it for trying to kill me, but I hate wasted potential.”
“I can also reward you.  Help protect me until I am at full power again and I will leave and never bother your little town again.  I will leave you and the werewolf alone and I might even let you have this one back when I’m done with him.  I could give you the fullness of your vampire birthright.  I could give you all the power mature full vampires have, and none of the weaknesses.  Can you imagine being able to fit into both worlds.  Strong enough to stand against the ancients, human enough to walk in the sun and get a tan on the beach.” The demon leaned forward.  “I want you to imagine that Jaiden.”
“Or, I will make you watch me kill Jill, your mother, your friend Tommy here, and anyone else who is close to you.  I will pick them off one by one and you will know there is nothing you can do about it.  You will know exactly who I am, but you won’t be able to touch me.  You will know where I am but you won’t be able to catch me.  I might even leave you alive when I leave… at least part of you.” 
The whole time he spoke, the demon did not blink.  He addressed Jaiden with the slightest touch of religious fervor in his voice.  Jaiden was busy fighting down the fear in his stomach.  Fighting the urge to run, he started to think through the demon’s words.  Could he turn a blind eye to keep Jill and everyone else safe?  It might mean a few more deaths, but in the long run would it matter if the people close to him were untouched.  And then an errant thought touched his mind and he fought a small grin.
“You must be worried if you are trying to make a deal.  There is nothing to gain by threatening me.”  His mind screamed for him to be quiet but the words spilled from his lips.  “Unless something about me and Jill worried you there would be no reason for you to reach out to me.”
Silence created a wall between them.  Somewhere in the background the droning of the teacher’s voice pricked at Jaiden’s ears, but his focus was on this demon in Tommy’s body, this monster before his eyes which supposedly could just destroy him on a whim.  If it could, why didn’t it.  The sure answer was because at the moment it couldn’t.
“I will make you a deal demon,” Jaiden squared his shoulders.  “Leave Tommy’s body, leave this town, stop killing people.  If you don’t I will find a way to destroy you.  I will hunt up and down, high and low and make you pay for everyone you hurt.  Leave and live in peace and I will give you a chance to live unhunted.”
Violently the demon stood up and the desk make a cracking sound as it straightened.  Instead of attacking or threatening Jaiden, it calmly raised its hand and addressed the teacher. who had her eyes on him.  Everyone in the class had their eyes on him.
“Teacher, I’m feeling sick.  Can I be excused?” It said in Tommy’s normal voice.
“Of course, make sure you get your homework on the way out.” The teacher said.
“I’m sure Jaiden will be more than happy to bring me my homework,” the demon said.  The teacher nodded and the monster turned to Jaiden one last time.
It leaned forward and put its hand on Jaiden’s arm.  Jaiden tried to keep his face straight even as he felt his flesh begin to burn. 
“I don’t fear you.  What I want is to return to strength as quickly as possible and that cannot happen with you and Jill snooping around.  Eventually you would figure out who I was, or what I was doing either by chance like you did last time, or because as I grow more powerful, I would be easier to find.”
The demon leaned further forward, and hot breath whispered into his ear.  “Think about my offer.  It is a win win for everybody.  Don’t be so foolish as to think I would not clear the board of the lot of you if it helps me gain my power back.”
And then the demon was gone, and Jaiden was left looking at the burnt and blistering hand mark on his arm.  He waited for it to start healing like a normal wound would, and was rewarded with nothing.  The burn was immune to his vampiric healing.
Fear filled his stomach once again.  Was the demon bluffing?  He wished Elias was awake so he could ask the one person who might have the best idea.
As it was, he was left to his own devices, and in all likelihood they would not be enough.




Grave Bullies
Jill was in shambles by the time she left school.  Whispers and stares followed her through the halls as she flitted from class to class.  Other students seemed to part around her as if she was carrying some sort of plague and they were afraid to get too close.  Every now and then someone would point at her.  If she had cared to focus on their whispers she was sure she was the  main topic of conversation.
It did not help that her senses were still not balancing well.  Everything seemed to overwhelm her nose. She could not make out any specific scents through the arsenal assaulting her. Then suddenly one or two scents would become clear, and she would have to fight the desire to follow those smells to their source.  Every now and then the wolf would identify a smell for her.  It would flag everything in her head from Bob Scottson when he walked across the hall to her,  to a dried out and rotting apple half hidden under a refrigerator in the cafeteria.
She had expected to see Jaiden at lunch time, but he had been strangely absent.  When she had asked around to see if anyone had seen the half-vampire, no one seemed to know where he was.  Later she tried to find Tommy, as he normally was near wherever Jaiden was, but Tommy was absent as well.
There were moments where Jill debated walking out and just leaving school for the rest of the day.  What was the worst that could happen?  Her father was not likely to be any angrier or even care if she left.  She supposed Officer Browder or the rest of the police might see her and decide to pick her up, or detain her, but that was not likely either.  If they had wanted to arrest her they would have done it this morning when Browder had been questioning her.  There was a moment where she looked surprised when he asked her about the vandalism in the old church.  He had to have noticed, but he did not challenge her denial of knowing anything about the damaged building.
So she let the hours pass slowly, slogging through class after class.  No one was left to talk to with Elias and Jaiden gone and her two girlfriends dead.  All the other social groups she would have interacted with, disappeared as soon as she approached.   When school was finally out, she almost did not believe it.  Surely her suffering could not be over already.
As soon as she cleared the doors she almost sprinted to Elias’ home.  There she might feel like she was doing something meaningful and not just waiting for time to pass.  When she arrived, Jaiden was already waiting in the front yard waiting for her.  He gave her a nod of recognition while looking thoughtfully at the house.
“I am pretty sure Lem knows I am out here,” He said without turning to her.  “I just feel it.  Whatever he is, I don’t think he depends on sight or smell like the rest of us.”
“Why are you out here?” She asked noting his tense stance.  Jaiden stood at the edge of the property near the fence.  This was not the kind of neighborhood where police or adults got angry about teens loitering, but with the current tensions it could change easily.
“I think we need to get the chest before we go in.” Jaiden finally turned to her, meeting her eyes.  She could not read the emotion behind them, and that worried her.  Something was not right.  The half-vampire was keeping a secret and she found it worrisome.
“I thought you wanted to keep it from those two,” she nodded to the house.  “Lem seems alright, but Edgar… he smells wrong.  More wrong than you.” 
She noted Jaiden’s flinch at her words.  He had to know her sense of smell was finely tuned like, well, a wolf.  She could smell Elias’ guardian out here.  His very presence had added bits of his scent to the surrounding yard.  Jill knew if they entered the house it would be stronger.  It was not a horrible smell, it was more like old musty food with a bit of chlorine mixed in.  Best she could say is it was wrong.
“I just don’t think we have time to not explore every possibility.  If the chest might have something useful we need to know.”  He started walking down the street, away from the building.
“Where are we going?” She asked.
“The graveyard,” he said.
“You put the chest in the graveyard?”  Her brain tried to figure out the logic in the decision.  It was technically hallowed ground.  Where would he put it though?  It was a flat area covered by grass.  No hills, one building where the mortuary kept equipment, and a fence.  That was it.
“You will see,” Jaiden would not meet her eyes.
They walked in silence until they reached the graveyard on the east side of town.  It made sense the city had not built it against the mountain, but had chosen an area where there was a little less rock, and not nearly as much of a climb.  There was a small three foot stone wall around the area made up of smooth river stone in mortar.  An iron gate at the entrance stood open, and only closed to make it clear the area was to be vacated at night.  Nothing was built in such a way as to keep people out, but it would be very unwelcoming in the dark.
“Where is it?” she asked as they entered the area.  Jill glanced around but could see nothing out of place.  The grass was freshly mowed and it tickled her nose.  She wondered if she was doomed to notice the smell of a place before anything else from now on.  Her vision was improved, her hearing was excellent, but her nose tended to lead the way now.  She breathed in again.  Damp grass, cool stone, fresh turned earth and… she paused.  Fresh turned earth.  She looked at Jaiden and her eyes widened.  “You did not.”
“I did,” He walked forward slowly.  “We will need to keep an eye out. The last thing we need is a visitor finding us digging up a fresh grave.”
“This is completely disrespectful,” she hissed.  “And hallowed ground?  Can you even dig in the earth?”
“It is a different type of hallowed.  It would keep pure evil out but…” He shrugged.  “For some reason it does not bother me here.  I don’t know if it is because the blessings here are meant to shelter the dead, or if there is a difference in the amount of hallowedness? if it is a word?”  He walked over to the gardener’s shed and slowly eased the door open.  “This door is never locked.  Small town, little chance of theft or vandalism.” He shrugged again.
“And if someone does wander in?”
“We hide,” Jaiden said.  “I am sure we could make it up one of these trees or into one of the surrounding fields before anyone gets a good look at us.  Just, keep an eye out and I will be quick.”
“You buried this before school.?”
“I did.  Like I said, I should be quick.”  He leaned on the shovel and cocked his head.  “Or would you rather dig?”
Mumbling she moved to sit on the fence by the entrance.  She leaned by the gate as if she was just enjoying the day, but Jill paid attention to every neighbor or person who drove by, or walked the street by the graveyard.  The few who were out did not give her a second glance. Not that there were many.  It was not five yet, and most adults were working.  With the need for the majority to commute outside of the neighborhood, things should be clear for another hour at the very least.
Every now and then she glanced over to see Jaiden moving dirt.  He had not just buried it below the surface, he had gone down a bit.  She wondered if he had dug all the way to Mrs. Hamblin’s coffin. 
She looked back at the street and saw trouble walking over.  Mitch O’Doyle had spotted her, and a couple of his football friends, Jason and Todd, were at his side.  He was making a beeline in her direction.  Just great.  She could not evade them without looking suspicious. 
She whistled low and light, and was rewarded with the sound of Jaiden’s digging coming to a stop.  Jill stood and openly sighed.  This would not be fun.  The jock had been itching to cause trouble since Elias had humiliated him.  Her position as a town pariah would make her a natural target.
“Look guys, we found a serial killer,” He smirked at her.  She just raised an eyebrow and crossed her arms.  She would not give him the satisfaction of a big outburst, or any reaction which showed her discomfort. 
“Don’t you guys have practice, or anything to do not near me?” Jill said.
“No, I wanted to show my friends what a murderer looks like.  Lucky enough, you are right here.” He turned to his two cronies.  “Take notes guys.  Sociopaths look just like us.  They work hard to blend in, even if there is something wrong with their faces.” He squinted.  “You are going to murder someone with money so you can afford a little nip and tuck, right?”  He chortled and his friends followed his lead.
“You are the only sociopath here, you know that right?” She sat back on the fence and leaned back as if soaking in some sun in the cool air.  “Now, please go find someone who cares.  We know it will not be your parents, but for the right amount of money, I am sure you can find someone.”             
Time seemed to slow, and her nerves screamed at her right before to large hands pushed her off her perch.  Twisting, Jill managed to land on her hands and feet.  She was not really hurt with it being such a short fall, but her temper flared and a growl was building in her throat.
“Come on baby, take a swing at a real man.  Give me some of that psycho sugar.” He laughed at her as she stood up and faced him.  His laughter faded and he gave her a dark look.  “What, am I not easy enough for you to light up?  I’m too big and strong unlike your other victims.”
She did not give him a chance to speak further.  Jill swung for his jaw, and the jock did not move, but smiled.  There was well over a foot of height between them, and it seemed like an insanely far distance.  It took forever for the heartbeat to pass, and then her connected and she heard bone crack.  Mitch dropped and was rolling on the ground holding his face.  Her stomach dropped.
There had been no intention to hit him so hard.  She had wanted to force him to back off, but not injure him.  She stepped forward to help the larger boy up, and he scooted away from her, glaring.  Jill had the sudden notion this would be the straw putting her in handcuffs.  She would be arrested for assault if nothing else.
“Does she need to beat you two as well?” Jill jumped.  She had not heard Jaiden walk up next to her, but he stood on her left frowning down at the sight of Mitch.  “I mean if she dropped your fearless leader with one punch, how do you think that fight will go?”
“We will sue her,” Todd said while brushing back lanky blond hair from his face..  “Just wait until we tell the police, then they can lock the psycho killer up!”  He leaned down to pull the lead jock to his feet.
“Yes,” Jill blinked at the dry tone and lack of worry in Jaiden’s voice.  “You go tell the police a one hundred pound girl broke the jaw of a man twice her size with one punch.  I am pretty sure I just saw him threatening Jill here, and he tripped and hit his jaw on the ground.”
“We all saw what happened,” Todd said.
“I am sure you know what you saw happened,” Jaiden answered.  The half-vampire made a show of stretching and looking bored.  “And I will tell the police what I witnessed.  It will be your word against mine.  Even with Jason,” he nodded to the other bully who was now supporting Mitch, “it will come down to what people believe possibly happened.  I am pretty sure the police will find it more likely Mitch, who has a reputation as a bully, threatened a girl.  The girl then tried to get away and he slipped when he tried to grab her, hitting his jaw when he landed.”
Helping Jason support Mitch, Todd just sputtered a few incoherent words and the three rushed off.  Most likely to get a ride to the Care Center in town.  He would probably have to take a drive to a bigger city to get the full medical attention Mitch would need.  Jill was not sure what to think about what had happened. 
“I wish I had been the one to punch that moron,” Jaiden muttered.
“Do you think the police will really ignore it if they claim I hurt him.”  She asked.  Jill was sure Officer Browder would not need concrete evidence at this point to lock her up.
“No, I think the police will come to arrest you, so you might want to hide.”  He turned to the graveyard, hopped the fence back inside.  “Now help me get this chest to Elias’ house.  Let’s pray there is something important inside.”
“We need to rebury Mrs. Hamblin,” Jill said looking over at the dirt.
“We need to save people who are still alive,” Jaiden answered.  “I will come and cover the grave later, right now this is the priority.”
“And if there is nothing important inside?” Jill grabbed one of the handles.  Either could have carried the box alone, but it was easier to navigate with the two of them due to the bulk of the chest.
“Then we are on to plan B,” Jaiden said. 
“What is Plan B?” Jill asked.
“I have no clue,” Jaiden shrugged.
And with that, they both hurried down the street, trying to stick to the shadows and avoid notice.




Holy Fire
Swimming deep in dreams, Elias tried to wake.  His body felt broken.  Something had been taken from him, he was sure of it.  He knew he was a step away from the real world, but could not make that leap.  Yet there it was right before him, it felt like with a little more strain he might just wake.
Voices came into the room, and he fought to open his eyes.  In the jumble of images in his head, he sought to identify them.  A wolf appeared for a moment, then cold blue eyes.  Something lifeless, and someone who smelled of new spring.  Once again he put his energy into waking, only to feel he was inches short.  As he rested inside himself the conversation became clear.
“Don’t let the dirt touch me,” Spring said.  “I am not sure why you could not rinse it off before bringing it inside.”
“Because people talk,” Blue Eyes said.  “It is a little hard to explain why you have a treasure chest in the middle of a normal neighborhood.”  A bit of his scent wafted past Elias, and he felt cold.
“Can you open it?” Wolf asked.  She seemed more subdued than her counterparts. 
“I can, the question is will I?” The one who smelled of spring asked.  “I am not sure the things in there will not harm me.  They are blessed by your Christian God after all.”             
“Who said he is my Christian God?” Blue eyes muttered.
“I am assuming you cannot hold a cross without extreme discomfort.” The one who smelled of spring’s voice was light.  After silence fell and Elias was sure he could almost see the blue eyed one looking away in embarrassment, the voice continued, “There is some belief in the possibility at the very least if it harms you.”
“So you believe in Christ?” Wolf asked.
“No, but his people left scars and fear on my people in the old country.  That kind of thing has power just like faith does.” The one who smells of spring was quiet.  “Anyway, I am not sure I can touch the chest, let alone pick the lock.”
“What about you Jaiden?” Wolf addressed Blue Eyes giving him a name.  Elias should know the name Jaiden, but his head hurt when he tried to remember.  For a moment he remembered his bones burning and pain pumping in his veins.  He winced at the memory.
“He made a sound,” Wolf said, and her voice drew closer to him.  He felt like someone moved his body.  He had the impression he had been rolled over so he was now facing upward, but he had no senses confirming the notion.
“He did, but his pulse is still too slow,” Blue Eyes said.  “I can feel his heart beating, but I am pretty sure if he was human, he would be dead.”
“This is very fascinating,” Spring said.  “But who is going to open the chest.”
More silence filled the room.
“I think I might be able to spring it,” Lifeless spoke for the first time.  Its voice was as wrong as the rest of it.  Toneless, as if joy had never crossed its heart.  There was a darkness there, and he was not sure if he had expected it or not.
He fought to open his eyes again, and this time, managed to get the barest bit of light to flash as he tried to see the world.  The brightness seared his eyes, and he was forced to close them again.  Energy was returning.  He still felt wrong.  Why did he feel so wrong?  With another surge of energy he pushed his eyes open again.  Through slitted eyelids he saw several people, but he was fighting to recognize them.
The scene did not make sense as he watched.  The big one, Lifeless he presumed reached down as if to try to open the lock on a large chest.  In a flurry of motion, he lifted the large container and tried to run through the other three.
Spring was knocked aside, but Wolf snapped out in front of him, looking surprised as instinct put herself between Lifeless and the door.  Blue eyes was a second behind Wolf and he jumped and knocked the chest from Lifeless’ hands and it clattered down in front of Elias with the sound of wood cracking.  Pieces of the chest flew everywhere as it shattered.
He tried to flinch back, but he could not move.  Pieces of oak and relics scattered in front of him.  Something cold fell across his hand, and he felt energy and life started to flow back into him.  His mind cleared and context dripped back into the world.  He still could not move, but the names of the people in the room with him became clear.             
With a lurch, Edgar tried to push past Jaiden and Jill, but both blocked him from leaving.  Lem stood up and looked disgusted at the destruction scattered across the floor.  He moved to put himself between the young ones and his guardian.  Now his betrayer he realized.
“Where do you think you are going?” Lem hissed.  His glamour had been discarded.  Cat slit pupils regarded the large figure with a feral fury.  Sharp canines were visible when he talked, and small claws graced his fingers.  The air crackled with fey energy.
“I am going to tell my master you have weapons.” For the first time, Edgars voice was not flat or emotionless.  It had a respectful tone to it.  “He needs to know so he can strike first.  He needs to be able to defend himself from you.  The master will not be imprisoned again.”
“The master?” Jaiden smirked.  “Really, he couldn’t come up with anything more original than “the master?””
His fingers flexed, and he felt his hand wrap around something cold and metal.  As he gripped it, more energy flowed into him, and searing pain dancing through his nerves.  His mouth opened, Elias heard screaming before he realized it was his voice making the sound.  The others in the room all covered their ears and crouched in pain.  He was melting inside, being reformed and he could not bear the pain.
And then it faded. Life filled him once again, and he stood up on his own to feet.  The pain was gone and he was revitalized, reinvented.  He felt like he was flowing as he moved forward and grabbed Edgar’s shoulder.  The big creature jumped away, full of fear.  His eyes were wide, and Elias was not sure why he could not see the darkness on his guardian’s soul before.  It was there, plain as day.
“You made a deal with the demon,” Elias felt like his voice had a strange tone to it.  He looked up and realized his three friends had all backed away from him, unsure of what to do.
“He was going to make me real,” Edgar said.  A tear rolled down his face and he sank lower into the floor, as if he could hide from Elias’ gaze.             
“You are real Edgar, you have a soul.  I can see it.” At his words, the big creature started sobbing.  “The demon tricked you, you should have known that is what he does.  You may have felt like you were unreal, an automaton.  You have as much inside of you as any other mortal on this planet.”
“But the master said…”
“Your master lied.” Elias’ word held Edgar in place.  “Don’t you move until I know what to do with you.”  The way his guardian huddled in on himself, Elias had no doubt the large figure would not be running.  He was too scared.
“What did I miss?” Elias asked, turning to the rest of his friends.
“Will you smite me if you don’t like my answer?” Jaiden asked, his sarcasm returning to his voice.
“Why would I smite you?” Elias asked.
“Because it is what I imagine angels do to vampires,” Jaiden said.
It took a moment for his words to register.  Elias stared at the half-vampire in confusion.  Then he looked over his shoulder, and realized his wings were on full display.  And they were not his normal wings of fire and ash, but they were white and feathered just like in the pictures of angels he had seen.
“Dear lord,” Elias heard himself utter, then he flinched.  “God, Jesus, Faith, prayer, holiness, Jehovah,” and he let more words roll off his tongue.  Words he had been unable to say since had been cursed.  Tears filled his eyes, and he felt the energy withdraw back into him.  The sword he held, for it was a sword, seemed to dim.  He became the normal Elias, but different than the normal Elias he has been before the church building had driven the demon from him.
“If you are done praying now, what is our next move?” Lem eyed the rest of the items on the floor.  Other than the sword, there was a couple of candle sticks, silverware set, and a shield which had been contained in the chest.  While they might have some value, Elias knew the only object with any power was the blade he held in his hand.
“We find out who the demon is inhabiting now,” Elias said.
There was a small cough, as Jaiden looked away from him.  Elias noted this, but did not call it out.  It looks like there were answers to be had.  Forcing the smile from his face, he turned back to the form of Edgar on the floor.
“Stand,” he said softly.
The figure stood up.  Despite his size, he seemed to be the smallest person in the room.  Edgar refused to look at him.  He could feel the fear flowing from the creature, but he could no longer see inside of him after releasing the energy he had been drawing on.
“You know, I felt like I drew you out of darkness when I found you in that scientists lab,” Elias said. 
Edgar just grunted.
“I think you will get another shot at redemption, if you are lucky.  It will not be today.  You have betrayed us, and you will have to see this through.  I hope for your sake the demon loses.  I do not see things ending well for you if he survives.”             
A flash of anger filled Edgar’s face and he turned.  His eyes met Elias’ and the fear was gone.
“How dare you, when the demon spoke with your lips.  Gave me promises in your voice,” the big creature stomped to punctuate the last word.  “I gave myself to the demon, but you were its puppet just as much as I am now.”
“I was,” Elias admitted.  He shocked himself a little at the honesty in the two words. “I gave myself to the demon years ago, willingly.  But unlike you, I did not know what he was.” he shook his head.  “You knew it was not me you made the deal with.  You knew the price of your betrayal would be other people’s lives, possibly even mine.  The one person who I thought you counted as a friend.”
“You say friend, but you always treated me as a servant,” Edgar growled.
“I am sorry you feel that way,” was the only answer Elias had.
“Now what?” His guardian asked.  “Are you going to tie me up? Or just kill me and be done with it.”
“You are going to go back to your master to let him know I am coming for him.  Let him know I am armed with the weapon of his doom,” Elias held the sword up, and white flame danced along the blade.  “I will not imprison him this time, I will destroy him.  Even if it destroys me in the process.”
“You are not…” Edgar looked past Elias’ shoulder as if seeking confirmation from the others.  He did not need to turn to know his friends met the creatures stare without giving an inch.  Edgar squeaked, and then was running out the door as if he was afraid Elias might change his mind. 
“Elias, what happened to you?” Jill asked. 
“I am not sure,” he answered. “My curse is gone and it has been replaced with, well this.” he held up the sword, and the flames died out with a single thought.  “I think the power I have been given is temporary.  We may have a limited time to kill the demon.”
“Can you kill the demon without killing the host?” Jaiden asked.
“I take it you know who the host is?”
“Answer the question,” the half-vampire pushed.  “Can you kill it with those white feathery wings, but leave the host alive.”
“I don’t know.” Elias answered.
“There seems to be a lot you don’t know,” Jaiden said.
“Can you guys stop it?” Jill jumped in.  She then looked at Elias.  “Why do you think this power is temporary?”
“Just a feeling I get.  Unlike the demon curse, the energy feels like a well with a bottom to it.  The demon energy just felt endless.”  Elias shrugged.  “I really can’t explain it better.  This energy is limited, unlike the curse.”
“This doesn’t mean anything if you don’t know where the demon is.” Lem said.  “And I am not cleaning this up,” he added looking at the mess on the floor.
“The demon is in Tommy,” Jaiden said softly.  “That tells us who, but not where.  And there is the chance the demon may just jump bodies again.  He knows I am aware of his identity.”
“Jumping bodies costs energy,” Elias said.  “It would tax him to do so, and with us having a weapon, I am guessing the demon will hold on to every shred of power possible.”             
“Then I will track him,” Jill said.  “I should be able to pick up his scent.  We can go hunting after nightfall.”
“I appreciate the enthusiasm, but you and Jaiden are staying behind.”
“Like hell we are,” Jaiden interjected.
“Look, you two are plan B.”  Elias found himself explaining.  “I have no idea how this power I have works.  If for some reason, I cannot kill the demon, or it kills me, I need to know there is another chance to destroy it.”
“And you will find it how?” Jill crossed her arms.
With a smile Elias closed his eyes and flared some of the holy energy.  A map of the area flashed in his brain for a moment, and he felt a dark pulsing.  “He is in that direction,” Elias pointed to where the darkness emanated from. “ I would love to have you guys at my side, but we can’t put all our eggs in one basket.”
“What if you lose because we don’t combine our strengths,” Jill asked.
“What if we lose as a group, and there is no one to stop the demon?” Elias asked back.
“Then the world keeps spinning,” Lem said.  They all turned to take in the fey who now appeared as his human self.  “Demons will make deals, people will die.  Some wrongly, some rightly.  Evil will flourish in some corners of the earth, and good will fight it.  Everything will balance out.  I know it feels like it, but if you fail, it will not be the end of the world.  It will just mean there is one more demon in it.”
“Are you saying we shouldn’t try?” Jaiden cocked his head.  “That it won’t make a difference?”
“Oh, it will make a difference,” Lem answered.  “Just not as big a one as it seems in the grand scheme of things.”
“Allright, I need a moment guys.  I will meet you down in the kitchen after I clean up this mess.”
“But..” Jill started, but Jaiden grabbed her arm.
“He just woke up as a christmas tree ornament.  Let him have a minute.” The half-vampire said.
Lem was first out the door.  He simply gave a nod of appreciation to Elias. Jaiden was on his heels, and after a moment's hesitation, Jill followed.  As soon as they were down the stairs, he gently closed the door.
For the first time in over a century, Elias got down on his knees and prayed.




Waiting for Nightfall
They sat in the kitchen waiting for it to get dark.  Jill glanced out the window every now and then, wondering if something might happen before then.  The demon had to know about Elias’ angelfication?  Holy change?  Well, whatever one wanted to call it.  Would this cause it to flee?  Or maybe it might attack them first. 
And what about Officer Browder?  Had Mitch and his friends filed a complaint against her?  Jaiden had tried to handle it, but she was not sure how successful he had been.  At any moment the police might pull up and check to see if she was hiding at Elias’ home.  Sure, Lem could hide her again if he wanted to, or she could be out the back and over the fence before the police were up the walkway. Not knowing was causing more than a little stress.
Up the stairs she could hear Elias breathing slowly.  He was sleeping again, after being unconscious for the better part of a day.  She felt a pulsing of whatever power inhabited him every few seconds, like a heart beating so slowly it was barely pushing blood through his system. 
With a scowl, Jaiden picked at a bowl of cereal which had become soggy more than an hour ago.  Every now and then he would lift a bit of drooping raisin bran, then lower it back down into the bowl.  She had expected a lot more conversation from the half-vampire, but he seemed rather uncomfortable with Elias’ transformation.  He had told their somewhat angelic friend about the demon inhabiting Tommy, and Elias had just nodded slowly as if it made sense.
Lem was standing by the glass back door just looking out over the yard.  She had no clue what was on the fey’s mind.  He had spent the first few minutes after Edgar left talking about what nasty revenge he would take on Elias’ guardian.  It had not been long before he went silent and became like a statue, eyes on the yard.  If she had not seen him earlier, she might have thought he was not alive.
“You think he will spare Tommy?” Jaiden’s voice broke her thoughts.
“What do you mean?” Jill turned to look at him.
“Well, I don’t know if you have read the bible, but angels and God aren’t big on sparing people when evil is involved.”
She thought about his words for a moment, then raised an eyebrow. “You read the bible?”
“Why does it surprise you?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Jill made clawing motions with her hands and opened her mouth as if showing off fangs while hissing.
“The vampire can’t study religion?” Jaiden asked.
“By definition it seems a risky prospect.”
He sighed and shook his head at her.  “I think of it more as studying my weaknesses.  For all I know I will turn to a full vampire unexpectedly at any given time.”
“Does it often happen with half-vampires?” She blinked. “Do they suddenly just become full vampire over night.”
“I don’t know,” Jaiden scowled down at his cereal even more harshly
“What about the other half-vampires, surely they could tell you, or they might have a record of what you can expect.”
“Well, as I am the only known half-vampire, it is kind of hard to create a baseline of expectation.”  He slammed the spoon down into the bowl, shattering it and scattering milk and soggy cereal everywhere.  “That is why my father has me hidden here in the middle of nowhere.  We don’t know if other vampires would kill me if they found me, or if they might take me for study.  Which would probably kill me.  Vampires are not very ethical or merciful as you might imagine.”
“You are an impossibility then?”
He stood up and started throwing open different drawers looking for a towel to clean the mess he had made. “What is an impossibility these days?” Successful, he started mopping up the milk and cereal, while stacking shards of the bowl.  “We have a demon cursed angel thing, a half-vampire, and a werewolf without a pack.”
“You guys have mentioned that,” Jill reached forward and started stacking the pieces of bowl to the side to be disposed of.  “Why is it such a big deal?”
“Because it never happens,” Lem cut in.  “Werewolves are loyal to the pack, and the pack watches out for each other.  They make brainwashed religious communities look normal when it comes to social bonds.” He continued to stare out the window.  “If you made it to the adoption center, and yes everyone knows you are adopted,” he paused for a moment to think.  “Your pack is either gone, or something serious happened.”
“What would happen if I found a pack?” Jill asked.  “I am not sure I want to look, but since I may not be able to go home, I would love some options.”
“I would guess any pack you come across would either want to take you in, or force you from their territory.”  He finally turned and looked at her.  “The bigger question would be, could you live in a pack after being raised without one.  Doing so would tie you to a group of strangers you don’t know, and you would be stuck in an area you would rarely leave.”  He favored her with a grim smile.  “Werewolf packs stay together, hold to one place, and have little privacy among the group.  If you join one, you would be expected to marry into the pack, or a neighboring pack, and everything you do will be tied into their agenda.”
“That is horrible,” Jill frowned.  “All werewolves live like this?”
“There are a few solos, like you,” Lem said.  “They tend to be that way because they were banished for committing a crime against their pack, or they are moving between packs.  You are the only one I know of in your situation.”
“It would not be so bad if you were raised into it,” Jaiden stepped in.  “Werewolves from what my father has told me thrive on the group mentality.  You might even enjoy it if you were to join a group.  Or you might hate it after being a lot more independent all your life.”
“Is there a pack near here?” Jill was not sure if she asked because she wanted to meet them, or if she wanted to avoid them.  Both options seemed valid at the moment.
“There is one not to far, but far enough you won’t trip over them,” Lem said.  “I don’t believe they would approve of me giving away where there territory is.  If you decide you desire a meeting, let me know and I can set it up.  Regardless, I think I am going to look up your adoption and find out what may have happened.  There have been no incidents with packs going missing I can think of for at least fifty years or better.”
“You talk like you are going to be around after all this,” Jaiden said.  “Don’t fey avoid the real world and hide from most conflict?”  He leaned back and crossed his arms.  He did not look like he was quite challenging Lem, but he was very matter of fact about his words.
“We traditionally have kept to ourselves, that is very true.” Lem answered.  “Since we stepped over from the old world, we have had to become one with society.  Oh, we still have our safe areas, but most of us have a trade and are attached to the modern day.” He gave a wicked grin.  “And don’t think we won’t be keeping an eye on the both of you.  There are too many things about your situations worth paying attention to.”
“Great, fey babysitters,” Jaiden muttered.
“Is that a bad thing?” Jill asked.
Before Lem could speak Jaidencut in, “Fey always have their own agenda.  They can seem to be helping out, but there is a chance they are manipulating events in a way which only benefits themselves.”
“In the old days when we did not have to be so peaceful with vampires, werewolves, demons and the like,” Lem cut in.  “You will find nowadays we don’t try to cross folks without good reason.  If I was not so invested in Elias, I would have left already rather than risking angering a demon, but here we are.”
“Didn’t you help him trap the demon in the first place?” Jill asked.
“Aye, I did.” Lem sighed.  “It is probably another reason I am still here.  Even if I had left right after helping Elias, this demon would probably have come to pay me a visit.” He turned to look back out the window. “Now I am involved, I will lend some support.  I will not fight, I would not be much help and it would cross a line the fey have maintained.  But I will stay.”
“Ah the whole involved but not invested routine,” Jaiden showed his teeth when he grinned.  “That sounds about right.”
The fey spun around and hissed, switching back to his normal form, cat slit eyes wide and fangs bared.  Jill thought Lem looked like a mix between a child and a lion with his golden eyes and his mane of tawny hair.  Jaiden faced him down, going into a slight crouch, his fangs just as bare, and his hands held forward as if clawed.
The stand off held for a moment, and Jill sighed and went to pour herself a cup of water from the sink.  She turned to see the fey and Jaiden still squared off, neither moving so she threw the water on both of them.
They both swore and jumped back.  Jaiden ripped off his shirt and started squeezing out the cold water.  Lem gave her a long look, and the water just simply evaporated off his clothing and skin with a small puff of steam.
“Was that necessary?” The fey asked, literally steaming.
“I think so,” Jill filled the cup up with more water, and took a long drink while eyeing both the others over the rim of the glass.  She lowered the cup and added, “And I am willing to do it again if you two don’t start behaving.”             
Muttering, Jaiden sat down, and Lem returned to his view out the back door.  Both seemed determined to ignore the other and Jill sat down and started tapping her fingers on the table.  She started to let her mind wander.
“What are we waiting for?” Jaiden asked keeping her thoughts from getting too far.  “I get Elias is taking a nap after all the holyfication.  Yes, I have decided it is a word.  But we could be out after the demon right now.  If not attacking him, we could be tracking and mitigating any damage he might intend.”
“Or he might light you up like a candle,” Lem said.  “Which, he can do if he touches you, as a note.  So don’t let him near.”
“Noted,” Jill said.  “I don’t think we should not go after the demon without the holy hand grenade upstairs.”  She stood up and stretched.  “Plus do you want to get seen by Officer Browder and taken in? I don’t.  If Mitch said anything to the police, they will probably come for us.”
“You mean you,” Jaiden said.
“No, I mean us,” She frowned.  “Do you think Officer Browder will ignore the fact you were with me when I hit Mitch?”
“No,” he sighed.  “Next time it is my turn to hit Mitch, he mumbled afterwards.”
“You are kidding right?” Jill cocked her head.
“No,” he muttered.  “He has been bullying me for years, and I have taken it so I could hide my nature.  First day Elias is here, and he gives him a beat down.  Then you punched him out today.” He stood up and started pacing.  “I feel robbed of a golden opportunity.”
“Think of it this way,” Jill said.  “Next time he tries to pick on you, if you take him down his reprogramming might be complete and we could have rid the world of another bully.  That should fill our yearly quota of good deeds if we manage to kill the demon.”
“Don’t be disappointed if you don’t kill it.” Lem said.  “If you manage to drive it off, it may be the best outcome you can hope for.  I am not even sure you can kill or destroy a demon.  I have never heard of it happening in the real world.”
“If we drive it off, won’t the demon just come back later for revenge?” Jaiden asked.
“Demons are normally not much for confrontation.  They are more like backstreet dealers of evil intentions.  The only reason this one is killing is to regain the power it has lost after being trapped for several decades.  I imagine once he is fully powered it will be back to corrupting and not killing.  If you drive him off, he will probably decide you are not worth the trouble of fighting, and never return.”
“But he will be out still causing evil and corrupting people,” Jill said.
“Just like the other demons in this world,” Lem said.  “I meant what I said earlier.  Right now this feels like a life or death situation.  If we do not destroy the demon, the world will keep on turning and not much will change.  There are always monsters under some beds and evil seeking the innocent.  Just as there is always paladins of virtue and people doing good deeds in the world.  In the big picture, this will not matter.”
“It matters to the people who have died,” Jill said.
The fey shrugged.  “It does, but people die every day.  If you live to be on the north side of a thousand years, come back and tell me how much difference there is in a mortal dying at twenty, or forty instead of seventy or ninety?  All their lifespans are short.  Some are just shorter.”
“And it makes them less important?” Jaiden asked sarcastically.
“No, but it does not make them more important either.” Lem smiled sadly.
“Well, I am sick of sitting here,” Jaiden said.  “I will be back at nightfall.” The half-vampire stood up and stomped to the front door.
“Do you think it is wise?” Jill asked.
“No,” he told her.  “But it beats going crazy.”
Then he was out the door.  Jill shook her head and turned to watch Lem as he stared out the window.  She wished she could stomp out the door like Jaiden had.  Anything would beat this waiting.  She hated waiting.
But wait she did as the hours ticked by.




On the Hunt
Night was falling when Jaiden returned to Elias’ house.  Jill was still sitting at the table. She had dozed off and was laying with her cheek pressed to the wood and an arm across her eyes.  Lem still stood staring out the glass back door.  Jaiden had a sincere desire to walk forward, slide it open and push the fey out.  He did not know why Lem got on his nerves.  Elias was moving around upstairs from the sounds he could hear, but apparently had not come down yet. 
Jaiden’s  nerves were full of electric anticipation.  He wanted to get started.
“So, I take it nothing interesting happened while I was out?” Jaiden asked.
“Nothing whatsoever,” Jill said as she woke and yawned.  “Did you find anything interesting?”
“No, not really,” Jaided said.  “I discovered Tommy never came home from school, and the police in fact are not hunting us down on Mitch’s behalf.  Nothing which helps us.”
“You went to Tommy’s house?  And the police station?” Jill did not look happy.
“I went near them both.  I was not seen, and I listened to conversations from near windows, or from people standing outside having a smoke break.”  He gave her what he thought was a winning smile, but she just glared in return.  “Tommy’s parents were calling around trying to find him.  He normally comes straight home.  The police went to the hospital when they heard a “youth”” he made quotations in the air with his fingers, “may have been assaulted.  Said youth is claiming he tripped and hit the stone wall by the cemetery.  At least for now, we are off the hook for that little bit of business.”
“What bit of business?” Elias appeared at the foot of the stairs.  He still appeared the same as he always had from the long hair, to his short beard and old style jacket. Something still appeared strangely off.  Jaiden would have not been able to explain the change if he had not seen it earlier.
“Jill punched out Mitch and broke his jaw earlier.” He smiled at the look of discomfort on Elias’ face.  “We would have told you, but you seemed intent on napping.”
“Well, I am done sleeping, and it is time to start hunting a demon.” Elias turned, and Jaiden noticed the sword which had holyfied him, and yes he was going to stick to that phrasing, strapped to Elias’ back.  He took an unconscious step backwards.  He was not sure what the weapon would do if he touched it, and did not want to find out.  It could kill him, or remove his vampiric nature.  The last thing he wanted to do was become fully human.  It seemed too boring.
“Let’s go then,” Jill started running up the stairs.
“Umm…” Jaiden said.  “The door is that way?” He pointed over his shoulder to the front of the house.
“If I am going to shift, I need to take my clothes off.  I am not undressing for you boys.”  Jill said.
“So you are going to walk through Cider Falls as a giant wolf?” Jaiden asked.  “I do not see it going wrong at all.”
“We will give you privacy when we get to the woods,” Elias said.  “Fangs is right, we can’t have you scaring the townsfolk and you are too big for us to pass you off as a husky or malamute.”
“Fine,” She sighed.  “But no peeking when we are out there.”
“Gentleman’s honor,” Elias bowed, but Jaiden decided to stay quiet.  He was not sure they would be in a position to risk Jill being far out of sight.  He was not going to make a promise he might not be able to keep.
“Yes, because the world is full of gentlemen these days,” Jill said.  Then she brushed past them and moved out the door.  With a sigh, Elias followed, and Jaiden took up the rear.
“Do we want to walk together on the street?” Jaiden said as they started to move as a group.
“Why not?” Elias asked.
“Well, because the police, which means the whole town in this little shire, are suspicious of us.” He looked up and down the street, but did not see anybody. “The second any caring citizen sees us together, I am guessing the police will be called.”
“So let them call the police.” Elias shrugged.
“And is that a good idea?” Jaiden asked as he skipped over a section of sidewalk which was uneven with the rest.
“Because if we are walking together the police can ask questions, but they won’t do much.  We are in plain sight, out in public and not doing anything one might think of as out of place.” Elias said.  “If we are sneaking around in the shadows, they might do more than talk to us.”             
“They still might detain us,” Jill said quietly.  “Unlike you, they still think I may have murdered a few people.”             
“We will be fine,” Elias smiled to himself as if he knew some hidden joke. “Have some trust in the world.”
“Did the angels reprogram you?” Jaiden asked.  “I mean, you were always confident, but this is ridiculous.”
“We will be fine.” Elias repeated. “Just keep an eye out, just in case our presence does  invite trouble.”
“Sure Mr. Stepford,” he muttered quietly.  “Take me to your community of peace and obedience.”
“You are sure you know where we are going?” Jill asked. 
“The demon is that way,” Elias did not even turn to face the direction he pointed.  “I believe he has retreated to the woods.  I cannot tell you why, but I imagine he knows we are coming and has a vested interest in not fighting us in the middle of town.”
“Because he cares if he is seen being evil,” Jaiden said. He let the sarcasm pepper his voice.
“He does,” Elias said.  “He works through subterfuge and manipulation.  Demons do not want their presence known to the majority of the world any more than vampires or werewolves do.  If mankind knows to watch for them, then it puts demons at risk.”
“There is a lot of belief in demons,” Jill said.  “What difference would it make?”
“Well, there is belief, and then there is knowledge,” Elias smiled.  “It is one thing to believe there are demons and other things in this world.  It is another thing to actually see it.”  He turned them onto another side street.  “This works in our favor.  We don’t need people seeing werewolves or vampires either.”
“Or angels,” Jaiden added.
“I am not an angel.” Elias shrugged.
“Or ex-cursed folks with shiny holy energy?” Jaiden amended.
There was no answer.  Elias just picked up the pace and Jaiden almost tripped over his feet and he moved to keep up.  It was not a hard pace for any of them, but the unexpected increase in speed took him by surprise.  They could have run the whole way and been barely winded.  The reason they did not, was the same reason Jill had not shifted before they left Elias’ house.  If there was no need to risk someone looking out the window and seeing them move with inhuman speed, they would avoid doing so.
The area where the road ended and the woods started came quickly.  The pavement seemed to stop in a line where dirt and fallen leaves began.  It was a clear distinction in Jaiden’s mind between the civilized world, and the world of magic and nature.  Parked on the edge of the woods was a police car, and Officer Browder sat inside as if waiting for them.
“We can go around,”Jaiden whispered, and started to move to the side.  Before he went two steps, Elias’ hand grabbed his shoulder and stopped him.  “What?” He asked, but Elias was already moving forward. That was when the smell of burnt flesh filled his nostrils.
They moved to the patrol car and looked inside.  Officer Browder had not been as fried as some of the other bodies.  But his eyes had been burned from his skull, and scorch marks lined his lips as if he had been breathing fire.  He was not dead, and Jaiden cringed as the man made a whispering mutter from the ruins of his mouth and flopped back and forth.  He had to be able to hear them, his ears were not damaged.
“I guess it means he won’t be looking for you Jill,” The words were out of his mouth before he could rethink them.  Jaiden cringed over the dark look crossing the werewolf’s face when she glanced over at him.  He was being callous to cover his shock, but she had not realized it.  To be honest, he was not sure how he felt.  The officer had given them trouble, but he did not deserve to die like this. There was no doubt he would soon be dead, he could hear the policeman’s heart fighting to keep pumping, and it was slowing with every beat.
“I am so sorry,” Elias whispered.  He reached into the car and put his hand on Officer Browder’s head.  “I should have been able to stop the demon before things went this far.”  The taller boy closed his eyes and seemed to pray. A flash of energy made Jaiden step back and a little bit of heat rolled over his skin.  As he watched, the dying policeman started to move.
More light flashed, and Officer Browder was stumbling out of his vehicle, wide eyed and fully healed.  His hand went to his gun, but stopped when he saw who was around him.  He stumbled and stood up mouth working its way open and closed a couple of times, then he finally spoke.
“Tommy, where did Tommy go?” His eyes were wild with fear.
“He is not here,” Elias answered softly.  “You are safe now.”
“He, he is the killer,” the police officer said.  “He told me you would be here, but that you would be too late to save me.”  He looked around again. “He lied.”
“Demon’s do that,” Jaiden said, and Officer Browder looked at him in disbelief.
“We are going to remove the thing inside Tommy,” Elias said.  Jaiden wished he felt half the confidence he heard in his friend’s voice.  “You can stay here and be safe, or you can come along with us.”  He held up a hand as Officer Browder started to speak, forestalling his words.  “If you follow us, you will see things you will not be able to believe later, and you will have many secrets you will have to protect.  But you will have answers.  Or you can stay down here, and no one will fault you for it.”
The police officer weighed Elias’ words for a few moments, before he nodded and spoke.  “I will come.  It is about time I knew what was going on.”
“And you will let him know everything?” Jill said.
“He will be helpful,” Elias answered.  “And if you don’t want to live with the suspicion of being a murderer for the rest of your life, we need him.  He is a good man, he will protect us.”
There was no more debate.  Elias walked into the woods, leaving them the choice to follow, or be left behind.  Jaiden was not going to be left behind.
“Keep you flashlight low,” Jaiden said to Officer Browder.  “The rest of us can see just fine in the dark, and I don’t want you blinding us.”  He moved to follow Elias and Jill moved to his side as they started up the trail.  He was aware of the officer following them and struggling to keep up.
“Now would be a good time to sneak to the side and get all shaggy,” he told Jill.
She nodded and disappeared into the trees.  He was aware of Officer Browder hesitating at her departure, but the man quickly started following again.
“You are just going to let her go?” He asked.
“She will be back,” Jaiden tried to sound reassuring.  “Trust me.”
And Jill was not gone long.  Jaiden heard Officer Browder shriek as a large silver-white wolf idled past him on the path.  The man looked up at Jaiden in embarrassment as the wolf slowed to pace him.  Elias was far enough up the trail now they were following at a distance, so the taller boy had missed it.  He gave the officer a conspiratal smile, then leaned down to address Jill.
“Jill,” He made a point of calling her by name, which in turn made Officer Browder go pale.  “Why don’t you scout around us, so we don’t get taken by surprise?”
With a small yip, which Jaiden took as a yes, Jill was off into the woods and out of sight.  He was rewarded with a police officer who was now watching the woods all around them as they traveled.  No matter how the night ended, this alone was worth the trip out here.
And then Elias stopped.  He waited for Both of them to catch up.
They had arrived at the clearing where he had gone ghost hunting with Tommy and Elias just a couple days before.  In the center, the demon waited, Edgar standing just behind him to the side.  He looked around, feeling there was more to this than the two figures clearly outlined under the broken moonlight.  Shadows seemed to swell at the other edge of the clearing.
“When it goes down,” Elias whispered.  “I have the demon.  Jaiden, if you would be so kind as to keep Edgar off of me, I would appreciate it.” He turned and regarded the human police officer who had taken a leap of faith to follow them up here.
“Officer Browder, stay here to the side and watch.  I will answer any questions you have after we are done with this monster.”
There was no argument.  Jaiden could see in the officer’s eyes that he knew what Tommy was.  He had probably seen him right before the demon had burned out his eyes.  He was smart enough to not ask about Jill.  Jaiden was sure she was close enough to listen, but if the demon could hear them, it would not do to confirm she was fighting at their side.
And so, they walked forward to meet their fate.  The demon’s teeth glinting in the moonlight.




Light and Darkness
Grinning, Elias locked eyes with the demon.  He slowly drew his sword, and weighed it in his hand.  Not able to hold back, he charged forward.  The blade he tossed so it landed point first in the earth next to his enemy.  He knew it was not time to use the sword yet, but the time would come.  Like everything filling his head in the last couple of days, he was not sure where the knowledge came from, he simply accepted it. He did not know why he did not keep the blade strapped to his back, but throwing it as a challenge felt right.
His charge came to a stop right before the creature inhabiting the teenage body before him.  He felt the energy surge in him, holy power reaching to destroy the darkness before him, and the darkness struck back.  His will pushed against the demon’s, and was pushed back in turn.  To everyone standing around it would look like he was standing about a foot away from his enemy, just waiting.  In truth, the battle had begun.  Good versus evil, light against the dark. 
Elias hoped he had the power to finish this fight.  The demon had been smart.  It had taken this fight, not just far from witnesses, but to ground where neither had the advantage.  There was no holy ground to draw on, or old spirits to sway.  It had also influenced him into using a good bit of energy to heal Officer Browder.  The holy energy which filled him was finite.  While he was sure the well would refill over time, it would not be replenished tonight.  He could have let the man die, claiming the man’s demise was for the greater good, but enough people had lain dead at the feet of this demon.  He did not need to add another.
Baring his teeth he pushed forward.  He felt the wings of light ripping from his back, white feathers and gold glowed and lit the area.  The demon’s wings sprouted as well filling the air with the scent of sulfur as black feathers and burning embers echoed his own.  White fire surrounded his fists, and black flames surrounded the demon’s. 
He struck, the demon faded back avoiding his blow, and swung back.  He sidestepped and returned another swing.  His blood hummed with energy, and the battle of wills continued even as their own physical bodies tried to score hits on each other.  Elias roared, he still had plenty of energy and power in him.  He could do this.  This time, the demon would die.
✽✽✽
 
It took a moment for Jaiden to realize Elias had charged the demon.  He started to move forward to help, but Edgar stepped into the path before him.  He bared his fangs and prepared to push his way through the large man.  He figured one solid blow would take Edgar out of the fight. Then the abomination pulled  a gun, and bullets started to fly.
He did not know guns.  He knew it was some sort of handgun, but his knowledge was limited to what Hollywood had shown him on the big screen.  He also did not know bullets.  He did not know if a bullet would hurt him, or could kill him.  Or if Edgar was using standard bullets.  Most likely getting shot would do nothing, but Jaiden had no desire to find out.
Cursing loudly he jumped back and tackled Officer Browder out of the way.  They both landed under the lip of the trail giving them some cover.  The shots slowed.  Now, every few seconds, another shot would ring out, letting them know Edgar still had a bead on their position.  Jaiden found himself cursing again and ducking lower. 
After the next shot, Officer Browder stood up and started returning fire.  Jaiden had not even realized the police officer had reached for his gun.  Now the man had his weapon out in two hands, firing at a steady pace as he moved forward.  Not wanting to miss anything Jaiden jumped to his feet, and was rewarded by the sight of Edgar stepping back as he took several more bullets to his chest.  Officer Browder was a good shot.
Instead of dropping to the ground, Edgar shook off the tight formation of holes which were dripping a dark fluid in his chest.  Instead, he calmly reloaded a clip into his gun and raised it to fire back.  Jaiden found himself hitting the ground down on the trail again, and was rewarded with a second thump as Officer Browder followed his lead.  The man looked at him and shook his head.
“I put nine rounds in that man’s chest.  How is he still standing?”  Officer Browder asked.
“You are not dealing with a normal man,” He smiled and flashed his fangs.  Despite being at least twice his size, Officer Browder flinched away. “Just stay low and fire a return shot here and there.  I will take care of our friend.”
Before the human could answer, Jaiden was up in the trees, running from limb to limb circling the clearing.  It had taken him less than a second to ascend the nearest trunk and move above eye level.  He hoped Officer Browder would keep his head and would avoid doing anything reckless.
He worked his way around the clearing.  All he had to do was find a clear shot to Edgar.  He would strike swiftly and brutally.  Once Elias’ former guardian was out of the way he could help take down the demon.  Even if he did little or no damage, it would be something.  Maybe he would be the tipping point in the struggle between the demon and his friend.
✽✽✽
 
Slipping through the trees, Jill watched the scene unfold.  She waited for a critical opening.  She did not want to rush in and play her hand early.  She was one of the few things which might damage the demon.  She planned on waiting until the creature had been expelled from Tommy and hitting it in its moment of vulnerability.  That meant she would spend most of the fight watching, but part of creating an advantage was patience.
She cringed when the bullets started firing, but held her place at the edges.  There was a slight tinge to the air which burned her nose.  She was not sure, but she suspected there was silver in the bullets Edgar was firing, which was one more reason for her to stay hidden.  While she was fast, if he shot her it would be the end of it. 
So she continued to circle the clearing, moving in tighter and tighter circles waiting for her opportunity.  She noted Officer Browder’s bullets did not kill Edgar, and in fact only slowed him for a handful of seconds.  She was so intent on everything happening in the clearing Jill never saw the trap until she stepped into it.             
Before her reflexes could kick in, she was falling down into a shallow pit.  Wooden stakes pierced her flesh, barbed ends holding her in place.  Jill started to panic as she realized her rapid healing was working against her, the hooks on the end of the stakes effectively holding her down as flesh closed around them.  With a shriek she pulled the first one free with her teeth.  As it came up from the ground, it triggered the second trap.
Silver dust burst into the air, stinging her wounds and burning her lungs as she inhaled it.  She screamed and the pain caused her to shift back to human, then back to wolf again in quick succession.  Her veins burned as some of the silver entered her bloodstream from the wounds she had broken open again while moving on the wooden spikes which impaled her.
Screaming, an all too human voice ripped from wolven lungs and jaws.  The pain flared, and she collapsed and held still.  The dust had already settled, and she discovered if she did not move, the pain subsided.  The second she tried to wiggle free or pull herself up, it all returned in a burst of fire through her nerves.  So she lay still and waited.  She could think her way through this.  At least she hoped she could.
✽✽✽
 
Elias felt like he was dancing with a shadow.  Every punch her threw was dodged, every bit of will deflected.  In the beginning he had felt powerful and full of holy energy which would ensure he would rise victorious.  Now, his energy was waning as he had burnt through his reserves more faster than he would have believed possible.
He threw another flurry of punches and once again the demon dodged him, grinning widely.  What was the limit on its power?  Would the demon eventually wear down?  Was he going about this all wrong?  The big question was, had it absorbed enough power from its victims to now be what it had been years ago.  Virtually impossible to kill.
If he had miscalculated he might have just doomed his friends.  He had no illusions the demon would not kill him.  It would enjoy his suffering if he went back to the cursed being he had been.  It would laugh as he was unable to do anything which could hurt the demon without risking himself.  The sword had been an impossibility.  He did not believe he would get such an advantage again.  What would be the chance he would find another holy artifact which would give him such holy power.
He slipped.  One moment he was swinging forward, white holy fire burning towards the demon, then he was on the ground, his leg exploding with pain.
He looked down, and Elias saw a blade buried in his thigh.  The long black sword was sucking in the light around it.  He lunged to get away, and the demon reached out and grabbed him by the throat, black fire burned around Elias’ face, not scorching his flesh, but eating away at the light.  He tried to strike back but the fire around his fist fizzled out.  The demon threw him to the ground, several feet from the holy sword he had tossed earlier.  He lunged forward only to have a heavy foot stomp down on the middle of his back, pinning him.  His wings faded to bright dustmotes, and Elias struggled to move forward.  He could was stuck.  Despair filled his heart.  The demon was going to win.
“Yes Elias,” it whispered.  “This time I will lock you in a tree.  I will ensure you are not freed for centuries.  When you wake from the imprisonment I have planned, the world will have shifted, and my kind will rule what is left.”
The foot pressed down harder, and as demon fire burned into his body, Elias screamed.
✽✽✽
 
Rocketing forward, Jaiden flew for Edgar’s back.  He had a clear trajectory, and he moved as silently as any vampire would. 
This did not stop Edgar from spinning and firing two bullets in rapid succession into Jaiden’s stomach.
His muscles spasming, Jaiden fell to the ground and tried to move as he felt his blood was full of cold shards of ice.  His body would not listen, it just jerked around not allowing him to gain control.  He drew on his vampiric nature, and for once it betrayed him.  It seemed to flee his efforts to draw on the power his heritage gave him.
A boot flipped him over, and Jaiden was on his stomach.  Another kick had him on his back again.
“Your not so tough,” Edgar said from above him before delivering another kick.  “I don’t know why my master feared you.  Another shot or two with a consecrated shot, and I think you will be done.”
He was aware of the large man pointing a gun at his chest.  Unable to do anything he closed his eyes and waited for the bullets to tear through his body.
✽✽✽
 
She shifted and Jill felt more pain as she became human once again.  The silver had stopped burning in her lungs, but it had coated her fur and the wooden stakes making them look like they had been dusted with glitter.  She could not just lie here.  Jill could hear her friends fighting, and it did not seem to be going well from the sounds of it.  The pain would have to be endured.
Looking down, she counted three stakes piercing her body which she could see.  One through her left shoulder, another was through her hip, and one through her right leg.  She could not slide up and off of them.  The barbed tips made it impossible. Jill thought she might be able to pull them free one at a time.  There were a couple more stakes in her back, and she was hoping they were short enough she might work them up and out when she stood.  If she had been human, there was no doubt she would already be dead.
Wincing, she grabbed the stake by in her left shoulder and started to pull it upward.  Jill bit her lip and tasted blood when she suppressed a scream.  As soon as she felt the length of wood shifting, she pulled upward with all her strength, and the stake tore free, moving through her body and opening the wound on her shoulder.
She waited for a moment as the pain subsided.  Tears streamed down her cheeks and she was shivering, and not from the cold. Jill could feel the flesh of her shoulder slowly knitting together.  It seemed the silver dust had not coated the wood underneath her.  Her body had blocked the powder, so when she had withdrawn the wood, it had not coated the wound in more of the painful metal.  She hoped the rest of the stakes would be the same.
Not waiting for all the pain in her shoulder to fade, she ripped out the stake in her hip.  Closing her eyes, she fought the urge to scream again.  Jill had definitely felt bone scrape against the wood as she had removed it. Her vision was blurry, but once again luck was on her side and no silver seemed to have penetrated the wound. There was one more stake left, and she could shift and get back to the fight. 
Reaching down, Jill realized the last length of wood would not be within her reach without sitting up.  With at least a couple of stakes in her back, this would mean trying to get them to move with her, or to rip their way out of her back.  Bracing herself, she tried to sit up in one burst of strength.
This time she could not suppress the scream echoing across the clearing.
✽✽✽
 
When Jill’s screams filled the air, Elias tried even harder to push himself up and escape the boot pinning him to the ground.  He was rewarded with even more weight crushing him, making it hard to breath.  Black tendrils of demon fire dripped down around his face and Elias fought not to give up.  He had been given a chance to end everything, and he had blown it.
“That is all you have?” The demon laughed.  “All these years to prepare, and you can’t even hurt me.  All you had to do was embrace the power I had given you, and you could have been happy.  Yes, there was a price.  But everything has a price.
“I will not submit to you, or your power,” Elias said.  He pushed up again only to have even more weight added.  “I never have, and I never will.”
“Oh, you submitted alright.” the demon said.  “You used hellfire and the other abilities I gave you when it suited you.  I am sure you argued it was for the greater good, but you still cut bits of your soul away everytime you leaned on the gifts you were given.” The demon’s heel ground back and forth causing some of Elias’ ribs to crack.  “I have won.  I won years ago.  There is no need for you to give in now.”
“Then why are you still trying to get me to give up?” Elias asked.  His eyes locked on the holy sword he had surrendered to the ground.  It was ten feet away.  It might as well have been miles.  Why had he felt it was wrong to wield the weapon from the start of the fight?  It might have made the difference.
“Because it is fun,” the demon said.  He could hear it grin as black fire dripped like acid from its lips.  He could feel it burning down his back, even as he felt his ribcage start to buckle.  This would be it, he was going to lose.  He had led his friends into a trap, gotten them killed, only to fall short of what he should have been able to do.
“Hey ugly,” A female voice yelled.  He glanced over to see Jill striding from the edge of the forest naked and covered with blood.  She seemed a demon in her own right, the way her eyes glowed amber, a wolf looking out on its prey.  “These are yours,” she continued.
Two long stakes flew from her fingers.  Elias had been so intent on her face he had not noticed her holding them.  Both hit the demon and it shrieked as the wood pierced flesh and it fell back from Elias smoke coming from both lengths of wood.  He rushed for the sword, and noted the white wolf charging past him to fight the demon. 
They had not lost quite yet.
✽✽✽
 
Two spikes of cold fire burned their way through his chest as Edgar fire twice at close range.  He felt the bullets go out his back, which he counted as a blessing.  He had always been tolerant of holy items, most made him uncomfortable but did not burn, but these bullets were something more.  He could not control his own body.  The thought of two more stuck in his flesh scared him.
“Guess you are still alive, well there are more where that came from.” The man started loading another clip into his gun.
He fought harder.  Edgar was moving slowly, methodically.  He felt he should be able to get up and tear the large man’s face off with little effort.  Instead his body went through another set of spasms, and he was left face down in the dirt beneath him, vaguely aware of the sound of the clip snapping in place.  He could feel the gun leveled and his back and he tried to close his eyes and waited for the gunshots.
“So, bullets to the chest don’t hurt you,” Officer Browder’s voice came clearly to his ears.  “What about a shot to the head?”
Two shots rang out, and he jerked as if expecting them to tear through his body again.  A loud thump next to him, gave him the impression someone large had just fallen to the ground.  He tried to roll over but his body just went into another round of spasms.
Two hands rolled him over, and Officer Browder tried to straighten him out.  He tried to help, but his body still would not obey.  The police officer continued to try to make him comfortable, but then something else hit his senses.
Thrumming quickly from adrenaline, Officer Browder’s pulse was singing.  Every beat of his heart echoed in Jaiden’s head, and filled his senses.  The smell of blood in the air was very apparent, and became overwhelming.  He still had no control of his body, and thirst filled his very being.
He could not stop himself from shooting up and sinking his fangs into Officer Browder’s neck.
✽✽✽
 
Her teeth sank into the demon’s shoulder, and she bore it to the ground.  Part of her felt guilt, as she savaged Tommy’s body.  The demon screamed, oh how it screamed.  Her hackles rose and she bit down harder, removing a hunk of flesh and tossing it to the side.  She would not eat such tainted offerings.  The two stakes she had thrown had not really hurt the creature as much as they had surprised it. Jill had been surprised when the bits of silver on the wood seemed to burn the demon when it had pierced its body.  Her teeth though, oh the demon felt those.
Then she was airborne.  The demon had managed to throw her off, and across the clearing.  Catlike, she landed on her feet and rushed back at the creature.  It had barely started to get to its feet when she hit it again, this time her teeth sank into the back of a calf. She ripped out muscle and then grabbed higher up behind the thigh. 
She was aware of Tommy’s body healing the damage she had given it.  The demon still screamed and reacted as if her bite pained it, but it did not appear her damage would be permanent.  At least she hoped it would not be.  She still hoped to save Jaiden’s friend if she could.
The demon kicked her and she rolled away across the clearing as the impact knocked the wind out of her.  She turned to charge again, but Elias was there in front of her, sword swinging at the demon.  The demon countered the swing with its own dark blade, but backed away at the impact.  They had hurt it. 
She started to flank the demon, when she heard a gurgling sound.  Turning she saw Jaiden feeding off of Officer Browder.  The human was still alive, but paralized and stinking of fear as the smaller teen held him in place with little effort.  Making a quick decision she charged the pair.
The half-vampire did not know what had hit him.  She barreled in with her full weight, knocking him from Officer Browder’s throat.  She had worried Jaiden’s teeth might tear or do more damage when she attacked, but if she had waited the officer might have died for sure.  It was a chance which paid off.
Growling, Jaiden stood and faced her.  His eyes glowed slightly red and his fingers splayed out like claws.  She could see the fury in his features at his feeding being interrupted. She snarled in return and braced herself to fight.  It would waste time she could use to help Elias, but they could not let Officer Browder die.
He started to move forward, then Jaiden hesitated.  He shook his head as if clearing it, then looked over to the fallen officer and went even more pale than his normal complexion.  He tightened his hands into fists and closed his eyes gaining control of himself.
“Thank you,” he said quietly after a second.  He then turned to look past her and swore.
She turned to see what had caused the outburst, only to see the demon had pushed forward and knocked Elias to the ground.  Instead of striking the prone man, it was fleeing the clearing.  Before she could properly react, it was gone.  They would have to continue their hunt for it deeper into the forest.
The fight was not yet over.




Light, Fang and Paw
“Hold him still,” Elias said as he reached down and put his hands on Officer Browder.  The man was not critically injured, and with time would heal on his own.  He could not wait for him to recover if he was going to be of any use..  A surge of holy energy and the police officer was back up on his feet.
“Officer Browder,” The man turned his attention to him. “Please handcuff Edgar and keep an eye on him.”
“I shot Edgar in the head, twice,” Officer Browder said.
“You may have shot him in the head, but he is stirring,” Elias answered.  True to his word, his former guardian’s head was starting to heal, bullet wounds closing.  He was not sure about the science which had brought him back.  For all he knew Edgar could still drop dead from the damage he had taken.  He doubted it.  Now that he chose not to be blind to it, he could feel the unnatural energy the big man exuded.  
“I shot him in the head,” this time Officer Browder’s words were soft and full of disbelief.
“I know, and after this we will have a long conversation on how the real world works,” Elias told him.  “For now, handcuff Edgar and keep him from following us.  We need to stop the demon before it gets away.”
“Sorry for biting you,” Jaiden chimed in not quite looking Officer Browder in the eye.  “My vampire half took over because I was injured and… well your blood healed me and helped me push the bullets out.  And you are fine so no harm done right?”
The police officer gave Jaiden a long look and did not speak.  Then he moved over and started handcuffing Edgar, the big man was twitching, and Elias figured they had moments before he was conscious again. 
A small chuff came from Jill and he looked down at the werewolf, who seemed to be laughing at the situation.  She turned two amber eyes up to him and cocked her head as if waiting for Elias to say something.  He sighed.
“Lead the way Jill,” Elias said.  “Between the three of us we need to run the demon down.  If he gets away this time, I think he will jump town.  We will not catch him after he flees.”
“This is easy?” Jaiden muttered.  “I would love to know your definition of difficult.”
“Putting up with surly half-vampires,” Elias answered without missing a beat.  “Now, this is going to be real simple.  You will both flank the demon when we catch up.  You will keep him from running.  I will fight him, and I will kill him.”
“What about Tommy,” Jaiden asked crossing his arms.
“If I can save him I will,” Elias said.  He then held the sword hilt first to the half-vampire.
“I can’t use that,” Jaiden said.
“Yes you can,” Elias said.  “I don’t need it.  I will be able to kill the demon without it.”
“How do you know?” Officer Browder asked while double checking Edgar’s handcuffs to make sure he was secure.
“Because the sword is just a key,” Elias said, his thoughts spun as he tried to explain it.  “It has no true power, but it unleashes potential.  You should be able to use it to fend off, and kill the demon if needed.”  He was still trying to wrap his head around the idea. 
“What do you mean potential?” Jaiden asked as he took the sword from him, face full of doubt.
“I can’t explain simply.  We need to go after the demon now.” Elias turned.  “Jill, start and we will follow.”
The wolf was off into the forest in a blur of white fur.  Jaiden weighed the sword in his hand as if expecting it to blow him apart.  When nothing happened he casually laid  it across his shoulder.
“Officer Browder,” Elias said.  “If Edgar moves the wrong way, put a couple more bullets in his head.  It might not kill him, but it will stop him for a bit.”  The human nodded and Elias was turning and running into the woods towards the dark shadow on his senses telling him what direction the demon was in.  He was aware of Jaiden starting on his heels, and then fading to the side and pacing him just out of sight.
They ran for a couple hours.  They crested the mountain, and came down the other side before the demon started to draw near enough they could hear it crashing through the trees.  It could have abandoned Tommy’s body and moved more freely, but Elias suspected if it did, most of its stored energy would be gone.  Knowing the power Elias had gained, it would not take the risk, not if it could help it.
They were half way down the small valley when a scream of unholy frustration split the air.  Growls followed right after.  Elias and Jaiden took one look at each other, and tripled their speed.  Jill had found the demon, and unless Elias was mistaken, she was keeping it from running past her. 
The valley floor leveled out, and they found a trail running along the length of the bottom.  This allowed them to move even more quickly, despite the turns and switchbacks which occasionally peppered the length of the path.  About a mile further in they found both the demon, who was looking angry, and Jill.
The demon had his back to a small stream.  He kept trying to move forward, and Jill would body check him back.  She was not trying to engage in a full fight, but rather was just keeping the creature from moving on.  Tommy’s size was not helping as the wolf was large enough to knock the bulky body back and off its feet.  Several patches of dark fire showed where the demon had tried to burn, or even kill the werewolf.  Jill had managed to dodge such attacks.  She had a few singed hairs, but looked intact and healthy.
“I guess demons can’t cross running water,” Elias said softly.  “At least not without assistance.”  He had heard the myth a couple of times, but had never given it much credit.  He had chased this demon across the United States, which meant crossing the Mississippi and several other rivers.  Water had not seemed to slow down the creature’s travel, so he has assumed such stories false.
“He is mine,” Elias said loudly, drawing the demon’s attention.  Jill’s eyes flickered to him in acknowledgement, and Jaiden moved to flank the demon, sword held before him.  The key, Elias has called it.  It was a holy artifact, and he was sure of it.  But it was not a fount of power as he had assumed.  It had taken him picking it back up to fight the demon earlier to see the truth.
The sword did not grant power, but it allowed access to the potential power for good one had inside of them.
All things  in balance, it had allowed his body to take a measure of holy power in reflection of the demonic energy which had kept him alive for years.  He assumed Jaiden was feeling more human than he ever had.  His flesh had pinked up, and the aura of necromantic energy which surrounded vampires had shifted.  It was not gone, but was brighter.  Despite having fed on Officer Browder, it seemed clean of the bits of life force which accumulated when vampires feed from their victims.  He would guess Jaiden was still as powerful, but now he was running on life energy rather than the vampiric curse.  The boy himself might not even realize it.
“Just you?” the demon’s lips curled back.  “But you brought all this help.” he motioned towards Jill and then Jaiden.  “Such a waste to have them here and not use them.”
“They are plan B,” Elias said grinning back just as widely.  He wanted to look confident.  And he was absolutely not.  “If I don’t finish you, they will.  If I get out of control, they will kill me.”
This brought a look from his friends.  They had no clue what was coming, and if he had warned them, well, then they would have opted for another plan.  He could only think of one way to save Tommy. One way he could weaken the demon to a point where his friends could finish it off.  And that was not to attack it with the holy power flowing through his veins.  It was not a weapon as he had assumed.  It was a shield.
He just hoped it was enough.
He charged the demon before it could speak again.  It tried to dodge him in surprise.  It was not successful.  He flared the power within, and did not use it to attack the demon.  He leaned on it and prayed it would give him strength.  He grabbed the demon by the throat and lifted it into the air.             
As Elias had predicted, when he did not attack with the holy power, the demon sneered and counter attacked.  A dark sword pierced his side, and he gasped as his flesh parted.  This was part of the plan though.  He flared the holy energy again, and felt his golden white wings sprouting from his back, just as the demon grew his own fiery appendages in reflection of his own.  He still did not attack with the holy energy, instead he grabbed it like a lifeline.
He drew the dark fire from the demon, and took it into himself.  The demon’s eyes went wide with fear, and he knew he was on the right track.  His right hand stayed on the demon’s throat, and he concentrated and drew dark power from his enemy.  His left hand shot down and grabbed the hilt of the dark sword, and held it firmly in place.  He concentrated and pulled even more demon fire and energy through the weapon. 
Burning, Elias was aware the only thing keeping him from being utterly destroyed was the holy power inside him.  It helped absorb the fire and dark energy, but not all of it.  He could feel the demon power slowly eating away at him.  His blood boiled and his skin melted, then reformed.  It was a battle to see if he could absorb everything which made up the demon.  All its power had to go somewhere.  He was taking it in, then dispersing it into the atmosphere, but it was taking a toll.  He had no doubt the final cost of this would be his life.
He accepted it.  Elias had been alive long enough.  By immortal standards, it was not a great amount of time, but for a human… he had seen those he loved die.  His family’s descendents did not recognize him, nor would he want them to.  He had been cast out, but had still tracked those of his bloodline.  He had been given a dark place in the world, cursed and abandoned, but had done good.  He had brought monsters to justice, saved people, helped the fey, and had a positive impact despite a bad situation.
He was good with dying like this.
“You will destroy yourself,” the demon whispered in confirmation.  “You may destroy me, I but will drag you to the abyss with me.  You will be my plaything, my slave.  I will break and rebuild you for centuries.  You will know true torment under my hands.  Kill me and you will be damned.”
He did not answer the demon’s taunts.  Instead he closed his eyes and pulled as hard as he could on his enemy’s energy.  He was vaguely aware of Jill and Jaiden watching, unsure of what to do.  He hoped if the demon energy infected him, turned him into something dark, they would be willing to end him.  While he thought he was more likely to be killed, he wanted to be prepared for the possibility.
As he drew even more power, thoughts and images started to flicker through his mind.  A burst of black fire surrounded his hands, and he almost let go from the pain.  The scream coming from the demon’s throat was not the demon’s voice.  It was Tommy’s.  Elias was winning.  As he won, he saw the demon’s life.  Every deal, every betrayal.
It surprised him to find the demon did not think of itself as evil.  Rather it viewed mankind as one would a lesser animal.  Something on had the right to ignore, adopt as a pet, or feed on.  It thought of itself as a balance bringer.  Yes it killed and misled, but it was in good fun.  It was the demon’s divine right.  He also found something else he had not expected.
Empathy.
He saw the moment the demon had cursed him from the creature’s eyes.  He was a young boy, looking for help to save a wounded brother.  His enemy had seen him dragging his dying sibling through the trees and felt a moment of pity.  It was not in the demon’s power to just grant a miracle, but something might be done.
It had cursed Elias, because the energy to heal had to come from somewhere.  He had taken Elias’ light and used it to heal his brother.  In doing so, he had granted Elias some of his own power so he could keep the young boy alive.  Yes, the power would corrupt the human over time, but he really was helping.  It was all in balance.  And the demon was bound in balance like everything else in this world.
Tears fell down Elias’ face.  He saw more of the demon’s deeds.  There were atrocities galore, and there were moments where the creature saved people either out of curiosity or a desire to help them.  A holy man was led to his death in a quick and brutal fashion, only to avoid a long torturous death at the hands of corrupt superiors in a broken religion.  Several children were led to serve thief lords, or assassins, rather than starving to death on the street, or dying from exposure.  It all ended in evil, but sometimes it was to avoid greater evil, or pain and death.
He found some understanding of the demon.  And then a name whispered into his ears.
He knew the demon’s name.
“Azackiel,” he said softly, too soft for his friends to hear.
The demon, Azackiel, burst at the sound of its name.  The last bit of power and energy was taken from it and black flames bathed Elias as the remnants of his holy power winked out and was gone.  Burning he flew backward and hit a tree with a solid thump.  His eyes blurred and the world started to fade.
He was aware of Tommy crying somewhere in pain.  The boy would be scarred after this, he might even remember everything the demon had done.  Elias hoped not.  Jaiden was over helping the boy, and trying to reassure him.
A soft nose and white fur pushed at him.  As he lost consciousness and faded into the darkness he was aware of a white wolf lying against him and offering comfort. 
And the dark embraced him, and took him into its arms.




Epilogue
With hesitant steps, Jill approached her front door and knocked.  Officer Browder sat in his patrol car watching from the driveway.  She had been in the room when he called her father to let him know the murderer had been arrested. Edgar Woll, Elias’ guardian had been behind the murders all along.  It was a convenient story.  It worked with the facts they had.  One simply could not go around claiming a demon had burned people alive.  So the story was that Officer Browder had caught Edgar trying to burn Tommy.  Tommy would have the scars to prove it. 
She knocked on the door softly.  Footsteps pounded in her direction, and her father threw the door open.  He was out and holding her before she could breath out any words or explanation.  As far as he knew, she had spent the night walking around the neighborhood without anywhere else to go.  Jill wanted to keep it that way.
“I am so sorry,” her father sobbed into her hair.  “I was wrong, I treated you badly.  I am sorry.” He continued to cry as he held her.
“I am all right,” Jill lied.  She felt displaced in her heart.  The house did not seem like home anymore, but she would make it work.  It would take time, but she would rebuild the relationship her father’s had broken with his words and actions.  She was not sure if she would ever trust him completely.
Officer Browder honked his horn and waved, then pulled out of the driveway to give them some privacy.  He had promised he would keep an eye on things, and after last night he seemed to take her being a werewolf in stride.  She felt the police officer would be an ally if any other supernatural hijinks happened in Cider Falls.  Having someone in his position who understood could only be a good thing.
Her father ushered her inside, and Jill was home again.  For now, all she wanted to do was go up and sleep.  Tomorrow would be the beginning of rebuilding her world.
✽✽✽
 
Jaiden straightened up some more books in Tommy’s room.  His friend lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.  The joy and life in his eyes had faded, and after a long discussion he had confirmed Tommy remembered his time as the demon.  Every single second.
He knew all their secretsl.  The demon had talked to Tommy, had long conversations with him.  It had preyed on his weaknesses and mocked him.  Make him feel useless.  Those scars would last longer than the burns on Tommy’s neck and body, which would permanently mark him in their own way.  Jaiden had every intention of staying close and helping his friend through this.  He just wished he knew how to help him.
“Here,” Jaiden said.  “We haven’t played Dungeon Crusher for a while, do you want to fire up the system and delve into the depths and kill some goblins?”
“I am good,” Tommy answered, his voice saying he was anything but.
“You know it wasn’t you right?” Jaiden asked.  He went and sat on the bed next to Tommy and tried to meet his eyes.
“Wasn’t it?” Tommy said.  “The demon had control, but shouldn’t I have been able to stop it.  I prayed daily, I had faith.  I was always told God would give me the ability to fight evil.  But I was helpless.  So I have to assume I did not believe, or I was not strong enough.”
“I can’t tell you why you could not beat him,” Jaiden said honestly.  “But the demon killed and defeated plenty of people.  I don’t think it was a matter of faith.”
“How would you know?” Tommy asked.  “You don’t have any.”
Jaiden found he did not have an answer for that.
✽✽✽
 
The grass in the clearing was cool against Jill’s bare feet.  The sun had melted most of the frost off of the ground, but here in the shadowy edges it was still damp, even though it was close to noon.  She walked to the middle of the area, and looked around surprised there was no evidence of the fight the night before.
Whistling Jaiden walked out of the woods, hands in his pockets, hat pulled low over his eyes.  She knew why.  She had seen the haunted look in his face when he looked at Officer Browder and remembered what he had done.  The police officer had forgiven him, but she doubted Jaiden would forgive himself any time soon.
Then the third member of the group appeared, breathing hard.
Limping, Elias entered the clearing.  He had been more surprised than they had when he had survived killing the demon.  He bore several cuts and bruises along with plenty of burns, but he was well enough to move around.
He was mortal now.  Demon curse, holy power, it all had been sacrificed when he destroyed the demon.  Azackiel as Elias had named him.  The price he had paid was pretty straight forward.  He was a normal human, presumably with a normal lifespan.  He looked happy, though Jill had a hard time understanding how he did not feel lost without his powers.
“What is the plan?” Jaiden asked them.
“Live,” Elias said.  “I am going to stay here, my house is paid for after all.  I will go to school, find a job, and be normal.”
“And for the rest of us?” Jill asked.
“Same thing, live.” Elias shrugged.  “Jaiden will go back to being a half-vampire in hiding.  You will learn to be a werewolf with all it entails.  No hunting demons, no getting into trouble, just living.”
“You make it sound simple,” She said.  “I think part of living is getting into trouble.”
The tall boy grinned.  “It is.  But we should try to keep it to normal trouble now.  You have plenty of people here who know and will protect your secret.  My door is always open if one of you need a place to crash or hang out.  I will have to buy furniture now, but I am pretty sure it is part of being normal.” Another shrug.
“And people like Tommy?” Jaiden asked.  “What do we do about them?”
“We try to help them live as well,” Elias said.  “We might be the only ones who can help them.”
On that note they started to search the clearing to make sure no evidence of the demon’s activities was left.  They found and filled in two more pits,, and Jaiden picked up a couple of shells from the shots Officer Browder had fired. When they were done, it was not likely anyone would ever discover what had happened here.
If they were very lucky, no one would ever try to.
✽✽✽
 
Setting a chair down, Elias gave Edgar a long look from where he sat in the little cell.  They were in the police station, and Officer Browder had been kind enough to let him have a moment with the larger man.  If he could consider him a man.  There were no marks left from where Edgar had taken two bullets in his head.  His former guardian’s gaze was on the floor, unwilling to meet his eyes.
“Nothing to say,” Elias asked as he shifted in place.
Silence answered him.  Edgar’s fate was out of his hands, but he would have liked to have the man tell him something, anything to explain his actions further. 
“I failed you then,” Elias said.  “I promised to give you a life beyond the room where I found you, hooked up to chemicals and probes.  All I did was bring you out to doom yourself.  Tell me, what could I have done to help you?  What did I do wrong?”
There was silence for a few seconds and then Edgar finally spoke.  “You could have let me be my own person.  I traveled with you.  We planned out guises together and it was always your parent, your guardian, your companion.  Never my own person.”  He sighed.  “I don’t even know if you did anything wrong.  Maybe I should have spoken up more.  All I wanted was to be my own person.  To be human.  Now look at me.”
“I am,” Elias said.  “And I am sorry I wasn’t able to help you better.”
“You know a normal prison won’t hold me,” Edgar said.  “What do you have planned?”
Smiling sadly, Elias answered, “Lem has arranged for the fey to intercept your transport.  To the humans, you will die in an explosion, or some other accident.  No one will be looking for you.  After that, they will hold you in Feyton until it is deemed you are ready to be released again.”  He sighed.  “I hope it won’t be too long.  I don’t think it does anyone any good to have you in a cage.”
“Maybe it does everyone a bit of good,” Edgar said.  “I might just try to kill you, and the wolf, and the vampire when I get out.  You say I betrayed you, but who sealed my fate with the demon?  You did not give me a chance to turn back.”
“I am sorry you feel that way.”
“You will be sorry when I choke the life from your lungs,” Edgar stood and rammed the bars in anger.  The sudden shift in mood caused Elias to fall backwards out of his chair and hit the floor.  While the large man stood growling softly at him, he stood and dusted himself off as he regarded his former guardian.
“I think the problem is, you know who you are now,” Elias said.  “And you don’t like that person one bit.”
He turned and walked out, as Edgar started to laugh wildly.  He placed the chair to the side of the door, and nodded to Officer Browder who had been waiting for him.  The door clanked shut, leaving his former guardian in the dark.
He did not know Edgar kept laughing for several hours after he left.
Because when Elias has been scared, a flash of black fire had appeared from his hands, and the scent of sulfur had suffused the air.  Elias had been too preoccupied with Edgar to notice.
His troubles were far from over.
 


 




Authors Note:


  Thank you for joining me on this journey which has been a long time coming.  I had developed Elias as a character long before Grimmack.  Jaiden had been created long before that.


       I hope you have found some fun and adventure if these pages, if you have, please leave a review at amazon.com, goodreads.com, or where ever you like to share your opinion.
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