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 Chapter 1: Vartal, the Indomitable 
 
    “So all I have to do is allow you inside?” 
 
    Yes. And after that, we wait…we rest…we heal. I can fully restore you in a matter of days. You can return to the nothingness of your damaged mind, or I can show you the potential that our future holds while we wait—your own personal paradise. Better that than remain a prisoner in your own body. I require a vessel to recover from my journey and you are in desperate need of a second chance at life. Both of our bodies currently betray us, but together, we can cover each other’s weaknesses. 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    If you refuse, I’ll simply leave. There are others like you who are in need of assistance, I’m sure. In fact, you were only made aware of your own existence due to my presence. If I were to leave, I could revert you back to your previous state, or I could leave you like this, alone and without purpose. Perhaps the portion of my lifeforce used for this meeting can be my parting gift. Who knows? Maybe in a dozen or so years your body will be able to open its eyes. 
 
    “A-a dozen?” 
 
    Yes, and I imagine retraining your motor skills with a decreased cognitive capacity will be a daunting task. You have brain damage, hence your current condition. Don’t you have loved ones waiting for you on the other side? A father or mother? A lover? Siblings? I’m sure the world has changed in your absence. Aren’t you the least bit curious as to how? Once I bond with your soul, you will be healed and able to walk the earth once more. 
 
    “W-what are you exactly?” 
 
    In the simplest of terms, a wandering entity who clings to life as valiantly as you do…my offer still stands, but not for long. Time is precious in my current state. My very survival depends on it. 
 
    “I…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2: Back on the Job 
 
    “Sailor, you ready to go? Thirty-minute warning.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting ready right now. I’ll be at the rendezvous in time. No worries.” I study the finish on my Beretta before tucking it into my coat. “If I get caught up in traffic, go on without me. I know where to go.” 
 
    As soon as I finish my sentence I hear Blaze groan into the other side of the phone. I want to pull away, but my cell is pinned between my ear and my shoulder.  
 
    “We’re playing this safe, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.” I tuck another gun into the opposite side of my coat. “You don’t have to remind me. If anything, I’ll be there early,” I respond flatly. 
 
    “Okay, we’ll talk later at the spot. Be safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too.” The phone clicks and the call drops. Him being nervous is making me more nervous than I already am. I know I’m not invincible…and I’m well aware that this is my first outing since me and Vartal parted ways. There’s a lot less room for error now, among other things.  
 
    The plan is to bust into a warehouse and ruin their operation. It’s a smaller target. The main one is farther north in a different city. Our job is to divert their resources while another group hits them hard. I’m all for it. Anything to clean up the streets while I’m here. Chicago has enough problems without a demon-inspired drug flooding the streets. 
 
    Hopefully things go smooth. 
 
    **** 
 
    I pull up near the designated alley and walk the rest of the way. The spot isn’t too far from the warehouse, a couple blocks, but it’s far enough away to deter any suspicion.  
 
    “You’re early.” Blaze steps to me, his hands resting in the pockets of his jacket. 
 
    “Is it really early, if I’m the last one here?” I shift my gaze to the woman posted up against the wall, opposite of Blaze. “What’s up, Abs? Perimeter clear?” 
 
    “Yeah, last I checked, we were good, and that was less than five minutes ago. I just got back.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I respond. “So we should be heading out now, right?” 
 
    “Give it a minute, Ray,” Blaze says concisely. “No need to rush things, we’re going for precision. It’s just the three of us for now—we’re a team. We play it smart until we can rendezvous with the others.” 
 
    And then we mosh on them. 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “Everyone good on weapons? Water, knives, bullets? Double check your weapons if you haven’t already.” 
 
    “Roger that.” I reach into my jacket and grab one of my Berettas—my gun of choice. I check my magazine. Full, of course. I already checked it before I left the house. 
 
    “Stealth is going to be a huge factor in our success, guys. Quick, clean kills. We’re not looking for a straight up firefight until we get the advantage,” Blaze says. 
 
    “You’re asking for a lot, you know that? They’re stronger than us, faster. Better everything,” I respond, my attention now focused on my second gun. “And they’re not oblivious.” 
 
    “I know, but that’s always been the case.” 
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” Abby chimes in. “As long as the three of us stay together, we should be fine. We held our own against Desmond. We’re good at covering each other’s backs.” 
 
    I cringe but do my best to hide my emotions from the others. We cover each other’s backs, sure, but Vartal has played a considerable part in my survival. Every major encounter I had during his stay, he was there to bail me out. Hex, the coffee shop, Desmond, fucking Frank and Helen…am I out of my league with this one? 
 
    “Knowing the infrastructure will come in handy, too,” Abby says dryly. “I’m assuming you two have it committed to memory.” 
 
    “More or less…I know where to go and where not to go,” I respond to her, my mind drifting back into the conversation. “I don’t exactly have a photographic memory.” 
 
    “Same.” Blaze nods. “Just show us where we need to go if you come up with a better course of action once we’re inside.” 
 
    “Got it. The main thing is stealth, like Blaze said. Once we’re inside, we take care of them and crash the operation and pave the way.” 
 
    “Right, then we cover the others while they scoop the drugs out of the warehouse.” I shift my weight onto my right leg. “Easy…although I still don’t like how we’re rotating groups.” 
 
    “Less chance of a flank,” Blaze reminds me for the umpteenth time. “We move in waves for more coverage and surveillance.” 
 
    When the plans were first being discussed, some guy suggested planting explosives. It would have been simpler, sure, but it would have been too messy. It would definitely gather media attention when the public finds the homemade explosives. They’d think its terrorist activity or something, not to mention we’d have to factor in the possibilities of casualties from a Sphinx cloud lingering in the air for a couple hours. It doesn’t take an ‘Abby’ to know that’s bad news. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to it,” Abby says as she puts her hands into her denim jacket and begins to walk towards the alley exit. “It’ll do a lot of good once we take it off the map.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I respond as she walks past me and fold my arms. 
 
    “See you guys at the meet up.” I turn and watch Abby turn the corner and, fully confident in her abilities…something that I’m lacking right now. 
 
    “You good, Ray?” Blaze sneaks past my blind spot, easing into my peripheral vision. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been like, a week. I’m still a bit sore, but I’ll manage. Nothing serious. I’ve already had enough near-death experiences to last a lifetime. I know how to handle myself,” I answer without looking his way. 
 
    “Yeah,” Blaze answers concisely. 
 
    “What?” I ask him flatly, slightly peeved. 
 
    “Nothing. You wanted in, so you’re in. I don’t doubt you one bit.” 
 
    I wish I felt the same. 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” I huff. “Good luck out there…see you in a bit.” 
 
    “Same to you.” Blaze backpedals and exits the alley from the opposite side that Abby did.  
 
    For something like this, separate routes means it’s harder to lump us together in case we’re being stalked. It also gives plausible deniability to onlookers who might actually in fact be demons as well as a way to survey the state of things in the area without drawing too much attention. Standard practice. It looks more natural. You blend in more with the environment which allows you to fly under the radar. 
 
    That being said, I’m still a bit nervous about how it will go. The last time I stepped into demon territory with Abby and Blaze, I got whammied while we were searching for Gareth. Some demon launched me into a brick wall pretty hard. It was concussion-worthy by anyone’s standards…but I was up in under thirty seconds and managed to kill him. Of course, Vartal was still inside me then. Even having him on reserve allowed me to tank some nasty hits and walk away. Unfortunately, that’s not an option anymore. Not that I’d ever want him back, anyway. 
 
    I just hope that I’m wrong and I don’t need him anymore. I’d be even happier if I could confirm that he’s dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3: Like Riding a Bike 
 
    I follow my route, taking slow, calculated strides. On my walk, no one stands out from the stragglers I see few and far between.  
 
    I check my phone to see if there’s any updates from Blaze or Abby—nothing—which means they managed to get where they’re going without running into trouble. I look up from my phone and pass a stationary lady who’s on her phone, her torso leaning into a light pole while she texts. She looks up from her phone and our eyes meet briefly as I pass. She doesn’t look to be doing anything in particular…just hanging out on her cellphone in the middle of the night out in public…kinda like me…which is actually…strange. 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Shit. I freeze and instantly become aware of the gun hidden on my person. “Yeah?” I look over my shoulder. The rest of my body slowly turns to meet her. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Got a light?”  
 
    We’re too close… If she’s a demon I won’t make it to my gun in time. I might have a chance if I put some distance between us with my knife. 
 
    “No, I don’t. Sorry.” She has light brown hair and matching eyes from what I can tell from the grey hood resting over her head. Even with the frayed lighting, they’re piercing. She seems to be in good health but a little on the pale side. That and she’s out in the middle of the night doing nothing. “I’m sure there’s a gas station or something not too far from here… Up the road, maybe?” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s fine,” she says after raising one of her hands up in front of me. “I should be quitting anyway. They’re cancer.” 
 
    “Yeah, a death sentence. Good on you for trying to stop.” I shift my weight to spin but she stops me once she opens her mouth. 
 
    “Hey—do I know you from somewhere? It’s just that you look oddly familiar.” 
 
    “No. I don’t think so.  
 
    “You go to school around here?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “…Guess it was just my mind playing tricks on me.” 
 
    “It happens to the best of us. Have a nice night,” I say, backpedaling from the conversation. 
 
    “You, too.” I spin on my heel but she catches me before I can fully pull away. 
 
    “Oh, and be careful. It can be dangerous out here.” 
 
    “…Same.” I shove both of my hands into my jacket and continue on my trek, all the while feeling the peering eyes of that girl on the back of my neck. She’s a demon. No doubt about it. She was trying to get a read on me; collect a profile. 
 
    I had to play along. Better to play dumb than to have a dead body in the street. She’ll have more than enough time to kick herself in the face after she finds out what happens. 
 
    **** 
 
    I turn the corner and find myself positioned in an alley not even a block away from the target. I lost some time improvising a route to shake off any followers. It slowed me down, but not by much.  
 
    “Hey.” Somebody is already there to greet me. Abby. I’m glad to see she made it here in one piece. She’s not being actively targeted or anything by demons at least, but that’s only one variety of the dangers that roam at this time of night. It’s wild out here. 
 
    “Hey,” I respond back. I lean my back against the brick wall behind me, my hands still firmly planted in the pockets of my jacket. “Any trouble?” 
 
    “No. A car or two passed me and I second guessed it, but everything seems to be fine. No repeats or anything from them. I made sure to check the license plates, just in case,” Abby says as she pulls out her phone and begins to work away at it, presumably sending updates and checking logs for the operation under way. She scrunches her brow and looks up from her phone. “Anything happen with you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I fold my arms against my stomach and pivot my body towards her. “A demon. Female host.” Abby’s eyes widen with concern but I keep my expression flat to save face. 
 
    “Did you kill her or…” 
 
    “Exorcise her? No. I didn’t want any trouble. She pressed me, but didn’t start anything. I think she was waiting for someone.” 
 
    Abby’s gaze softens. “Glad you made it here without a fight. They know they’re compromised and that we’re on the offensive. I’m sure you could have handled whatever they threw at you, but fighting out in the open by yourself can have implied risks. If it was more than one and you didn’t have the element of surprise, you’d probably have to use a gun.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure,” I respond, effectively putting a stint on the conversation. “Any news from anyone else?” 
 
    “Everything seems to be fine. Scouts say we should expect what we expected.” 
 
    “Really?” I say with a scoff. “Well, that’s…elegant.” 
 
    “Right?” She smiles. “It means we have a party up ahead…at least from what they can tell. The demons roll in shifts. It’s hard to get an accurate headcount.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Tons.” Blaze appears from the end of the alley and walks our way. “Ready to roll out?” he asks as he moves in closer. 
 
    “Yeah, Sailor and I were just waiting on you.” 
 
    “Sorry for the wait. You guys bump into any trouble?” Blaze asks. Of course, his gaze floats directly on me—the implied weak link. It rubs me the wrong way despite it being one hundred percent true. I know he means no harm, he trusts me, sure, or at least he says so, but the reality is I just got off of bedrest after expelling a demon from my soul. A demon, might I add, that’s been my crutch for about half of a year. 
 
    “Not really, no,” I respond, dismissing the details of my earlier encounter. I catch Abby looking at me from the corner of my eye, but hold my gaze with Blaze. 
 
    “Good,” he says with a nod. The tension leaves my body, but I don’t insist on showing it. “Nothing with me, either,” Blaze stresses. “Doesn’t matter, though. It’s gonna be a different story once we’re inside. We’re going to be outnumbered. Easily. Quick kills, guys, quick kills. We thin them out and get the upper hand.” 
 
    “Right.” I push back the sinking feeling in my gut and watch Blaze as he walks to the edge of the alley to check what lies ahead. Abby scoots behind him and I drag my feet to fall in line. “There. We cross over from that point,” he says, jutting his neck forward to highlight the backstreet I can barely make out from my position. “We go there and then we should have a clear path if intel holds. Be prepared if it doesn’t.” 
 
    “Quick, easy kills… I got it.” I flash my knife to Blaze and the reflection from the hanging streetlight bounces off onto Abby’s face, revealing the pattern of etched runes that line my blade. 
 
    “Ready?” 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Blaze shoots off from the alley into the street and rushes into cover behind an adjacent dumpster. From there, he pivots from hiding and takes a turn, which thrusts him deeper into a neighboring segment hidden from sight. Abby sprints next and I follow behind after giving her a brief head start. 
 
    Once we make it to the other side, I hear the ends of a scream and then a thump. I look to Abby. She hears it too. My stomach sinks as we quickly break off from behind the garbage dumpster and turn the corner. Of course, only a matter of seconds too late. 
 
    “He’s dead.”  
 
    Blaze looms over the body with a quiet strength, his knife in his hand. 
 
    “Demon?” Abby asks while my eyes drift down to the bleeding body and pool of blood stemming from its neck. Hollow, beady eyes look back at me with a transfixing stare. It’s almost hard to believe there’s nothing left behind them. 
 
    “Yeah. I checked first, but that doesn’t matter. It’s not like normal people aren’t out here. They mix and mingle.” Blaze stoops down and wipes the blood of his knife against the shirt of the man he just killed and places his dagger back into hiding. He then begins to move the body against the side of the alley to hide it from plain sight. 
 
    “There wasn’t supposed to be anyone here,” Abby says as she watches her boyfriend work. 
 
    “Yeah,” Blaze says with a grunt. “I know. I thought so, too. Doesn’t mean there won’t be, though.” He sighs as he stands upright. “You always have to be prepared. Nobody’s perfect.” 
 
    “Yeah…let’s get a move on. There should be two up ahead. Once we take them out, we should be clear for entry.” 
 
    “That two can be one,” Blaze responds. “To be honest, they could have shifted their numbers.” 
 
    Just like Blaze suggested, that two did become one. Blaze did us both a favor by taking him out with ease. Before I left him, he wasn’t as good as he was now. He’s improved…drastically. It only took me losing Vartal to realize it. 
 
    We move forward as a unit, slogging through whatever tricks the opposition has in store for us, all while keeping our cool to the outside world. Even with the demons changing things up, we manage to stay ahead of them and stay on task. It isn’t long before we reach our destination. 
 
    We enter the building as carefully as possible. Abby showed us the layout, but that has nothing to do with who or what is inside the building. We barely got an accurate count on potential demons around the perimeter, since the recon was purely observational. No need to start a fight without looking to finish it. 
 
    “This way,” Blaze says as he leads the way with his gun. We creep down the halls, and stop at the edge of an opening to the central part of the building. “Nothing so far,” he says calmly before peaking his head out into the open. “It’s quiet.”  
 
    “Isn’t it always?” I respond. “What was this place again? The layout’s weird.”  
 
    “A meat-packaging plant…industrial outskirts. Focus.” 
 
    “I am. It was just on my mind for some reason.” 
 
    “…Okay, this is where we split up. Hit up the nooks and crannies and work your way back to the center. If you hear gunshots, same thing—work your way back to the middle, but be smart about it. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I respond. 
 
    “Abs, let the others know we’re inside, but something doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Roger,” Abby replies with a whisper. 
 
    “Stay sharp, guys.”  
 
    Blaze breaks off from the two of us and ventures deeper into the facility. I wait against the wall we’re up against, my feet, firmly planted. Abby looks to me and I return her gaze with a nod. Abby cuts in front of me, her eyes still affixed to mine. 
 
    “It’s like riding a bike,” she says softly. “You got this.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.” 
 
    Abby breaks away in the same manner as Blaze, turning the corner quickly and with purpose. 
 
    I take a deep breath and pop out from the corner after her. From there, we go our separate ways. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4: Turn Pike 
 
    “This place is seriously creepy,” I mumble to myself under my breath as I continue my search. I haven’t found any Sphinx yet, but this factory is virtually empty, and freezing cold. In a way, it brings me back to when I was hunting by myself. I had Vartal with me, so I wasn’t nearly as on edge. Just having him inside of me gave me a calming effect. Not that it was a good thing, but it led to good results. It was a quiet confidence that I’d fuck up whatever came my way, and I did. In the months that I hunted with him, I would have died so many times if it wasn’t for him healing me. Facing death as much as I did back then sort of made me feel invincible. I’m a good hunter, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t better when I had Vartal in my corner. I was unhinged. Untamed. It wasn’t good for me, but I got results.  
 
    Realizing what I’m doing, I push the thoughts of the demon out of my mind as I continue my search. There’s still nothing on Sphinx, which is crazy because Abby’s usually on the ball when it comes to this sort of thing. The place looks like it hasn’t been occupied in years, but I know that can’t be the case. There wouldn’t be demons staking out the surrounding blocks if this was just a random building. 
 
    I investigate further, slowing my pace to take in anything and everything that the environment offers. An awkward smell, a soft groan, a cough, some trash on the ground, all I need is a sign to crack up their ruse. 
 
    About five minutes later, I find something out of the ordinary. A curtain without the same worn-down look that everything else in the space has at the end of a hall, and there’s a light behind it. Several, in fact. “What the hell…?”  
 
    I peel back the clear curtains and find myself in a room lined on both sides with adults, incapacitated and bound on cots with IVs hooked into their arms, feeding blue poison into their veins. Shit. They’re mainlining them Sphinx from a drip. It doesn’t take me long to pinpoint the person responsible for the moans. A white female, late twenties, with tattered clothes and a dirtied face. 
 
    “What did you do with her? Bastards,” she says in a stupor. “She didn’t do anything to you! None of us did.” Her eyes roll to the back of her head as she fades in and out of consciousness.   
 
    “Hey, hey… I’m not one of them,” I say as I move towards her, “I’m one of the good guys and I’m going to get you out of here. All of you. I just need you to sit tight until my friends get a hold on the situation. We’re going to kill them.”  
 
    “T-they’re…shipping us away. Don’t let them ship me away. They’ve got Janelle.” I study her leather bindings and the needle planted in her arm, at a loss of where to start. “Please,” she groans. “I can’t live like this,” she rasps in a slurred panic. 
 
    Damn. We weren’t prepared for this. I can give her some of my Holy Water, but— 
 
    She tenses against her restraints and continues to squirm.  
 
    “Listen I—” A man’s voice registers in my ear and I turn to trace the sound. It’s faint, but as he draws closer, I’m able to make out what he’s saying. 
 
    “Told ya. It’s her again. That bitch hasn’t stopped crying since we got her last week. I say we kill her. They know the rules. Keep quiet or take your punishment.”  
 
    Shit. I turn back to face her, my emotions hidden behind a cold facade. 
 
    “I need you to stay calm, okay? I won’t let them hurt you,” I say to her softly. 
 
    “Please, don’t go. Please.” 
 
    I break away from her and go to the corner near the entrance of the room, my gun loaded and ready as I squat to hide myself from my enemies’ potential line of sight. I just hope she doesn’t give me away. 
 
    Two demons enter into the room in male bodies; one with a syringe, the other with a handgun. Together, they meet in front of the girl’s bed. 
 
    “She’s weak. She may not survive, and we aren’t killing her. She’s worth more alive than dead. It’s just wasted resources if we kill her. Gonna dope her up instead. Put that shit away.” 
 
    “You’re a lucky bitch. John’s going to give you another shot…fix you up real good. An upgrade.” 
 
    “Please, don’t. No. Please! I’ll be good, I promise. I swear!” She thrashes for survival, but she’s not strong enough to break her restraints. I could have gotten one earlier, but the second one would have easily taken me down before I had a chance. 
 
    This self-doubting shit is really starting to bite me on the ass. 
 
    “Ha, yeah, I bet. Don’t act like you don’t crave this stuff. You ain’t foolin’ anyone.” The woman squirms defiantly as I steady my aim their way. “Hold her down,” the demon huffs. “I don’t want to miss. Quit moving. You’ll only make it worse.” He presses on the plunger of his syringe and a stream of Sphinx squirts into the air.  
 
    My grip tightens around my Beretta as I look on in disgust. I can’t let them go through with this, even if it isn’t a perfect opening.  
 
    “No, don’t. Please! Help me!” She screams and continues to thrash at her restraints while the demons laugh at her, tickled by her feeble attempts of defiance. 
 
    “Hell, what do you think we’re trying to do?” 
 
    “Hey.” Both of the demons twist their heads my way in a stupor. “I don’t think she was talking to you, Ass-hat.” I pull the trigger once, and then a second time immediately after. My first shot pierces straight into the demon’s face, killing him before he can put up a fight. The second shot isn’t as fortunate. It hits the second demon’s shoulder, but he’s able to push through the pain and grab for his gun. “Shit.” I squeeze the trigger again in a panic as I move towards the exit and he fires back. Both of us, failing to hit each other. Wary of my weapon, he hesitates on pursuing me while I backpedal to the nearest bend, desperate for cover. He fires again as I retreat behind the wall, but all he manages to do is riddle the interior with bullets. “Blaze, Abby! We’ve got hostiles!”  
 
    I hope they heard me. They could be anywhere. 
 
    “Hunters!” the demon yells. 
 
    I tap the back of my head against the wall I’m posted against and forcefully exhale through my mouth. Come on, Sailor…you can do this. It’s just like before. You got this. 
 
    I emerge from the corner, ready to blast, but I can’t—my trigger finger jams, and rightfully so. The fucker’s using the space between the beds as cover. 
 
    “Shit.” The demon pokes his gun over the woman’s legs and begins to fire blindly. I pivot back into cover, but not before witnessing a few strays bury into the body of his captives on the beds between us. They’re so drugged up, they don’t even make a sound. I press my body against the wall again and manage to steal another glance. He fires again and I retract my head behind cover. “Damn it,” I hiss. I take a second to refocus and pop out from a different angle—just fast enough to witness him lay cover fire as he retreats to the exit. I go back into cover, crouch, and reload, all the while shaking my head. “I’ll be back for you,” I yell without looking back into the room.  
 
    Gunfire erupts throughout the facility just as I close my mouth and I instantly try to pinpoint the sound. The woman on the table’s crazed screams pound at my ear drums, adding a blood-curdling accent to an already nerve-wracking situation. “Don’t leave me! I don’t want to die like this! Don’t let them take me away.” 
 
    I don’t respond to her, instead, I push my nerves to the side, stand to my feet, and make my way towards the gunfire, desperate to meet up with the others. I’m at too much of a disadvantage over there. I have to draw him away from everyone else. 
 
    “Blaze? Abby?” I quicken my pace, my gun leading the way as I trek through the halls.  
 
    We have the jump on them. If we thin them out before they regroup and strategize, our chances will be better. 
 
    Crap. 
 
    I abruptly stop at the sight of a burly built demon who locks eyes with me, a syringe loaded with Sphinx in his hand. I stand my ground and shoot him in the knee as he charges my way. He howls and lurches forward in agony once his weight settles on his damaged joint. Before he can do anything else, I follow up by unloading a round in his chest and another in his head before he eventually hits the ground, slides, and stops not even a foot away from me. 
 
    The syringe that was in his hand skips across the floor and rests at my feet. 
 
    I eye the blue concoction and feel a scowl emerge on my face. I can’t help it after all the shit that it’s been tied to. I press my foot against the base of the syringe, crushing it under the weight of my combat boots before grinding it into the ground. 
 
    I hear a set of pattering feet rushing my way, but by the time I turn to face the sound, it’s too late. I lift my gun to fire but the rampaging demon tackles me into the wall. My shot fires towards the ground, misguided by his brute strength crashing against my body and causing the back of my head to slam into the wall. The kick from my gun combined with the demon’s momentum causes my Beretta to fall to the floor, stripping me of an immediate way out. 
 
    “Fucking hunters!” 
 
    The demon presses his weight against me before creating some space to throw a right hook. He launches his fist and I slip his punch. I then grab my knife and go for the kill. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    I’m not fast enough. He grabs my wrist and promptly shoves his other hand around my throat. I try to force the blade into his chest, but he twists my wrist, causing it to drop from my hand as I yelp in pain.  
 
    “Let. Me. Go!” I repeatedly strike my forearm against the bend of his arm, but it does little to free me from his hold on my neck. Instead, he smirks cockily at my distress. 
 
    “You made a mistake, coming here.” He pulses his grip around my neck and I gag. “It’s gonna cost ya.” His grin widens. 
 
    Before his grip can get any tighter, I torque my hips and go into a flying armbar. My momentum breaks his center of gravity and I’m able to flip him on his back and reverse his hold. From there, I draw my second Beretta with my free hand and shoot him twice in the space between his collar bone and neck. The demon screams in agony, but still has some fight left in him. He swings his other hand my way, but I pump another round into his head, ending him completely. 
 
    I scoot away from the downed demon and another person registers in my field of view. I raise my gun on pure instinct, ready to fire at a moment’s notice, my breaths coarse and ragged. 
 
    “Sailor! You okay?” Blaze. My snarl fades and I lower my hand to the floor before breathing as deeply as I can to restore the oxygen to my lungs. “I saw the whole thing.”  
 
    He rushes over to me and hoists me up, but I do the majority of the heavy lifting, insisting to stand on my own. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you shoot?” I rasp. “I almost got my neck broken.” 
 
    “He was too close to you. Didn’t want to shoot you on accident… And it’s not like he couldn’t use you as a shield if he had to.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I huff. “Good call.” Blaze reaches for my gun and knife on the ground and hands them to me.” We have to move and wipe these guys out.” I cough and wipe my mouth with my sleeve. There’s a faint taste of blood when I swallow. “The product isn’t just Sphinx. It’s people. They’re trafficking them. Sex trafficking.” I clear my throat and get another taste of bitter iron. 
 
    “Yeah, I was just about to tell you. I saw a room with a bunch of people stretched out on cots, hooked up to IVs. I figure you saw the same.”  
 
    “Yeah, I did.” I nod before stashing away my knife and beginning to reload. It was sick. “I don’t know how many of them are going to make it. There’s the drugs, sure, but some of them got caught up in the crossfire. They were so gone that they didn’t even realize that they’d been shot.” 
 
    “Shot?”  
 
    “They were wild shots…fired off just to keep me at bay.” I honestly don’t want to think about it, but it’s hard not to considering the circumstances. They’re most likely going to die without medical attention. “Where’s Abby?” I voice coldly, trying my best to distance myself from the events that had just transpired. 
 
    “Alive.” Blaze breaks away from me and begins to walk back towards the gunfire. “We should make our way to the rendezvous to regroup. She should be on her way there…or trying to,” he says, his voice trailing behind him. “Let’s hurry.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    With Blaze leading the way, his brisk walk quickly transforms into a jog as I follow him through the facility. It doesn’t take long for us to meet more resistance. Four demons. We get the jump on them, shooting at them from behind as they rush parallel to us from the opposite side of the columned, dead space within the facility.  
 
    We both nab the same target, tagging him in the back multiple times on the way down. The other demons turn back and whip out their guns.  
 
    “Cover!” Blaze yells as he runs towards the nearest available column, I press my shoulder to the one beside me and fire safely at an angle, buying Blaze some much-needed time. With the help of my suppressing fire, Blaze makes it to a pillar just in time for me to switch guns. “Thanks!” I waggle my eyebrows and smirk before popping out and unloading my fresh Beretta. Blaze pops out a second or so later and picks them off while their focus is on me. 
 
    “Good shooting.” We mutually reload our weapons while remaining watchful of any coming threats. 
 
    “Do you think backup’s on the way?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course. Abby probably sent out the signal the second things went south. I saw about a dozen people on IVs. How many did you see?” 
 
    “About the same. Male and female, our age. Early twenties.” 
 
    “I only saw women.” 
 
    “How many do you think they have in here?” 
 
    “People? Not sure. We need to get them out of here, though. Safe. I bet being in this place is like Hell on earth.” Blaze begins to step out from cover, but the sound of guns firing keep him at bay. “You heard that?” The sounds stop as quickly as they start and the immediate area falls silent. Blaze looks my way and then juts his head in the direction of the now nonexistent sounds. “Give it a second,” he whispers. I nod and press myself as flat as I can against my column, ready to support Blaze through his play. “…Abby?” 
 
    Guess not. 
 
    After Blaze calls her name, I emerge from cover and watch her as she approaches our way. She looks relatively healthy. Her forehead is bloody, her left cheek is slightly swollen, and her gait is off a tad, but around here, it’s considered a success when nothing on you is broken, punctured, or severed. She nods at Blaze as she walks past him and gives me a quick hug before breaking away. “Backup should be coming soon. They’re using this place as a hub to traffic people…get them strung out on Sphinx and ship them off for who knows what.” 
 
    “Slavery...ritual fodder...vessels. The possibilities are endless,” Blaze says bitterly, his back still to us as he scouts the area. My eyes narrow at the thought of Gareth and how he bragged about the ‘parties’ he used to throw. Glad he’s dead…glad I killed him. Fuck him and fuck the fact that other places like this still exist in the world. “Sailor and I each came up on a set of people. The ones I saw were incapacitated…hooked to an IV drip.” 
 
    “One of mine wasn’t…she was screaming…probably still fresh. That’s how I found out where they were. Her voice led me to them.” I pause. “It’s actually how everything popped off.” 
 
    “Did you find any drugs?” Abby asks. 
 
    “No,” I respond. Blaze glances back towards us, but only to shake his head. 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    “I did…upstairs. There’s a lab going.” 
 
    “Good. So the intel we got wasn’t that bad after all.” Blaze presses his back against the wall of the column. 
 
    “It never was,” Abby responds while checking her guns. “It’s a package deal. They were just discreet.” 
 
    “So what do we do now, guys? My vote’s for unhooking the IVs and destroying the lab. Any objections?” 
 
    Blaze huffs and then smirks. “I’m with Sailor on this one, but we do it as a team. We know of at least three spots with people. We do a sweep of the area, unhook them, and take out any stragglers in the meantime.” 
 
    “Right.” I nod. “Should be easy enough.” 
 
    “The other destination should be getting hit by now…and then one of the main targets farther north. It’ll leave them scrambled, but we can’t dilly-dally. There’s people involved now. A lot of them. We don’t want any more casualties.” 
 
    “More?” Abby asks, a look of dismay etched across her face. “What happened?” 
 
    “I had a standoff in one of the rooms that housed the victims. The demon started to fire wildly once I got him in a pinch. Some of the strays caught bodies. I couldn’t do anything about it. I was in the middle of—”  
 
    “It’s okay, Sailor. No one is blaming you for anything.” Abby cuts me off in a sharp, but assuring tone. “Just trying to get up to speed on everything.”  
 
    Right…of course.  
 
    I look to Blaze, slightly stunned—hoping he’d bail me from uncharted territory.  
 
    “…We should do Sailor’s first. Check on the wounded…that girl, too…the conscious one. We can let her know what’s going on and hopefully get some information out of her, assuming she’s cognizant. She’s cognizant, right Sailor? Sailor.” I refocus, only to find a piercing gaze stemming from Blaze’s eyes. 
 
    “Yeah…yeah, I think so.” Shit. Now isn’t the time to spiral. Save it for later, Sailor. Come on. “She’s a bit panicked, but she’ll get through it,” I answer, pushing back the thoughts pressing my mind for immediate attention. 
 
    “Great. Eyes open, guys. Re-up on your ammo and let’s get going.” 
 
    We move with precision through the halls, wary of any threat, making sure to pay close attention to the bleeding corpses scattered along the way. The ones I handled, I shot to kill…but one did get away. I’m sure Abby killed him. It looked like he was heading her way before I lost him. Asking now will only throw off everyone’s game. No point in spreading my anxiety to the rest of the team. We’ve already got our hands full with everything as it is. 
 
    “Told you I’d be back,” I say after passing through the sheer blinds that mark the entrance of the room. The woman doesn’t say anything—she’s just shaking, still strapped to her bed, although her body is slightly twisted in a defensive manner with her neck tilted upward. It takes me a second to realize her positioning is to avoid seeing sprinkles of a stranger’s blood splattered on her thigh and her upper chest—the aftermath of careless shots fired by the other side. I can’t even imagine how she feels right now. “Help’s on the way, okay?” Just as I begin to move towards her, Blaze and Abby enter into the room and she yelps. I turn my head back towards them and nod before returning my gaze to the conscious victim. “They’re with me. Don’t worry. We’re the good guys and more of us are coming. What’s your name?” I ask, almost as if I’m talking to a child. I slow my steps and keep my hands exposed, proving to her that I mean no harm. 
 
    “S-Samantha,” she forces out, her eyes filled with tears not yet ready to fall. I glance back at Blaze and Abby, and see that they’re unhooking the IVs from the other victims. 
 
    “Okay, Samantha. I’m going to get this needle out of your arm, all right? They’ve drugged you. Do you know how long you’ve been in here? If you’re not sure, take a guess.” 
 
    “A couple of days,” she responds weakly. “Two, maybe… It’s hard to tell.” I place one hand on top of her arm and another over the dirtied tape that provides the IV with a stable point of entry into her vein. I peel back the table and remove the drip from her arm. I gauge her reaction, but all I see is a momentary flash of discomfort. My gaze runs down to the trickle of blood now running down her arm, which I carefully position my fingers to avoid. 
 
    “Do you remember how you got here?” 
 
    “No…I…no, I don’t think so. They put me in a van and blindfolded me.” 
 
    “It’s fine. It’ll come back to you later, I’m sure… Now don’t freak out, but I’m actually going to give you something that will help speed it up and clear your head a little.” I reach into my jacket and pull out a syringe filled with Holy Water. Instantly, Samantha begins to thrash at her restraints, and rightfully so. “Samantha, Sam, I’m on your side, remember? This is going to counteract whatever they put inside of you, okay? You have to trust me.” I place a hand on her shoulder and look into her eyes. “I’m here to help, so let me.” Her tremors stabilize and she nods in total surrender. Not long after that, the tears that she’d been holding back begin to stream down her face in a silent cry. Poor girl. 
 
    I guide my hand from her shoulder and prep to inject her on the opposite side that she was forced to receive whatever they’d given her. I make the injection as quick and painless as I can, but her body tenses from the surrealness of the situation. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Blaze asks. I break eye contact with Samantha and look over my shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good. We’re all done here.” 
 
    “Same.” I turn my head back towards Samantha, internally bracing for what I’m about to say. “Samantha…we have to go now, but our backup will here soon. They’re going to take care of you and make sure you get back to your home.” 
 
    “What about Janelle? My friend. Curly, black hair. Yellow shirt. Black jeans,” she spits tersely.  
 
    “We’ll look for her. We still have a ways to go in here…more people to tend to. In the meantime, just be as quiet as you can. Don’t do anything to bring attention to yourself. Play dead. Got it? It’s for your own safety… You can’t come with us while we do another sweep. I know it sucks, but it’s better this way. Understand?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She nods. “Find her, okay? They separated us once we got here because she kept causing trouble.” 
 
    “…I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Abby lightly runs her hand across my shoulder as she passes me—her queue for me to leave. I walk away, trailing behind her, knowing full and well what I signed up for.  
 
    I told Samantha that I’d do my best, and that’s all I can do…even if my best isn’t enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5: Safety in Numbers 
 
    “Guys, question. Did you guys see any altars around here?” I almost forgot to ask… When Vartal was a part of me, I was able to sense them, or at the very least, realize the effects it had on my body. 
 
    “No. Nothing from what I saw,” Blaze says. 
 
    “Same here,” Abby responds. “Did you?” 
 
    “No.” Our steps fill in the silence between us as we scan the area for any stragglers. “Another question,” I say, filling the void. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I shot a demon but he got away before I could kill him. I got him in the shoulder. Clean. Any of you guys come across him? I wanted to say something earlier, but with Samantha… I didn’t want her to think the worst. To her, this place is already like Hell.” 
 
    “I got him,” Abby responds without breaking her focus. “He was coming my way and I shot him. I thought it was odd that he had a gunshot wound. I figured it was you who did it to him, judging from where he came from.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem. It was either him or me.” 
 
    “Anything else you want to share, Sailor? Now’s the time,” Blaze says with a hint of agitation in his voice. I can’t blame him… I really should’ve said something sooner. We need to account for as many bodies as we can. The last thing we need is a couple of demons running amok with all these hostages around. 
 
    “No. We’re good. Sorry.” 
 
    “No need to apologize. We’re on the same team, remember that.” 
 
    “Yeah.” …Right. 
 
    Abby and I follow behind Blaze as he continues to lead us through the facility, each of us covering each other’s blind spots. Tensions are high, and rightfully so. 
 
    “Over here.” Blaze points with his gun to a door that’s slightly opened. “Abs, what’s behind there? It was locked when I first came through.” From what I can see, it’s a narrow hallway with a handful of doors on either side, a single light bulb lighting the way.   
 
    The answer’s obvious enough, though we all hate it. Blaze asking does little to soften the blow. 
 
    “…If we’re where I think we are, according to the blueprint, it’s a c—” 
 
    “A corridor with a few auxiliary rooms,” I force out coldly, saving Abby the pain.  
 
    “Right. And it should lead to another segment in the building. A bend.” 
 
    “Perfect for a holding area.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Then we need to check it out for sure,” I say, my eyes still focused straight ahead, “for survivors.” 
 
    After a brief intermission, we enter the hall and I’m hit with the smell of rotting flesh and blood. My eyes water and my stomach twists, but I don’t let my distress break my focus. I look up towards the light and see the word ‘Hell’ smeared across the back wall in blood. For anyone under their care, I’m sure it was. 
 
    “Shit…let’s check these rooms. See what we can find. Keep your eyes peeled,” Blaze says as he goes for the nearest room, his gun leading the way. He steps into it, draws back, and turns his head to us. “One dead. Male. Looks like he was beaten to death.” Nothing but tragedy behind door number one.  
 
    Of course, we have to check the others. 
 
    Most of the doors in the hall are slightly cracked in varying degrees, like an eerie invitation, daring me to have a peek although it’s most likely something you can’t unsee. Another scar on the mind. You’d think by now that I’d be immune to it, but this life has a way of bringing new levels of distress the further in you go. I glance at Blaze before making my way to the door closest to me while Abby powers forward to another one deeper in the hall and move the door with my feet while still focusing my gun and my sights dead-center in front of me. 
 
    As the door slowly creaks open, parts of what’s on the other side become clear. Another body. Male, with bloodied jeans and a mangled matching shirt, slumped in the corner with his head leaning against the wall, exposing his cheek which has four deep incisions running down from his eye to his collar bone, puncturing his esophagus on the way. The blood is still somewhat fresh. It doesn’t look like he’s been dead for more than twenty-four hours. I stare at the body a bit longer before relaying the information back to the others. The wounds along his face remind me of a Sweeper…but it can’t be that. Right? No way. The incisions are too small and there’s no symmetry. It was a process. 
 
    “This one’s dead, too. Male. Tortured,” I say, my eyes still focused on the corpse. 
 
    “Got one, too,” Abby says. “Female. Carved into. It’s her wrist.” 
 
    I back out from my room and walk towards the doorframe of Abby’s. Damn it. It’s her. 
 
    Janelle, Samantha’s friend. 
 
    She’s in a similar position as the man I’d seen before in the other room. The only difference with her is that one of her wrists is cuffed to a pipe that runs from the ceiling to the floor. 
 
    Her cuffed wrist is bruised and darkened, and there seems to be some evidence of trauma to her head, but the main tragedy is on the other side. Across the length of her forearm, the word ‘example’ is etched into flesh, the latter part of it running across the critical part of her wrist. Her opposite hand is covered with blood…her own blood. She tried and failed to stop her own bleeding. Beside her, the switchblade rests near her feet; the weapon responsible for affliction. “Shit, Abby. They’re insane.” My emotions drop into the pit of my stomach as I contemplate the ways to break the news to Janelle’s friend. I can’t even say much, except that she fought till the very end and did what she could, while she could. 
 
    “Of course. Look at what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Hey. I need something to show Samantha, the girl on the cot. She asked about her. This is her friend.” I inch closer to Janelle’s body and squat, eyeing the necklace resting on her shirt. 
 
    “Careful.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, my eyes still focused in front of me. I grip my hand around her necklace, but before I can pull on it, her body springs into motion. “Don’t,” I say tersely. My opposite hand greets her with a loaded pistol in front of her face. “Glad you’re alive, but calm down. I’m not the one you should stab. Neither is she. I don’t have to look back to know that she has a gun trained on you. Maybe two if she’s feeling frisky. Your best bet is to ease away from that knife. At least until I fill you in.” I rise from my squatted position, releasing her necklace. “You’ve been kidnapped by demons and we’re here to save you. Whatever they put you through, I’m sorry, but it’s over now. We have a team of other people like us that’ll be on the way shortly. They’ll give you what you need and be sure to help you on your feet. Until then, we’re going to keep you cuffed. It’s for your safety. Someone will come back for you, we just need to make sure that the area is clear.”  
 
    “Samantha’s safe…right?” I hear commotion behind me, and twist my head only to see Blaze pop in next to Abby. I nod at him and he nods back before leaving, presumably to check the other rooms. I turn back to face Janelle, her eyes, dull from exhaustion. 
 
    “Yeah…she is…and I need you to do the same thing that I told her to. Play dead. Save your strength. Got it? They slit your wrist…carved into them. You’re lucky you clotted in time.” Janelle weakly smiles at me. As disheartening as it is, I smile back. “Just hold on a little bit longer.” 
 
    “Thank…you.”  
 
    Damn it… They slit her wrist and left her for dead. They even left the knife behind and the door open. They were taunting her...showing her that they were in control.  
 
    I know the feeling. 
 
    I exit the room and Abby follows after me, cracking the door once she leaves. Together, we meet up with Blaze, who’s farther down the hall. 
 
    “Anything new?” I ask Blaze as he finishes another room. 
 
    “No. Just these last two and we’re good. The cut out windows on these are more than enough for some of them. They didn’t stand a chance. What’s sad is that they decided to get creative. That girl for instance, the one you were just helping.” 
 
    “Janelle? Yeah?” 
 
    “Did you notice her cuts? Different depths and angles. I think they spaced them out…it wasn’t done at once. It was a long-term thing. A reminder for whenever they were done with her.” 
 
    “An example.” 
 
    Blaze shifts his body away from me and peeks into the window of another room while we continue to walk. He doesn’t skip a beat and follows through with his stride. Another dead one. He checks another room towards the end of the hall, the door, slightly open. 
 
    “Empty.” 
 
    I look into the room and what he says holds true. “Yeah. Looks like it.” There’s smeared blood on the walls and on the floor, but no body present. “Okay…yeah, I think we’re done here,” I say as I retract my body from the room. “Let’s finish our sweep and make it painless as possible for the evac. We’ve got a lot to account for.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Abby sounds off from behind me, right as we begin to move. 
 
    We exit through the other end of the corridor, where more bodies lay, devoid of life. Farther down the main shoot, a man emerges from a set of double doors, pauses, and lifts his hands into the air. “Oh, man, finally, someone.” Instantly, I notice the gun in his right hand, elevated towards the ceiling. “I thought I was done for,” he says as he slowly begins to pace towards us. “Those things were the worst.” 
 
    “Drop your gun and get on the ground,” Blaze yells. 
 
    “I got this off one of the dead ones, I swear. I’m on your side, man. I’m just trying to go home. No need to have your guns on me.” 
 
    “Get on the ground!” 
 
    “Please, man, you have to trust me on this one,” he says, still moving forward despite our guns pointing his way. This guy must have balls of steel or be completely out of his mind. 
 
    “I’m only going to ask this one more time. Drop the gun and get on the ground.” Blaze slides his feet back creating space between him and the armed man. Abby and I do the same. “Drop it or else I’ll put a bullet in your head.” 
 
    About a week ago, I would have gladly pulled the trigger, but back then, my temper was a lot shorter. I don’t think he’s a demon, but that doesn’t mean that he’s completely innocent, either. He’s banged up, so his story could sail, but I’m not entirely sold. His actions don’t quite line up with his words…and he’s armed—a dangerous mix. 
 
    He could be delusional from Sphinx, or it could be something else. A ruse, to make us drop our guards. 
 
    And I’ll be damned if going soft is the reason one of us end up with a bullet in our back. 
 
    “He means it,” I say concisely. “If you’re looking for help, you’re doing it the wrong way. Don’t move any closer and drop your shit.” He begins to say something but, I fire a shot a few inches ahead of his projected step, impeding his movement. “I’m not as nice as my friend here. The next one won’t miss.” 
 
    “Okay, okay!” the man blurts in a craze. “Just don’t shoot me, okay?” He slowly lowers his body towards the ground, his gun leading the way. “I’m dropping it.” 
 
    Before it reaches the ground, he pivots his wrist and the barrel of the gun points our way. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    All of us fire his way, but he still manages to dive to the side and shoot on the way down, despite our barrage of bullets. 
 
    The double doors behind him burst open and another man with a white duffel bag emerges with a gun in his hand and a hostage restrained in the other. 
 
    “Take cover!” Blaze yells. A bullet whizzes past my face and another grazes the side of my bicep, cutting into my clothes. I reflexively cover my wound and take evasive measures, my eyes still set on the man with the loaded gun in front of us. 
 
    The shooter glances at his friend who lays lifeless on the floor beside him, riddled with bullets, while we engage in a standoff, unable to fire without harming the hostage. 
 
      “Let her go,” I demand. He doesn’t answer me, but instead begins to backpedal towards the double doors he originally came from.  
 
    With his partner dead, I don’t see how he has any chance on making it out alive. He’ll run out of bullets soon. And after that, then what? He’s already wasted his fair share trying to save his buddy…and on top of that, he’s human. It isn’t hard to miss when he’s struggling to strong-arm the woman he’s pinned by the neck. She’s knows we’re here to help and he’s having a hard time forcing her to comply. She’s a fighter.  
 
    She can see the other side of freedom and she’s not going to let some scumbag ruin her chance. 
 
    “That’s enough!” the man barks at the woman he has in his grip. She continues to writhe and he strikes her with the underside of his pistol. She yelps and her legs buckle as a stream of blood begins to paint her hair strawberry blonde. Despite the surprise blow to the head, she manages to hang on to her consciousness. “Calm down. I don’t want to have to hit you again, and if you don’t cause any more trouble, I won’t have to.” He twists his torso in an effort to drag her back, but she takes it as an opening to bite into his arm. His reflexes kick in and he loosens his grip just enough for her to unravel herself and drop to the ground.  
 
    “Shoot him!” 
 
    The three of us fire his way and his body jolts as our bullets sink into his skin. 
 
    She seemed to be a bloody mess before him, but now that he’d fallen on top her, I can honestly say her tank top would have been better off red. And if being kidnapped and screwed with wasn’t enough—now she has the lifeless body of misaligned goon bleeding on her backside.  
 
    Damn. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Blaze and Abby rush over to assist her while I trail behind, my gun pointed at the double doors as I walk towards them. Blaze tosses the body to the side and the former hostage crawls to the nearest wall. From there, Abby squats in front of her and begins to examine the wound she has on her head. 
 
    “We’re here to help you,” Abby explains. “How many other gunmen were with those two? Are there any more up ahead?” She’s shaken up, but she’s coherent. 
 
    “…It was just them,” she responds, trembling. 
 
    “Sphinx,” Blaze interrupts. There’s a considerable amount in the duffle bag that guy was carrying, packaged in vials. He digs a bit deeper and pulls out a ziplocked bag filled with the powdered form. “And there’s more.” 
 
    I acknowledge the news and return my attention back to the hostage. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know.”  
 
    “Do you know where you are?” 
 
    “A factory? They’re drugging us with that stuff your friend has to keep us in line.”  
 
    No. It’s actually worse than that. 
 
    “State?” 
 
    “Iowa?” she answers, a bit unsure of my line of questioning. 
 
    “Illinois. A little ways from Chicago.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “…But don’t worry, we’re going to get you and everybody else back home soon enough.” 
 
    “Ow! What was that?” She turns to Abby and then to me. 
 
    “Something to clear your head up a bit and stave off the effects of whatever drugs you have in your system.”  
 
    “Perfectly safe,” I add, eyeing the crusted blood running down the length of her arm. Presumably from the drip. 
 
    “Find somewhere safe to hide. We’re coming back for everyone once we clear the building.” 
 
    “It’s best to stay out of sight unless you’re one hundred percent sure it’s one of the good guys. Right now, it’s only us three, but we’re arranging for transportation. Protect yourself, but please don’t shoot anyone trying to help. There’s plenty of guns around.” 
 
    “They forced me to help with the manufacturing…made me test and package,” she says to Blaze, her voice battling against breaking as she shivers against the wall. “They’d rotate us from the beds, to the box, and then upstairs. They cycled us…made us junkies,” she confesses while fighting to hold back her tears. “To that…poison,” she bursts in tears. Abby runs her hand across the top of her shoulder and looks directly into my eyes. She keeps a straight face, but it isn’t hard to see the pain she’s hiding. 
 
    “We’re going to get you some help,” Abby assures her. “You and everyone else.” 
 
    Just when I think things can’t get more screwed up, the world hits me with another dose of madness. My problems aren’t shit compared to her or anyone else taken prisoner here. Inner demons be damned. 
 
    “We’re on a timeline,” Blaze interrupts as he stands guard. “Don’t forget. There are others that we need to secure.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Abby nods. “Come on, let’s get you somewhere safe.” Abby rises from the floor while helping the young woman stand to her feet. From there, she escorts her to a safe place. It just so happens that the closest safe place on short notice is a storage closet a couple paces back. The bin where we found Janelle would have been more suitable, but after what she experienced, I don’t think she would have wanted to be stashed away on a makeshift torture block…even though if ‘the box’ is how I imagine it to be, being in an enclosed dark space isn’t the best, either. There really isn’t a win-win situation in this one, which sucks. This whole scenario caught us off guard and I haven’t been up to par one bit. 
 
    After Abby drops her off, she regroups with us and we continue our sweep. Blaze’s room checks out just fine. We unhook the victims from the drips and break the news to the ones who manage to stir from their drug-induced coma. Abby checks up on the reinforcements and makes sure everything is fine with them. She updates them on the situation and they toss her an update right back. The hunters who were securing the area are now establishing a broader dead zone around us to ensure that any backup from the other side is limited and we have some space to operate. Unfortunately, the dead zone only applies to things on the other side. Anything inside is fair game and our responsibility. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6: The Dead Zone 
 
    “I think this is what she was talking about…the box,” Blaze says as he analyzes the sturdy, smooth frame outfitted with a rusted lever. 
 
    “What gave it away?” I ask with a hint of snark. 
 
    “It’s kinda hard to miss with the words ‘not a peep, not even a sound’ smeared over the top of the doorframe.” 
 
    “Guys,” Abby interjects. “Focus.” 
 
    Nothing like a little snark to get the nerves out. 
 
    We near the door and break out into formation, silently orchestrating who does what with a bout of pointing and gesturing. “Cover me, okay,” Blaze whispers. I nod as he passes me and aligns himself with the front of the door. 
 
    “Of course,” I mumble to myself before pointing my gun in the window between his shoulder and head. Always. 
 
    Abby positions herself to the side of the door, one hand ready to shoot, the other, gripping the lever. 
 
    “Hello?” A series of thumps registers from the other side of the door. “Is anyone there? We’re trapped in here!” 
 
    Abby glances at Blaze and nods, giving him the okay. Her gaze shifts to me and I do the same. She then lifts her hand from the lever and begins to count down from three, using her fingers. At the last count, she pulls back on it and follows the momentum of the door. Once it’s fully opened, a breeze of noticeably cool air greets us. It rubs me wrong even though I’m fully dressed. Turns out the box we heard about is actually an oversized meat locker…get them hooked on drugs, make them test it, and subject them to hell…all so that they crave it more. It makes me sick. 
 
    “We heard the shots. Are you here to save us?” A woman emerges from the closed confinement, covered in scrapes and draped with tattered clothes. She walks towards us, her steps rigid and erratic while she rubs her exposed biceps to keep warm. It looks like she can topple over at any second. Blaze lowers his gun, but I keep a watchful eye. “We thought we were going to be locked in there forever.” I look over Blaze’s shoulder and peer into the room. It’s dark…pitch black, but I can see a few pairs of eyes from where the light bleeds into the room. They’re clumped together for warmth, but they haven’t left the room. Something’s not right and I don’t think Blaze notices it, either. That lady is obstructing his view. “I’m…so cold,” she says as she steps closer to him, trembling. Her wounds are fresh—too fresh. Scratch marks on her bicep, a trail of blood from her crown…but nothing she couldn’t have done to herself. It doesn’t add up. “Can you help us?” 
 
    “Blaze, get down!” Just as I yell, the woman lunges in for an attack. I fire off two rounds—the first one misses and the other buries itself into the demon’s shoulder. Blaze raises his gun to retaliate, but the demon continues her forward momentum and locks her fingers over Blaze’s hand to force it down. Blaze manages to fire twice. Despite the fancy footwork, he ends up shooting her in the foot and she howls. From there, he uses her pain to his advantage and gains the upper hand. He pulls the trigger again and a bullet finds a way into her thigh. The demon-possessed woman falls to her knees and begins to reach for something but another gunshot registers from a different barrel—Abby’s, from behind. She shot from the demon’s blind spot as soon as she had the opening. 
 
    “Shit,” I mutter as the woman’s body begins to leak out on the floor. I glance at Blaze, and he looks at me, his chest rapidly rising and falling, while Abby holds a straight face. 
 
    “…She can’t hurt you now,” Blaze says, breaking the silence. “You can come on out.” Four of them emerge from the chamber, speechless and slow to move. One of them needs the support of another. Something happened to her leg, though it’s hard to tell exactly what. From his jacket, Blaze pulls out a flask of Holy Water and nonchalantly flips the open container towards them. They flinch, but there’s no inclination of them burning or being in any sort of pain. “Holy Water. You guys aren’t screaming, so that means you’re one of us.” Blaze raises his flask towards them before tucking it away. “That person we just killed, wasn’t. It was a human body, but there wasn’t a human in the driver’s seat. It was a demon, just like the majority of the people that run this place. We killed them all, or so we think… Another group of people like us are on the way. They’re going to get you guys and everyone else out of this place. Until then, try to stay out of sight while we finish it up. I’m sorry for what you’ve all been through. Hopefully from this moment on there are brighter days.” 
 
    We leave them not long after that and continue our sweep of the facility. Nothing in particular strikes us out of the ordinary. People wise, it’s more of the same, just in varying degrees of brokenness. Thankfully, we managed to get the last of the demons inside the building when we opened the giant freezer. We came across some more Sphinx, too, after we made it to the lab Abby mentioned. It wasn’t the most elaborate setup, but that was to be expected from a smaller target. Either way, there was still a decent amount of shit prepackaged and ready to go and we got rid of it. 
 
    After we confirm the area is secure within the dead zone, Abby gives the okay to the other hunters responsible for evac and they come through to do their job; getting everyone out as safely and quickly as they can. 
 
    **** 
 
    “You did good out there, Sailor,” Blaze says as we walk back towards the alley where the night started. Abby decided to stay behind and help coordinate the relocation and stay near the action in case she was needed. Contrary to how it seemed at the time, the night wasn’t actually over. There was more work to be done. 
 
    “Glad you think so,” I respond. “It could have been better.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say flatly. “Can’t you tell?” 
 
    “Sure, you were a little rough around the edges, but in your defense, things didn’t exactly go according to plan.” 
 
    I scoff and flick my head towards him. “Since when do they ever?” 
 
    “Not often…but it’s more along the lines of a couple more demons or what have you as opposed to stumbling upon a human trafficking circuit.” 
 
    “Right.” We turn the corner, my hand still resting on the grip of the gun in the pocket of my jacket. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” he asks.  
 
    “I’m sure I will be. I have a good track record. I’d be more concerned about everyone we found back there. It’s a long road ahead of them.” 
 
    “For sure. Abby and the others are working out the logistics as we speak. Once we sober them up and everything, we can return them to their home towns…give them a script to read from…recommend therapy and narcs anonymous.” 
 
    “It’s a start, but you and I both know that’s not enough. Their whole world just got fucked and if they tell the truth, they’ll end up in a psych ward.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Blaze says after a long-drawn sigh. “Yeah, you’re right. And that’s the worst part. You can go crazy locking all of that inside you. Abby and I were thinking about maybe encouraging them to share numbers…partner them up with people nearby or in the same state. We can handle one or two people at time, but this is…yeah. It’s a lot, Sailor.” 
 
    “Having a network or support group can be good. You’re right. After the drugs wear off and the shock settles, they’ll need each other. Even if they have a family or something to return to, it’s always good to have someone who’s been down the same path as you. Life isn’t the same after your first encounter. Even if you witness something, it’ll mess you up…but being locked up like that, that’s a whole different ball park.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can to get them adjusted. Have someone speak on what to look out for and protect yourself. Things like that. Maybe you can give us a hand?” 
 
    “Like, teaching a seminar?” 
 
    “Something like that. You connected with a lot of folks back there, I can tell. Janelle, Samantha…a few of the others. It’ll stick with them more if it’s from someone they have a history with. Someone they can trust that they’ve seen in action. It won’t be tomorrow…or even the day after that, but it’ll be soon. As soon as we get them stabilized and have a more established game plan. In the meantime, it wouldn’t hurt to show your face for more than five minutes at a time. The other hunters only know what I tell them.” 
 
    “Just the way I like it.” I smirk. “But seriously, I’ll consider. I kinda like playing from the outskirts. I’m more accustomed to the way we used to do things—handling cases between the three of us…me, you, and Dad. Others were around, sure, but it was never anything like this.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “But what you guys have is a good thing. I just have my issues.”  
 
    Blaze chuckles and glances my way. “Yeah, I get it, Ray. You’re as stubborn as a mule.” 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    We continue our walk until Blaze and I reach my car. 
 
    “Well, this is my stop.” I pause and look at him, confused as I stand between my door and the body of my Mustang. 
 
    “What do you mean? You’re going to walk back from here? It’s late and I have room for one more. I can drive you to your car.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’m gonna walk this one out.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s better for the mind. Helps me think… It’ll give me some time to sort this all out.” 
 
    “Okay. Just be careful.” 
 
    “You, too. I’ll call you if you if any updates come up.” 
 
    “Text it.” 
 
    “That I can do. See you around, Ray,” Blaze says and quickly taps the roof of my car, twice, before parting ways. 
 
    I climb into my Mustang, shut the door, and sigh. In my rearview mirror, I catch Blaze as he walks, but I lose him once he turns the corner. I sit in my car for a while and lean into my headrest. I close my eyes and pick up on the faint dizzy spell that clouds my senses whenever I keep them shut for too long. Exhaustion. Stress. Adrenaline. Too many things going on at once and not enough breaks. I take a deep breath and open my eyes after exhaling through my nose. 
 
    This is shaping up to be one hell of a night. 
 
    **** 
 
    It doesn’t take me too long to pull up at my apartment. Once I’m inside, I lock the door and make a break to my fridge and pull out a shake I stored for later. I’m way too tired to prepare something and drinking my calories is a surefire way to get the good stuff without slowing down. It’s efficient. 
 
    I shut the fridge and sigh, not from what I’m about to do, but purely as a release. I’ll probably feel better, anyway. I reach into my pocket as I walk into my room. After I fish out my phone, I plop onto my bed, and begin to scroll through my contacts. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Yeah, Valerie, I made it in,” I say as I place the bend of my elbow over my forehead. 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    “It went,” I respond flatly. “Things went south pretty quickly. We were in over our heads, but managed to pull out a win. A good one, too.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “More than we bargained for. A lot of collateral—people. Good people. They had prisoners that doubled as sweatshop workers. Some didn’t make it, but others were being shipped off to be trafficked or used as vessels. They were hooked up to IV’s, Val. They were trying to get them hooked on Sphinx and break their will. They definitely succeeded with some of them. It was bad, V. In a way it reminds me of when I got captured. Blaze saved me and everything, but if he hadn’t, I don’t think I would have lasted more than a couple hours, if that, once the drugs came into play. Sphinx is dangerous, especially if it’s getting mainlined at the hand of demons.” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet,” Val responds. I can practically feel her heart breaking on the other side of the phone. 
 
    “But things are looking up for them,” I quickly add. “Everyone is going to help them get up to speed and reconnect with their families.”  
 
    “Well, that’s good.”  
 
    “Yup. Couldn’t ask for a happier ending…how are things with you? Doing okay?”  
 
    “Okayish. It’s only been a few days since I’ve left. Sucks a bit when I move, but it’s getting there. How about you? You doing okay?” 
 
    “A little roughed up, but nothing too serious. I did okay, considering that for about half a year I had a demon in my corner. I just have to be more careful, that’s all. I’m still getting adjusted.” 
 
    “Did Blaze turn out okay?” 
 
    “Yeah…yeah, he did great. More than great, actually. He was amazing. He’s still out there helping his girlfriend with everything that’s going on. Everyone did fine…they make a good team.” 
 
    “Did you ever talk to him about, well, you know?” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head in disgust. “No. Reconnecting? Really, V? This again? I was pumped up on meds and it still came out as a passing thought. It wasn’t anything serious.” 
 
    “Just checking. I never know with you.” 
 
    “Right…yeah, I’ll give you that one. You’ve got a point. But like I’ve said a thousand times now, he’s happy. Like, really happy, and he’s doing good work. I don’t want to butt-in and ruin things. That’s selfish as fuck, Val. Come on, we’re trying to do the world a favor. Besides, you didn’t really see us as a couple, just what we put on display. It wasn’t bad, but we weren’t in the running for couple of the year any time soon. Me coming in and breaking them up after all they’ve done for me would be extremely shitty, don’t you think? It’s like telling someone who’s married that you had a crush on them when you know they liked you. It’s like planting a bomb… New subject. You’re good though, right? You know I don’t like talking about relationships of any kind. Comes with the package of being me…I’m just going to blame your lack of judgement on whatever you’re taking.” 
 
    “Do that.” 
 
    “Glad you’re doing better. Thanks for volunteering to stay up and wait for my call. Now go get some sleep. It’s past three.” 
 
    “Same goes for you, too. I’m not the one running the streets.” 
 
    “Oh, I will, as soon as I hang up, I’m going to take something for my aches and I’m hitting the hay.” 
 
    “Okay, well, adios.” 
 
    “Yup. Talk to you soon. Stay safe, be careful, and do your research. Bye.” 
 
    The call drops and I lay in my bed, my cell still connected to my ear. I lay there for a bit before sitting up and shoving my phone back into my pocket. 
 
    It’s three-ten…still a bit of darkness left to burn. Ever since I’ve been alone…ever since Vartal left, it’s been hard to sleep as long as it’s dark out. Around dawn, my mind eases, but before then, it’s difficult to get any shuteye.  
 
    I’d be lying if I thought it was just happenstance. It’s one hundred percent because I’m not sure if Vartal is dead or not. He knows where I live, he knows what I drive. He knows about Blaze, Abby, and Valerie…he knows more than enough to come after me whenever he sees fit. Call it paranoia, but it is what it is. I have wards and enough guns to tear through whatever he sends my way, but I can’t exactly help the way I feel. Vartal was strong, freakishly strong.  
 
    I trust Blaze and Abby, but putting his memory to rest this early, feels wrong. My subconscious seems to agree as well—nightmares of him doing his worst in varying scenarios. Sometimes, everything will be good, but I hear his voice whisper into my ear, reminding me of our deal or whatever psycho shit my mind comes up with to keep me on edge, instantly destroying its quality. 
 
    So, yeah, sleep, while it’s something I cherish, it doesn’t seem to be as accessible as it used to. The only time I was really able to get a break was when I was under Vartal’s thumb and living life as I pleased. Ecstasy in union, as he would say. Yeah, fuck that. 
 
    I climb out of my bed and take the second half of a pill I split earlier for pain. I force it down with my spit and disarm myself, placing my guns and my gear along the top of my dresser. From there, I sort them out before placing them in my storage chest and hopping into the shower to wash away all the blood, sweat, and grit from tonight’s escapade.  
 
    About fifteen minutes later, I’m done. And by three-thirty, I’m parked in front my laptop, ready to burn the rest of the midnight oil. The topic for tonight? The same thing that it’s always been as of late; demonology. I’ve run into more than my fair share of dead ends, but brushing up on the lore can never be a bad thing. I haven’t been able to find anything on Vartal that relates directly to him. Nothing on his mark either. I’ve tried looking up symbolism, runes, phrases, similar patterns—everything, really, but the deeper levels of the occult are hard to crack by search engine, alone. Usually, you find some kind of jarred message in a forum and go off of that. Other times, you come across something that sticks out to you in a story and you use it as a point of reference. Most of the information is supposed to be invisible regarding these things. In some cases, bits of information are padded in fables, but a lot of the stuff is skewed by pop culture, try-hards, and enthusiasts that don’t know what they’re talking about. The people that know their shit are usually the ones directly tied to the paranormal, for better or for worse, and I’m not talking about your connection being the old lady down the street that tells your fortune and sells you love potions for three-ninety-nine. 
 
    I should probably tell Abby and Blaze about my concerns, more than I already have, but it’s not exactly easy to be like, ‘hey, yeah, remember that demon you exorcised outta me? Well, I’m still freaked out about it so make me feel okay, kay?’ It’s impractical, and judging from what they saw, they assured me that he’s dead. With everything going on, it’s a bit needy to get emotional backup from my ex and co when lives are at stake. My personal streak of flagrant paranoia shouldn’t be their issue to handle, or anyone else’s for that matter…so I’ll do what I’ve been doing—deal...and handle it my own way. Maybe once things clear, I’ll ask around at Blaze’s place and see if the other hunters know anything. I just have to watch my step and get in good. They still don’t know much about me or my past.  
 
    I want to keep it that way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7: Secrets 
 
    My body wakes with a jut and I find myself sprawled out over my keyboard. Fighting my drowsiness, I look towards the clock. It’s a little past ten. I managed to get about four hours in, give or take. Cool. I look for my cell and find it to the right of me on my desk, barely charged and with no missed calls or unanswered text. I figure I might as well make the first move. 
 
    “Blaze? It’s me, Sailor. How did things go last night? Any developments?” 
 
    “Yeah. Tons.” His voice catches me off guard. It’s rough. Tired…grainy. 
 
    “Did you sleep at all last night?” 
 
    “A little…off and on once we got things under control, but I’m good. I got off easy compared to some of the others.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. Reconnaissance work. Abby’s been working on the info we salvaged from a couple of cells we came across. We’ve been getting bits and pieces from the survivors, too. Just things they picked up…the coherent ones. Some are faring better than others. It’s a lot, Ray.” 
 
    “Damn… The other team did okay though, right?” 
 
    “More or less. They forced us back, but we did some damage. A few injuries, but nothing impossible to bounce back from. They’re probably going to try again in a week.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s good to hear. Anything worthwhile come up from Abby?” 
 
    “Possibly,” Blaze says after sighing. I can virtually feel his fatigue from the other side of the phone. “She’s doing something with the texts and tracking the locations of the recipients. She told me she’s looking for new patterns. They’re being more cautious, but she’s working hard. It won’t be long.” Blaze chuckles. “We’re pressing them. Already have an idea for what we’re going to be doing next.” He pauses for a second and draws in his breath before softly exhaling. “Are you good for another go-round? We may need you again. I know you had mixed feelings.” 
 
    “I did…but I got over it. That’s actually part of the reason I called. I need to get back into the swing of things, emotions aside. I feel like I’ve been running on easy mode for the past six months. I need to get out there and make a difference.” 
 
    “Easy mode?” Blaze responds, his voice climbing an octave. “On what planet? You’ve been riding solo and axing demons by yourself.” 
 
    “Heh. Yeah. I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “You do good work, Sailor. I mean it. Always have. Don’t beat yourself up over a slipup.” 
 
    “It wasn’t a slipup, it was a deliberate choice… But I get what you’re saying.” I pause, taking a moment to sigh. “I’ll be over your way in a couple of hours. I’m not feeling too hot, myself…could use a few extra z’s.” 
 
    “Do you need someone to check you out or—?” 
 
    “No. Research. I’ve been doing a ton of research. Trying to stay ahead of the game. Crime patterns, rumors…you know how it is.” 
 
    “Okay…well, give me a ring when you’re nearby so I can let the others know you’re coming.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    “Peace.” 
 
    “Hey—hey… Blaze? You still there?”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “…If you find something about anything that points to my dad or what happened that night…could you, you know—I’m not trying to—” 
 
    “I got you, Ray. Go get some sleep, okay? Talk to you soon. Take care,” Blaze says gently.  
 
    He gets it.  
 
    My dad meant a lot to the both of us, so he knows exactly how I feel. I’m not looking for a suicide mission, but there’s still some things that need answers. Vartal’s origin being one of them. 
 
    “Thanks,” I respond, my worries, a little more at ease. “Bye.” I pull the phone away from my ear and hang up. After that, I set my alarm for half-past noon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8: He who Lurks 
 
    “So how long are we going to be like this? Resting?”  
 
    Not much longer. I do however, need more time before I can properly address the situation that is your body. First, I must be restored to a level fit to its demands. It’s been several days since our arrangement. Things flow differently in this state of existence. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Yes. At least, your perception to the world around you. I suggest you rest for the time being. Simply shut off your thoughts and explore whatever it is that appears before you. There is much work to do. 
 
    “Work?” 
 
    Yes. Restoring your brain. Mending your body. Nothing significant, yet, at least, physically, but mentally, progress is being made. When you return to the waking world, you won’t be at your best, physically, but you will be, in time—once you are away from this facility. I can’t allow you to make a full recovery so soon. Do you remember how you got here? Anything at all? Think as long and hard as you’d like. 
 
    “A…car accident. I was in a car accident. That was the last thing I remember. I was on my phone, I think. It was my fault. I was drinking, too.” 
 
    Good. You’re regaining access to your memories. To be truthful, I prefer this method better. It would be quite troublesome to have you return but still be a prisoner. This way, we can both gain our strength as time passes. I’ll work on sustaining us both while you continue to progress. 
 
    “Vartal… Am I a murderer? Did I kill someone?” 
 
    I’m afraid that is a question I do not have the answer to. However, I’m sure one day soon you’ll find the answer you’re looking for. 
 
    “Maybe I belong here…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9: Spastic 
 
    I know what you crave. My eyes shoot open but my head never leaves my pillow. Instead, a dizzy spell permeates my senses and my ears begin to ring. The remnants of his voice linger as I stare at the wall of my room, trying my best to override it through sheer determination. Once it begins to fade, I sit up in my bed and pick up my phone towards the edge.  
 
    Damn. Beat my alarm by thirty-two minutes. 
 
    I stare at the digital digits awhile longer as my vision clears and mentally plot my next course of action. I don’t dwell on Vartal’s voice. It’s just bullshit. A sleep-deprived audio hallucination stemming from my fears.  
 
    Right. 
 
    It sounds crazier than it actually is, even though I know what it is. My room is warded. He can’t talk to me in here, one, because he’s gone, and two, because the wards lining my room are strong as hell. He’s never been able to do it before under any circumstances. At his strongest, even the outer layer screwed with him…and now I’m rationalizing with myself. I’ve got to stop doing this. I’m buying into the crazy. Vartal’s gone from me. Period. 
 
    “Keep telling yourself that, Sailor.” I groan and rest a palm over the left side of my face before running my hand through my hair. “What a sick parting gift to leave behind.” Even with him gone he’s still screwing with my mind.  
 
    I scroll through my assortment of texts and find nothing new. No updates from Blaze, Abby, or Valerie, which isn’t revolutionary at all considering that I barely slept. I force myself off my bed and grab my jacket, my phone still in my hand. As I exit my room, I text Blaze and let him know that I’m on my way. He responds back just as I hit the door with the infamous one-letter text. “K.” I shove my phone into my back pocket and make my way to my car, the seeping sickness of Vartal’s presence at the forefront of my mind. 
 
    For real, screw him. Having him constantly on the brain is a draining, anxiety-ridden experience. It’s the same feeling you get when you have a big moment coming up and it’s the night before, except for the moment never comes and it might actually be something that can kill you. He can be anyone if he’s alive. It’s a crushing thought to have a demon potentially trailing you and you have no idea who he is or what he wants. He doesn’t need to sleep, he doesn’t need to eat, you pissed him off, and he knows where you live. Blaze and Abby said he was on the way out when he left me…he was dying…and I trust their judgement, but they don’t know Vartal like I do. I can’t rest easy until I have proof. Even in his weakened state he was the strongest demon I’ve ever encountered. 
 
    I can’t keep going like this…living in fear. It isn’t healthy…and if we’re being honest, my mental health as of late has been shit. 
 
    I cast my thoughts to the side and drive over to where Blaze and Abby are stationed. The other monster hunters greet me and show their regards, but I know they can sense that something’s on my mind. I’ve got things I need to deal with, but clearly not now. Not in front of the general population. I’ve got a reputation to keep and those survivors from the other night don’t need to see the person who rushed behind enemy lines dealing with a panic attack. It’s not that good of a look. 
 
    “Sailor!” Abby walks up to me and greets me with a hug. Her voice is a little hoarse, probably from issuing orders all throughout the night and coordinating with all of the other hunters she has connections with. I can tell she’s working on a good four to five hours, but she hides it well and with a smile. 
 
    “Hey, Abby!” I gently rub her back and break away. “Holding down the fort, I see.” 
 
    “Yeah, you can say that.” She sighs, giving me a glimpse into her exhaustion. “It’s a lot, but everyone’s helping out.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good. Don’t tucker out. You’re literally the brains of this thing…anything new with the survivors?” 
 
    “We’re still working on getting everyone up to speed. Umm…thirty-six people, we’ve saved. All of them from the US, remarkably. We gathered all of their personal information. Names, birthdays, anything that we could find on them, and I cross-referenced them with the people in the missing person’s database to see what I can find.” 
 
    “And what did you find?” I ask. 
 
    “Nothing…yet. I know all of these people are who they claim to be, for starters, but they aren’t exclusive to Illinois. We have people here from all over the country. Texas, New York, Idaho, Florida...” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “The list goes on. I’m trying to find out how they’re all connected, but I can’t find the common link that connects them. I know that demons tend to target vulnerable people, but like, there has to be a connection beyond that. Are there places that are hotspots for abductions? Is this part of a bigger thing that I overlooked? We knew about the Sphinx operation, but to be trafficking people and using them as free labor, that’s a whole other scope of logistics that I didn’t factor. I thought we were finally gaining some ground on these guys, but I’m starting to think that we’re only scratching the surface.” 
 
    “Abby,” I say as I put a hand on her shoulder. “Listen up. If anyone was meant for this job, it’s you. You’ve been doing a great job on everything so far, and you’ll find whatever connection you need to put everything to rest. You’re a genius, and us common folk believe in you. You got this. I know it’s tough, but without you, we wouldn’t have saved all of these lives and given them a second chance. I bet more than a handful of these people never thought they’d have their freedom again. You did that, Abby. You gave them hope.” 
 
    “Thanks, Sailor.” 
 
    “It’s no problem, but one thing,” I interject. “I’m sure you’ve already thought of this, but hear me out, travel for demons is nothing. They don’t function like us. When I was captured, the first thing they did was drive me to a different location a couple of miles away. If you guys wouldn’t have found me, I’m sure they would have drove me somewhere else.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abby says and nods thoughtfully. “Probably to a black market.” 
 
    “Probably,” I answer, hiding my grimace. I’ve heard of them before, but Dad usually never brought me along when dealing with them. Often times, they were deemed too dangerous, and for good reason. Anything goes at supernatural black markets. They’re highly guarded, and you’re bound to deal with a slew of supernatural related threats. The more common ones will be there for sure, but at black markets, there’s room for other nonsense to rear its ugly head, too. Objects…artifacts…trinkets…whatever you want to call them. I’ve been focusing on demons lately, but they aren’t the only threat out here. Dealing with Vartal almost made me forget, not that it’s done me any good. 
 
    “Well, look who we got here. Sailor Ray, in the flesh.” A foreign yet familiar voice calls out, and I adjust my head to look past Abby. There’s another hunter walking beside Blaze. One that I haven’t seen since before I fell off the grid. 
 
    “Roc?” Abby steps to the side and turns to look over her shoulder, slightly amused by my enthusiasm. I run into Roc’s arms and give him a nice, big hug, happy to see him. During our embrace, we mutually rock back and forth, my head buried against his chest. “Roc!” I say after pulling away. “How have you been? It’s been forever.” 
 
    “It has,” he says calmly with a huge smile on his face. “Blaze and I—” he begins but cuts himself off. “I’m happy you’re safe.” 
 
    “What he means to say is that he kept me sane while I was searching for you,” Blaze interjects. “He also kept me alive. There were quite a few times where I bit off more than I could chew out in the field.” 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t going to say anything about that part.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to. It needed to be said.” I get the feeling that I’m missing something between Blaze and Roc, but I don’t push the subject. I know Blaze was searching for me, but that’s just about all I know. He hasn’t really opened up about it, not fully, at least. 
 
    “So, what brings you into town?” I ask, changing the subject. “Here to help, I’m assuming.” 
 
    “Yeah. I got the call last night and decided I can lend a hand. Blaze and Abby said they needed some help, and I wasn’t too far away. Plus, I haven’t seen you in a while, so of course I couldn’t miss the opportunity. Blaze told me about what happened to your father. My condolences.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” I lie. “He went down swinging…gave me another chance. Anything new on your end?” 
 
    “Lots.” 
 
    “He’s with Sonya now, for starters,” Blaze interjects. 
 
    “Can’t say that I’m surprised. I saw that one coming from a mile away.” I shrug. 
 
    “Really now?” Blaze asks with folded arms. 
 
    “Yup. Us girls have a way of knowing,” I say as glance over to Abby. She cosigns with a nod and a smirk. “See? Game recognizes game.” 
 
    “Damn, well you could have saved me the trouble and just told me.” 
 
    “There’s a method to the madness, Roc. If you think hunting’s complex, wait until you step into the inner workings of ritualistic behaviors of human mating.” 
 
    “Someone’s in a good mood,” Blaze quips. 
 
    “Just happy to see an old friend,” I say in response. 
 
    “And I’m happy to see you, too.” Roc’s smile widens, and I can’t help but do the same. He’s been helping us out for a long time, Blaze, myself, and my dad. I was so caught up with my own drama that I didn’t even sweat the fact that Roc must have been searching for me and an answer to what happened. I know Blaze was devastated, but I’m sure Roc was too. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what I put you through…both of you. You know that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, Sailor. We do,” Roc answers. “You had your reasons. We’re just happy that you’re back and that you’re on our side.” 
 
    “Me, too…but I mean it. I shouldn’t have done that. I…wasn’t thinking clearly. He was in my head and, yeah, I’m sorry for all of the pain I caused you two.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Roc answers. Blaze doesn’t respond, but only because I’m sure I hurt him the most. He glances away from me, his eyes now focusing on the ground to find solace from my bluntness. I almost want to thank him for saving me, again, but I hold my tongue, not wanting to press the matter anymore than I already have. Blaze never really opened up to me about what he did when I was gone, but I know that during that time, it was rough. Two of the closest people he knew up and left him and never returned. In the bigger scheme of things, he’d already lost his family, and then, he’d lost us. The way things happened, literally put him through hell with no closure of any kind. I’m just happy that Roc did what he could to keep him sane. Losing everything like that can damage a person. Permanently. 
 
    “I’m thinking about talking to some of the survivors, like, letting them know what to expect and how to move forward. When Blaze found me, I was in captivity, so I know what they’re going through, to an extent, and I want to help.” 
 
    “That’s good. I talked to a few already, the ones that are willing to talk. Some of them have a ways to go before they begin to open up, again. Shock.” 
 
    “Some of them are messed up pretty bad, Ray. The survivors who’d been in captivity for longer are still trying to put together the pieces,” Blaze says. “A few of the monster hunters are trying to talk to them…anchor them…but it’s going to be a process. They’ve seen things. Lived through it, too. It takes a toll.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod soberly. “Abs, is there an immediate plan of action? Like a follow-up attack or anything like that? There are still other targets we can hit, yeah?” 
 
    “There are always more targets, but it goes back to what I mentioned before. They forced back our last attack, and they’re more cautious now due to what happened last night. I think our best bet is to play it safe to prevent causalities. We have guys running recon and whatnot. Once we establish some patterns and key players, we can strike more effectively, maybe pick a few off while they’re going through their routine.” 
 
    “So, we’re at a standstill?” 
 
    “Not quite. We’re just trying to beat them at their own game, and that requires patience.” 
 
    “There’s another reason why Roc’s here. There’s a case he’s been looking into and he might need our help,” Blaze says. “I plan on going with him as soon as things get settled over here.” 
 
    “Just you two?” I ask. I could say more, but I decide to not push it for the time being. 
 
    “Yeah. It doesn’t require an army for what we’re up against, plus everyone has their hands full over here. We really don’t want to take away from that.” 
 
    “Okay, that makes sense. So, what are you up against? More demons?” 
 
    “No,” Roc says. “At least, not directly. I’ve been following a trail of murders, only they don’t appear to be murders. Forensics are all saying it’s the same thing. Heart failure.” 
 
    “Okay?” I fold my arms and lean in, my curiosity, piqued. “So, what makes that supernatural? What’s the thing that connects it?” 
 
    “The evidence,” Abby says. “Or rather, the lack of it.” 
 
    “It isn’t blood magic?” 
 
    “No. If that were the case, it’d be easier. Roc showed me everything that he had, and there’s no way it can be blood magic. It’s definitely some kind of curse, but that’s all I’ve been able to scrounge up with everything going on.”  
 
    “A curse?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roc answers me in Abby’s place. “Blaze and I dealt with something like this before, but it was blood magic.” 
 
    “…It was shortly after you disappeared,” Blaze says, filling in the gaps. He must have noticed the subtle change in my expression. “There was a witch who was targeting broken hearted people to manipulate. She used blood magic to essentially make them kill themselves in order to fulfill the requirements of the ritual.” 
 
    “She didn’t have to be near them, but the act was carried out all the same.” 
 
    “And they were aware of what they were doing, too. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “They couldn’t stop it, and it left a tell…an insignia…something to solidify the exchange that had just transpired.” 
 
    “And these cases don’t have that.” 
 
    “Okay, Abs, so what do they have, or, don’t? You were about to say something but got segued.” 
 
    “Right. So, from what Roc showed me, there were eccentric items linked to each case. Like, items that didn’t belong…they were out of place.” 
 
    “Wait, guys.” Blaze sighs. “We shouldn’t be talking like this out in the open. If we’re going to do this, let’s do it somewhere else. I think we got a bit carried away with the reunion, but with the survivors and everything…” 
 
     “Yeah, agreed.” Abby nods. “Let’s take the conversation elsewhere. Follow me.” The four of us duck off into a room stationed far enough from the survivors so that we have our own privacy. “Okay, that’s better. So, what we’re dealing with is an object, I think, but it isn’t as much an object, but rather, an energy.” 
 
    “A curse,” Blaze muses. 
 
    “Correct, and this curse transfers from person to person in the form of an eccentric item, which was what I was getting at before.” 
 
    “In the first case, all that we found was a bloody playing card from an old-school card game.” Roc pulls out his phone and pulls up a picture of the bloodied playing card next to the body.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t exactly call Kajata old, but I get your point. It does look out of place. Was the guy a fan?” 
 
    “No…no he wasn’t. I couldn’t find anything on him online that would lead me to think that. I even checked out a few of the trading card shops in the area to see if they knew the guy. No dice.” 
 
    “So, was it the playing card that killed him?” I ask Roc. 
 
    “No, not directly. But it was the only evidence that was on the scene. The crazy part was that it disappeared from storage after two days. I was skeptical until it happened again a few days later. It happened in the same city, but this time, there was a stuffed animal on the scene. A teddy bear with a missing eye. It was sitting upright a few inches away from the body.” Roc flicks across the screen on his phone and shows me the image while Blaze and Abby sit back, occupied by their thoughts. “There are a couple more cases that I managed to find. Same story. Different city. It’s been traveling, and it’s starting to seem like something that I may need help with.” Roc shows me more evidence, all of them with strange items accompanying the victim. “That’s why I called Blaze and Abby…I wanted to see if we can group think our way out of this.” 
 
    “Well, I think it’s simple. Show up to a case, get the item, and lock it down. If it’s in storage somewhere, steal it, and lock it down. You guys have containers to hold cursed objects in around here, right?” 
 
    “It’s a bit more complicated than that, but you’re on the right track,” Roc says. 
 
    “So, what am I missing?” 
 
    “Either the curse is intelligent, or someone is controlling it…inflicting it on key individuals, but again, Abby hasn’t been able to find any connections, and neither have I. I can’t find a motive as to why, if it were being orchestrated. The victims don’t hold any power or have any connections to one another. I’ve tried everything that I can, but there isn’t a bigger picture when it comes to the killings, which is unsettling.” 
 
    “What Roc is trying to say is that with no common thread linking the victims together, chances are that the curse is intelligent. It allows itself to manifest to people who it deems fit, if that makes sense.” 
 
    “It does, Abby. Thanks.” I nod. 
 
    “Regardless of what’s going on, we have to take it down. We’re all not strangers to the supernatural, and we know by definition, there’s always an exception to the rule. Cursed artifacts have been known to draw certain people to them when in close proximity. If this force is able to manifest an item based on the person it’s targeting, it’s safe to say that it’s a top priority now. While you were out, the three of us have been making contact with other monster hunters who are in our network. No one has anything on it that we don’t have, but we’re open to more information. Once the witch, or the curse itself, whatever, realizes that we’re after it, there’s no reason why it won’t come after us.” 
 
    “Which spells bad news for everyone. With everything going on recently, I wanted to let you guys know as soon as I could.” 
 
    “Reuniting over a paranormal plague isn’t a bad way to say hi. It’ll be like old times.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure.” 
 
    “So, what’s the play?” Blaze asks with folded arms, his attention directed towards Abby and Roc. “Have you guys decided?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abby answers for the both of them. “As much as it sucks, we’re going to wait it out. There’s too much at stake. With all of the survivors here, we don’t want to chance this thing spreading to them. Roc and I are going to be doing hourly updates on the police databases. We’re also going to have eyes on forums and social media to see if we can draw any conclusions.” 
 
    “So, we’re at its mercy?” I ask. 
 
    “No. We’re just playing it smart,” Roc fires back. “I was able to look a bit deeper into the case before this one…the one with the playing card. I claimed to be one of the store managers and got to do some digging. I have some ideas, but if I can confirm them, it’ll be a place to start. It’s nothing concrete yet, but waiting it out is the safest way to ensure that we limit what’s going on. It’s hard to track a killer without a motive or a preference. It makes it look like it’s random, but honestly, there’s no such thing in matters like this. We’re in the business of keeping as many people alive as we can against these things. Don’t forget that. Sometimes, that means being on the defensive. I think if we wait it out until the next attack, I can get in and pull some information before the proper authorities get involved.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Abby says with a sharp nod. “In the meantime, there’s work to do over here. We still have to take care of the survivors and get them up to speed. We’re lacking manpower. I’m considering calling up Mason, but I know he’s busy.” 
 
    “Mason?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah,” Blaze says after he shifts his gaze my way. “He’s another hunter. A good one. He’s saved me and Abby more times than I can count. He’s a modern-day Hercules…or at least that’s what he’d want me to say.” He chuckles to himself. “Last time I spoke with him, he said he was in Florida handling witches. Blood magic.” 
 
    “Of course,” I say rolling my eyes. 
 
    “He knows to come here when he’s busy, and he’ll know to check-in when the time is right. Depending how he fares, he may not even be ready for a case like this. He went down there to meet with some of the locals, but if it’s as intense as he told me before he left, then he may need some time to recoup from his injuries. Hell, we took a beating, ourselves from last night.” 
 
    “Another reason why playing it safe is the right move,” Roc confirms. 
 
    “Okay, so since we have downtime, I figure I can talk to the survivors and see what I can do to help out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Blaze says as he stands up from his chair. “Do that. Samantha and Janelle can use someone right about now.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to them, sure, and then I’ll talk to everyone else and stay out of the way while you guys work things out.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll find you once we’re ready. I have some other things to tend to, but I’ll be around.” Blaze exits the room without saying another word, his heart clearly on something else. Ever since I’ve been back, he’s been acting strange. Burdened even. There’s a lot I don’t know about, and rightfully so. I distanced myself and he’s moved on to someone else, Abby. But then again, I’m not even sure that she knows what’s going on. Blaze’s gone cold, and I’m still obsessing over Vartal. And now, we have all these people to take care of and a curse that’s slowly starting to weave its way through the states that may or may not be following the tune of an unseen threat. Life’s great.  
 
    “Hey, guys...is Blaze doing okay? He seems pretty stressed right now?” 
 
    “You mean more than normal?” Roc asks. “Blaze’s always been one to worry. You know that. There’s just a lot on his plate. He’s been hunting virtually nonstop since the day you went missing, Sailor. The world didn’t stop when you fell off the grid. We’ve been fighting, and have fought all sorts of things. At one point, Blaze was even going it alone.” 
 
    “I first met Blaze in the middle of a black market while he was running a con.” 
 
    “A con?” 
 
    “Yeah. My men almost killed him, but he was good enough to keep the hostages safe, and keep himself alive while disposing any of the supernaturals that were operating at the site. My men took over the scene, but Blaze played an important role in evening out the playing field.” 
 
    “I…never knew he did that.” 
 
    “That’s only the start of it. Mason has tons of stories about Blaze. You would have never guessed that they hated each other’s guts when they first met.” 
 
    “I know that Sphinx’s been on the forefront of everyone’s mind as of late, but Blaze’s actually had run-ins with it before he met Abby. He’s been busy, and honestly, I think he needs a break, but what else is new? We all do, and I’ve been trying to tell him for months.” He sighs. “He’s been doing a lot for everyone.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can tell…I was just worried about him a bit, that’s all.” 
 
    “We’re all doing our best to keep an eye on him, but it’s safe to say that this is who Blaze is now. A badass hunter with a million things to do.” 
 
    “I guess he really stepped up to the plate then, huh?” 
 
    “In a way you can say that, yes,” Abby confirms. 
 
    “Got it. Well, I’m going to go talk to the girls now. I’ll leave you two to figuring out what’s up with the curse. Text me if you need anything.” 
 
    “Will do,” Roc says. I don’t respond, but instead spin on my heel and make my way to the exit, leaving with more questions than I had when I first entered the room.  
 
    It turns out that Blaze was hit harder than I thought by my absence. I knew it would be hard, but I underestimated just how bad things would get for him. Or maybe, I didn’t really even care. I mean, I did, but did I really? Vartal was messing with my head and toying with my emotions. I knew what I was doing was wrong, but I don’t think I felt it as much as I would have if I were demon free. He loved me, and then he thought I was dead. He was alone…sure he had Roc, and later, Abby, but losing someone so close to you after losing everything else is tough. The months when I was gone must have been agonizing until he found his way. And…I…totally took him and everything he did for granted. I’m the biggest jerk on the planet. He even saved me from being a slave to Vartal, and it was through him that I was able to be rescued in the first place. Ever since I’ve been back, all I’ve ever done is take from him. And it’s crazy. I still want them to put everything to the side to help me actually believe that he’s gone. All of this wild stuff’s been happening, and I’m still as selfish as ever. Even as a friend he can do better than me. By doing what I did, I threw him back into the darkness and pretended that everything would be okay. I need to talk to Blaze and actually have a real conversation where I at least give him the chance to unpack what’s been on his mind. I owe him that. He saved my life, and I took everything he did for granted. 
 
    I walk down the hall, visibly shaking my head as I pass the other hunters and survivors. I have my own shit I need to deal with, but apparently, I have a bad habit of neglecting the ones I care about. Hopefully what I’m about to do makes up for it, at least a little bit. 
 
    I continue to walk down the hall, casually peering into rooms and scanning the halls until I find Janelle and Samantha. Samantha’s resting on her cot while Janelle is sitting in a chair, picking at the top of her fingernail with her thumb. 
 
    “Mind if I come in?” I ask after tapping the inside of the doorframe. 
 
    “Sure,” Janelle answers with no inflection. I take a seat in front of her, giving her and Samantha a comfortable amount of space. Both of them are cleaned up now, but the trauma they endured still manifests in other ways. It’s hard to explain, but you can virtually feel the quiet storm of emotions circulating in the air. 
 
    “…I just wanted to pop in and make sure you two were doing okay. I’m Sailor, by the way. I know we met before, but with everything that was going on I—” 
 
    “I remember who you are,” she answers, cutting me off. “Thanks for saving me.” Janelle’s hand runs down and traces over the scars the demons carved into her arm and marked her for life. ‘Example.’ 
 
    “It’s no problem. The second I saw Samantha; I knew I had to save her and everyone else that was there. It was the right thing to do. It’s part of what makes us human and not like them. I felt for her…everyone. It wasn’t too long ago that I was captured. It wasn’t the first time, but it was the worst time. It was by a group of demons. They were trying to possess me.” 
 
    “I saw that happen before in that place. They possessed a few of us right off the bat and held it over our heads. They used our loved ones as leverage. Who would rebel or try to run away when the person you care about is still trapped in that…hell?” 
 
    “Demons hardly play fair, and when they’re on the ropes, they’ll do almost anything to ensure that they make it out alive.” 
 
    “I believe it,” Janelle answers. “They were soulless. The very definition of it. At least with a serial killer or a psycho you can mess with their minds and try to play their weaknesses to your advantage, but with demons, there wasn’t any escaping it. Any of it. What they said was absolute, and if you disobeyed them, they made you suffer in the worst way. Nothing was off limits. It just depended on how they felt on that particular day. I did it anyway because I knew what the alternative was. I’d heard about Sphinx from a friend of mine. Not Samantha, another one. He was into the party scene, but he died from an overdose. It was Sphinx, of course. We were close…so making the same thing that put my friend into the grave wasn’t something I wanted to do. My hatred intensified when I realized that the stuff wasn’t natural…that demons were literally overseeing production. How crazy is that?” She scoffs. “They were running a fucking traffic ring right under everyone’s noses, and the people who did know didn’t give two shits about everyone that was being held against their will. Does the government know about this? Is there a war on the supernatural, too?” 
 
    “We’re not sure, but the general consensus is no. Everyone that you see here are just ordinary people who chose to fight for their own reasons.” 
 
    “I…want to fight. I know I can barely stand, but what they did to me…what they did to everyone…they violated us…stripped us of our freedom. I don’t want anyone else to feel the way I felt. They tortured me. You saw the marks. I clung to life as hard as I could because I wanted to make sure that I could be there for Samantha, but there was another reason. I wanted to survive so that I can kill every last one of those things that did this to us in the first place.” 
 
    “So you want to be like us?” 
 
    “I do,” Janelle answers with no remorse. “I do, and I know what that means. After a certain point, I was prepared to die every day. I had no way to keep track of the days, but I knew towards nightfall, all I heard were screams until it was my turn.” She raises her forearm up to me, revealing the series of cuts along her arm in more vivid detail. “Example. That’s what I was to them. When they pushed, I pushed back. There were others too, but they didn’t make it. I know I can probably get this somewhat fixed, but honestly, I think I’m going to keep it as a reminder...” she says as she lowers her arm back onto her knee. “I was an example then, and I want to be one now. I want to be an example of why you shouldn’t mess with humans. Tell me what I need to know so that I can be like you.” 
 
    It feels like an eternity ago, but I can still recall when Blaze had the same proposition back when we first met. He had that same look in his eyes. A quiet determination personified by a burning intensity that pierces the soul. She’s serious, and if her story lines up, she’s been thinking about her decision for more than just a day. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you need to know to be safe, but there’s a lot that goes into being a monster hunter besides killing demons. They aren’t the only thing that’s out there, for starters. The world’s bigger than you know. Vampires exist, for example. Witches are a thing, too. Werewolves, as well…and those stories you hear on occasion about paranormal objects and places, they may not all be lies. What I’m trying to say is, everything that we do has a strategy because you can’t treat every entity as the same. There’s research, planning, training. All of that goes into the mix and even then, the casualty rate is absurdly high. Mistakes happen. Sometimes the enemy gets the upper hand. People die. A lot. I’m not saying it to scare you, but I’m just trying to let you know what the path holds. It’s not glorious by any means. And to be honest, it takes a toll.” 
 
    “But, it’s worth it, right?” 
 
    “Yeah…it is. One hundred percent. The good that you’re able to do makes it totally worth it, but the cost of this line of work can be too high for a lot of people. A good bit of us are in this because we have nothing left to lose. We’re rolling stones. Drifters. It’s easier that way. No attachments. If a demon got a hold of us or something else, it wouldn’t be the end of the world. I know you said you wanted to hunt, but if things don’t work out, you have to consider that you’re leaving a lot behind. You have family, right?” 
 
    “I do, but don’t you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t. Not really. I have friends, sure, good ones, but I’m an only child, and I lost both my parents.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “It’s nothing to apologize for. It wasn’t your fault. My father died because of demons. We were on a hunt and demons got the upper hand. His sacrifice gave me a fighting chance… He taught me everything I know.” 
 
    “And your mother? She hunted these things, too?” 
 
    “No. She didn’t. She was just a casualty. My father wanted revenge, so he began to hunt the supernatural in hopes of tracking my mom’s killer. I found out about what he was doing, and I wanted to help, so he told me everything. He died trying to avenge her. If you really want to be a monster hunter, we have tons of resources, but it isn’t a happy life by any means. Blaze, the guy I was with when we rescued you, had no idea the supernatural existed until vampires attacked his family. They bit them, but didn’t kill them. Blaze took it upon himself to hunt them down and kill them in order to preserve the memory of who they once were.” 
 
    “There’s no cure for being a vampire?” 
 
    “No. Once you’re bit, you’re one of them. Same goes with werewolves. I’m not trying to say all of this to dissuade you. It’s a noble cause, and without people like us, the supernatural would run rampant. It’s just that there’s a fine line between knowing how to protect yourself against these things versus actively hunting them. Does that make sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, it does.” 
 
    “Good. I just want to make sure you know where the line stands before you cross it… Either way, I’m on your side, and so is the community.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m going to be doing a presentation or something really soon that covers the basics of monster hunting. You’re more than welcome to come through. It’ll be a good starting point. Blaze is working on getting everything set up.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “See?” I say without looking behind me. “Speak of the devil.” 
 
    “We’ve started to gather some of the survivors in the conference room. They’ll be ready for you soon.” 
 
    “Cool.” I finally turn to face him and see that he’s a lot calmer than before. It’s nice, but I know it’s a front. With everything going on, he can’t be running around with worry written across his face. The survivors look up to him. If he seemed unsure of himself, all it would do is cause a ripple effect and tank their morale, which is low enough as it is.  
 
    “A good bit of them are still being treated, but I think you should still have a full house. Some of the hunters are setting up more chairs.” 
 
    “Great. When should I be there?” 
 
    “As soon as you can. Everyone has questions…we’ve been doing our best to answer them, but I think this’ll be a good way to cover everything and then some.” 
 
    “Yeah…I agree.” 
 
    “I was thinking maybe I can help you, too. I can have a second room or something…we can split them up and cover different things and switch.” 
 
    “No. It’s fine. I got it. Go help Roc and Abby with that other thing. They need you.” 
 
    “You sure?”  
 
    “I can handle this. I slay demons, Blaze. I think I can talk to a room full of people who need my help.” I lethargically wave my hand, shooing him away. “Go. Let the crew setting up know that I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Roger.” Blaze backs out of the doorframe and into the hall before spinning on his heel to give the update to the other hunters. 
 
    “He seems like a solid guy,” Janelle says once he leaves. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s a good leader. He’s come a long way,” I say with a smile. “Hardly that guy I saved way back when… Well, okay. As I’m sure you’ve heard. I’ve got to go. You should come out. I think you’ll learn something.” 
 
    “I will. Samantha’s still resting, so I’ll go for the both of us. She lost a lot of fluids, but I think she’ll be okay. This drip you guys have her hooked up to should handle that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. She’ll be on her feet in no time. Until then, it’s best that she rests. If you weren’t so determined, I’d say the same for you.” 
 
    “I’ve rested enough. When I close my eyes, all I see is nightmares.” 
 
    “They go away in time,” I lie. “Trust me. It gets better.” 
 
    After I left Janelle and Samantha’s room I did exactly what I set out on doing. Dozens of people had been affected by the supernatural, and they needed answers—and I tried my best to give it to them. I started off with a simple explanation of who we are and what we do. After that, I began to unveil some of the particulars like why we were there that night to save them and the role that the supernatural plays in our world. From there, I went over the basics of the most common monsters and provided general guidelines to dealing with the supernatural. I also covered topics pertaining to individual monsters and told them what was true and what was Hollywood. When I opened the floor for questions, I was asked to demonstrate proper knife technique and show off my weapons. Part of the talk I gave touched on the history of the runes that we use and how we use them to protect ourselves. Of course, after my explanation, there were requests for the knives we used in short-range combat. One of the hunters said they’d find a way to swing it. I wasn’t sure if Blaze’s crew had thirty plus daggers in storage or something, but they made it work. Upon further questioning, the hunter who shadowed me while I spoke confirmed that each of the survivors would be getting one once they made it back to their homes. A parting gift of sorts. 
 
    Something of interest that struck me as odd was that Janelle’s questions were borderline provocative. I understood that she was angry—and rightfully so—but it was almost like she wanted to hit up a demon stronghold and try to plow through them. I understand where she’s coming from, but the way she went about it was unhinged. She wouldn’t make it two feet in demon territory. She’d die, along with anyone else who wanted to follow her. I had to shut her down once things got too heated. Janelle’s anger would have gotten them all killed…the ones who weren’t already traumatized by the surrealness of it all. The whole situation took a turn for the worst, but I couldn’t be mad at her. She was like all of us at one point in our journey. Restless. Angry. Heartbroken. It’s like the trifecta for bad decision making. The despair that comes from being on the wrong side of a hunt can make you feel things that you didn’t even know were possible. So, no. I didn’t blame her, but I was afraid for her wellbeing. It’s a dangerous road, and once you start, there’s no turning back. 
 
     I spent the rest of the day working one-on-one with some of the survivors, giving Janelle the space she needed while also allowing the other hunters to monitor her from afar. We didn’t expect for this to happen—having all of these survivors—so Blaze and Abby’s crew was shorthanded and needed all of the help they could get. I didn’t mind. It felt good to be doing good considering all of the luck I’ve had in the past, plus, it gave me a chance to keep my mind off Vartal and the uncertainty I had regarding his whereabouts. My dad always taught me to trust my instincts, but I’m not sure if my instincts are shot because of what I experienced in our time together.  
 
    The pressure surrounding that judgement call is the whole focal point of my dilemma. Am I dreading a ghost or should I be prepared for the return of a demon? 
 
    “Sailor?” a familiar voice calls out to me. Blaze. I turn around, stopping what I’m doing to investigate. He seems tense. Worried even. “You didn’t answer your phone. Did you get my texts?” I pull my phone out of my pocket and see an assortment of missed calls and texts.  
 
    “Sorry, I got so carried away with everything going on that I forgot to switch my phone off silent.” 
 
    “It’s no problem, but check it out when you get the chance.” 
 
    “Yeah, will do.” Blaze fades back from behind the doorframe, but I know that he isn’t quite gone. Knowing him, he’s waiting on me. I didn’t get a chance to read what he sent me, but given what’s going on, it’s a safe bet to say that we’ve had some developments on the killings Roc told us about earlier today. Appearances are everything, and for the sake of saving face, he didn’t want to seem pressed in front of someone who just escaped a near death experience. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” the survivor asks, her wrinkled face stricken with worry. 
 
    “Everything’s fine. I just forgot to do something and can’t let the boss man down. I have to go now, but I’ll send someone your way to look after you and answer any other questions you may have. Sound good?” I don’t give her a chance to answer. Instead, I make my way to the exit where I find Blaze leaning against the wall, arms folded and his eyes emptily gazing at the ground. 
 
    “All good?” he asks after lifting his head. 
 
    “All good.” Blaze points to direct one of the hunters floating between rooms to the room that I just left. I still don’t get how he rose up the ranks so quickly with these new guys.  
 
    He must have put on one hell of a show. How many demons did he have to kill to get to where he is now? 
 
    “Cool, let’s walk.” Blaze begins to strut down the hall, and I have to put in a decent effort to maintain his pace. What the hell is going on? He leads me back to the room where we originally met a few hours ago. The only thing that’s different is that we’re down two bodies. Abby and Roc are gone. 
 
    “So, what’s new?” I ask after taking my seat. “Is anyone in trouble?” I almost wish I didn’t say that, in fear of the worst. 
 
    “No trouble, no. It’s not that. Abby and Roc found another lead a few hours ago. Just as they suspected, whatever it is, it’s moving closer to us. They went out to investigate and pick up on whatever clues they can.” 
 
    “And how did that go?” 
 
    “It’s going. I don’t want to get in their way, so I’m on standby. You are, too. Last time I spoke with Roc, they were narrowing down an active perimeter of where the witch would be hiding.” 
 
    “A witch? So, that’s who’s behind it…” 
 
    “Yeah, Abby was able to get access to the security feeds on the same strip that the most recent death occurred on. She was able to nail a person of interest, but the cameras weren’t the best quality.” 
 
    “What about the other deaths? Was she able to tie the witch to those incidents as well?” 
 
    “Not necessarily, but they’re working on it. Check your phone. I sent you an image of what they were able to come up with.” 
 
    I comply with Blaze’s request and fish out my phone. Once I open his message, I see a photo of a hooded man in an alley. 
 
    “This is all we got?” I ask, not hiding my emotions. “This dude can be anybody. We’re profiling now?”  
 
    “Not in the slightest. Roc was able to take the image and send it to people of interest involving the case to see if they saw someone with similar features. It’s a crappy picture, but we made due.” 
 
    “Okay, so what else is new? Do we have a motive? What connects all these guys together, and why is he making his way here?” 
 
    “Good questions. We don’t know his motives, but I think he’s coming here because of Sphinx. It’s the only thing that’s different these days. We’ve been at war with everyone and everything involved with it, so he could have some skin in the game somehow. Him killing on his way to us could be him powering up. The motives aren’t clear yet, but as you know, it’s common practice for witches to use the energy of others for their spells and rituals.” 
 
    “Right, like with blood magic...do they think that’s what he is?” 
 
    “Not sure, but they’re sure as hell preparing for one. They’re usually bad news.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What really sucks is that we’re always going to be one step behind until we can find a motive. We’re usually able to get ahead of these guys and stop them before they can strike again, but in this case, we’re stuck playing a perpetual game of catch up.” 
 
    “So how long are we going to be out on the sidelines? You pulled me over here for a reason. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “For now, we wait. Abby and Roc are pretty beat, so they’re calling it quits for the rest of the day. At least that’s what they said. We’ve been firing on all cylinders orchestrating the raid and handling everything that came with it, and now with that witch racking up bodies, we need to pump our breaks before we do something irrational. That witch is counting on us not finding him, and that’s something we can’t let happen. We’re going to meet up with them tomorrow evening at seven, pending developments in the case. Be here about five so we can carpool. I’ll drive. That sound okay? Your expression changed. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    "What if this guy wants to be found? Like, how does a covert killer all of the sudden make such a critical mistake, and also so close to where there's been a lot of supernatural activity. He has to know that hunters are around… What if he's doing it to get to us?” 
 
    "That's always a chance, but having a duo as resourceful as Abby and Roc is hard to come by. You have to consider that Roc wasn't making that much progress until Abby came along, and then, on top of that, there are hunters in every state. If he's fishing for monster hunters, he would have been better off tracking other supernatural events and ambushing us. All of these guys are just as resourceful as us. If they weren't, the world would have found out about them centuries ago." 
 
    "True... I'm just worried. I don't like the thought of an unseen enemy." 
 
    "Neither do I...but we're going to change that once we find him and figure out what his endgame is. Demons are the only ones who kill just to kill." 
 
    "Fair point. Maybe this guy’s possessed.” 
 
    “Maybe, Sailor. We’ll figure out soon enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will.” 
 
    “Tyson’s picking up where you left off, so you’re free to go if you want to rest up before tomorrow. I think we’re good here for the night.” 
 
    “Okay, yeah, I’ll be on my way. Did anyone tell you about what happened today?” 
 
    “With Janelle?” Blaze furrows his brow. “Yeah, it got back to me. Multiple times, actually,” he confesses. 
 
    “How do you feel about it?” 
 
    “I honestly don’t know. I can see where she’s coming from, and she has every right to feel that way, it’s just that having that kind of bravado along with it can be dangerous. I don’t want her getting hurt or leading others to their deaths.” 
 
    “Same. She was giving off the same vibes when I was talking to her in her room… Do you really think she’ll go through with it?” 
 
    “Now, no. But nothing’s stopping her from going all out the second she’s made a full recovery. Hell, maybe sooner. It’s not our job to police people, Sailor. When we send her on her way, she can do whatever she wants. All I ask is that she’s educated before making the jump. I have her set up with some contacts that volunteered to check in on her and reach out to her if she needs anything. If she’s going to hunt monsters, we at least want to make sure she’s doing it right. It’ll save her a lot of heartache, and possibly her life.” 
 
    “I agree. Another thing…” 
 
    “Yeah? What’s on your mind, Ray?” 
 
    “You okay? I know a lot’s going on.” 
 
    “No lie, I was going to ask you the same thing. I’m fine. I’m just stressed, but what else is new? There’s a lot going on, and we’re all trying to keep it together. But other than that, I’m good. You doing okay?” 
 
    “For the most part, yeah. A little roughed up from last night, but it’s good to be back on the horse.” We’ve known each other for years, but we still keep secrets. I can tell something’s bothering him still, and I haven’t exactly come clean about my own shit. I guess that’s just the way it is with us. Now isn’t the right time. It never is. There’s a witch in the wind and we’re dealing with the fallout from breaking up a supernatural trafficking ring. Out of all the things that can possibly take precedence, our feelings don’t rank high on the list. It’s a vicious cycle but we do it for the good of the team. 
 
    Bury it down, and hope it goes away. Live to hunt another day. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10: Vagabond 
 
    You can’t run from me forever, Ms. Ray. I’ll find you, and when I do, there are matters that must be addressed. You betrayed me, and for that, you must be punished. 
 
    “Vartal!” I grab for my gun and aim it directly in front of me, in hopes to slay the insidious bastard once and for all. I almost pull the trigger at the patch of darkness in my room, but I come to my senses and realize that no one’s there. It was another nightmare. Fuck. 
 
    This time, it was Vartal sitting on some kind of throne, talking to me telepathically with a creepy smile. That couldn’t have been him, right? We’ve been able to communicate telepathically before, but under special circumstances. Is he getting stronger? My room’s warded… No. It couldn’t have been. I place my Beretta on my nightstand and run my fingers through my hair, ignoring the sweat beaded across my forehead. Even when I sleep it doesn’t really feel like I’m sleeping. My mind’s in overdrive looking for closure.  
 
    After getting up to get some water, I climb back in bed, determined to put my nightmare behind me. 
 
    In time, I manage to suppress my feelings towards Vartal’s return, but another string of thoughts come to replace it. The raid we did…Janelle and her future…Blaze…everything comes to a head while I’m vulnerable from my lack of sleep. Rather than deal with it, I force myself out of bed and make my way to my laptop. From there, I start my own search based on the information that Roc, Abby, and Blaze were able to tell me involving the recent string of killings. I started with the case on the playing card, and then I did some digging on the one with the teddy bear. Of course, both of the stories checked out. Roc isn’t one to lie, but what’s interesting is what people are saying over the net about these cases. They aren’t people of substantial status, so to say, but information wise, sometimes the paranormal bloggers and forums members have information we usually don’t have access to like photos or leads. It’s the internet so there’s a lot of nonsense you have to sort through, but sometimes, it’s worth it. Abby and Roc most likely hit up all of the spots I usually frequent, but it’d be nice to get some of the information myself instead of waiting for them to disclose. There’s always a chance that I can catch something that they didn’t and it’s more effective to browse the net than speak to people in real life whenever it’s possible. Pulling information without asking questions is just a matter of doing a thorough investigation. When these things happen away from technology, it gets more complicated. Demons have been known to frequent the scenes of their crimes and the surrounding areas, for example. They’re extremely prolific when it comes to keeping their secrets safe. It’s nothing to them to track down anyone who knows anything and make sure they’re silenced…so Vartal…fuck. I’m at it again. I’ve got to put an end to this. It’s going to drive me insane. 
 
    I scoot my stack of books on demonology closer to move my laptop out of the way. I stare at the first book in my stack and shake my head as I open it up with my custom-made bookmark—a sheet of paper with the symbol Vartal branded me with. I scoff at my choice, but what’s even funnier is that even in death the bastard still haunts me. Taunts me even. It’s like a never-ending cruel joke, and I’m the only one that gets it. 
 
    As I read, my eyes begin to gloss over the pages. I’m tired, but not tired enough. It’s not even my body at this point. It’s my mind. I can’t concentrate, and there’s no way I’m going to be able to go back to sleep. I glance at my clock and realize that sunrise is only a few hours away. If by miracle I was able to get some shuteye, it wouldn’t even do much in the bigger scope of things. My gaze drifts downward at the demonic mark and settles on the center of the insignia. If Vartal’s really back, I’m sure some of the other demons would have heard it by now. It’s worth a shot, and if I come up empty handed, at least I’m doing something other than twiddling my thumbs and playing the victim. 
 
    **** 
 
    “Does this mean anything to you?” I hold the symbol up to the demon, my hand trembling with rage. I’d been able to get the upper hand on him, but not without a struggle. Capturing demons isn’t nearly as easy as it once was. Even though I got the jump on him, things are different when it comes to showing enough restraint to subdue something rather than kill it. The second they realize your intent, they’re in it for blood. It’s actually worse than that. They don’t have to realize it. They’re predators, so if you look the part, it’s in their nature to try and exploit you, whatever your weakness may be. 
 
    “I don’t know anything, I already told you! Please, let me go. I’m scared. I don’t know what’s going on. All I saw was black and the next thing I know I was—” I shoot a bullet into the foot of the devil, replacing his words with screams. Maybe if I were a novice that would have worked, but I’m far too deep now to be swayed by cheap parlor tricks. “Don’t play dumb. I don’t have time for this!” I shoot him in the other foot to prove that I mean business. I’m sure to aim for the base so that it immobilizes him, but the loss of blood isn’t too severe. 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know anything, you bitch!” he says with a scowl, dropping his act. 
 
    “Careful.” I scratch my temple with my Beretta. “If you keep that same energy, I might just aim a little higher.” The demon growls at me, but he heeds my warning. “Good boy.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen that symbol, ever.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s say that I believe you… Does it have any resemblance to anything you’ve seen before?” 
 
    “It’s...a seal for a pact. That’s all I know,” he confesses. “It’s when a demon binds themselves to a human for a deal. It ta—” 
 
    “I know what it is, and what it does. I just want to know the name of the demon who made this one.” 
 
    “I... I don’t know.” Demons are known liars, but I believe him. What he’s told me so far lines up with everything else that I already know...which is virtually nothing. I know more than him, and that’s unsettling. I know Vartal is old, but for modern demons to not know about him and for him to be so strong, it’s unsettling. Usually the demons know a thing or two about their superiors. I doubt that every demon I’ve come against all this time was just playing dumb. Vartal seems to be like some kind of old, forgotten legend. Virtually everything about him seems to be an enigma even though he has considerable power. Just based off of that alone, I can’t be certain that he’s dead unless I see it with my own two eyes. 
 
    “Fine, I believe you, but that doesn’t mean that the fun is over. We still have a ways to go.” I wipe the streak of blood leaking from the top of my forehead once I feel it creep past the eye. I thought I’d clotted a while ago, but I guess I was wrong. 
 
    “You may want to get that looked at, girlie. That doesn’t look too good from here.” 
 
    “Shut it.” The bastard got me good in the head. I had to buckle down to keep conscious, but I weathered the storm until the dizziness wore off. Regardless, I’m still going to feel it in the morning. He might have given me a mild concussion. “What do you know about human trafficking going on in the area?” I had already asked him about Sphinx, so this was the next logical step, not counting the detour that I took for my own personal gain. 
 
    “Do you honestly think that we’re the ones who’s pushing that? Look around you. Humanity is fucked.” Humans are shit—I know this—but I’m not asking about them. 
 
    “Answer the question.” I pull back the hammer on my Beretta and take aim at the demon’s shin.  “If I have to ask you again, it’ll be after I shoot you…and do you really want to deal with that?” A sharp pain cuts through my head and I press my hand against my temple by reflex as I grimace. When I open my eyes, I see the demon’s cocky smile in full display, reveling in my distress. I have a migraine coming on, and dealing with this guy is making it that much worse. 
 
    “Maybe you should lie down. I know just the place.” 
 
    I shoot the demon twice in the shin. Each time it feels like nails scraping down my brainstem, but it had to be done. I do better this time around at concealing my pain. When I was with Vartal, torture was easy. I actually enjoyed it on a level that was disturbing. If I were being honest, it felt good. That part of me is gone, but there’s still a sense of satisfaction of bringing pain to those who deserve it. “Don’t think I’m weak just because you gave me a little headache. I’m the one in control here, and you’re going to die by my hands.” I scowl as the demon thrashes against his restraints. He’s not going anywhere and there’s no one around to save him. This abandoned building’s a spot I’ve used multiple times since I’ve been in this city. No one for miles accept the occasional car. At this time of night, the chances of that are even lower. “You done crying yet or do I need to give you something else to cry about?” I ask the demon in a mocking tone. “…What do you know about the human trafficking that’s been going around in Chicago?” 
 
    “There was an operation going on, but it got busted. The whole area’s been teaming with hunters. Your people, I’m assuming.” 
 
    “Go on,” I muse. 
 
    “What you didn’t know?” 
 
    “You don’t get to ask me the questions. That’s my job.” 
 
    “Hunters…hunters ransacked the place. It was a bloodbath. Destroyed the whole operation. It wasn’t my gig, hence I’m still here, but it’s been making waves everywhere else.” 
 
    “So, you knew other demons involved in the business then?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “So, you also knew that Sphinx was being forced on the prisoners there, too?” The demon’s eyes widen and he holds his gaze. He doesn’t even try to respond with his usual backhand remarks. Just silence and that same pathetic look when you catch a child red-handed in the act. “You knew and you failed to mention it. What? Did you think I wasn’t going to find out? You failed the test, buddy. Withholding information is the same as lying in my book.” Another bout of silence ensues, but I break it with an exaggerated sigh as I begin to pace the room. “Well? Do you have anything you want to say?” 
 
    “…Sorry?” 
 
    “Cute, but sorry isn’t going to cut it, although I can’t remember the last time a demon’s apologized to me. You might be the first.” I raise my gun to the demon and he closes his eyes to brace for the inevitable. “Hey…don’t puss out on me, now. You were so tough earlier. You know what? I know it takes a lot for your kind to do something like that. I think I’m going to give you another chance to get back on my good side. What do you know about the witches in the area?” 
 
    “The witches?” 
 
    “Yes, the witches.” I scowl “We know you guys have a sort of symbiotic relationship with some of the covens across the world.” 
 
    “…What do you want to know?” the demon asks, pain evident in his voice. He doesn’t have much longer. Between what I did to him to subdue him, and how I’ve been torturing him, his vessel won’t be able to hold out that much longer. 
 
      “There’s a rumor of a witch making its way towards Chicago. He’s doing some kind of magic. We think it may be blood. People are dying—obviously—but we haven’t encountered anything like it before. When the person dies, they leave behind an item. It’s always something random. We’re not sure if it’s something the victim brings or if it’s something the witch is manifesting. The crazy thing is that it disappears after a few days.” 
 
    “Items? What kind?” the demon asks weakly. 
 
    “An old playing card, a teddy bear, random stuff that’s always with the body when it’s found.” 
 
    “Interesting,” the demon muses. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “No. It’s not nothing. Your expression changed for a second. It was there. You tried to hide it, but I saw it. Out with it.” 
 
    “It’s just funny to see how hopeful you humans get when you think you’ve won. Why would something like that befall such a quaint place like this? It’s a tragedy, really.” The demon laughs and flashes a wicked smile. “Do you think everything that’s happening right now is truly random? Of course, it isn’t. You humans are always just one step behind.” 
 
    “If you have anything to say, you better say it now!” I pull back the hammer on my Beretta and jut my gun in the demon’s face. 
 
    “I can say the same for you, bitch. An apology would be nice for starters. And maybe a thank you, too. And if you really wanted to show some appreciation you coul—” 
 
    “Mother—” I unload the rest of my ammunition into the demon’s chest, causing his body to jump while ensnared in the chains. Maybe I lied. That did feel good. I don’t have the time to bargain with a literal incarnation of evil. I’ve already made that mistake once in the not so distant past. 
 
    I stare at the downed demon’s body, riddled with bullets, and draw upon his final words. The idea of the witch being drawn here was right, but I’m not sure if Sphinx is solely the main culprit. There’s something else that binds all of this together. If the witch is on his way here, then it’s not by chance. So, what could he be after? I know Blaze and Abby’s hunters have a ton of paranormal items they keep under lock and key. The same goes for Roc. They aren’t crazy enough to bring them with them. The storage that hunters use in general for those types of items are warded so that the effects are nullified, too. So, a witch wouldn’t be able to track it then…even with outside help. The items that were left behind from the bodies were technically paranormal in nature, but given that they disappeared, it couldn’t be what the witch was after. The items appeared because of the witch, so he can’t be after something that he creates as a byproduct of some sort. On top of that, the items also disappeared with no sign of outside influence. 
 
    So why would a witch be after all those victims instead of anyone else? Are there more victims here? What is he looking for? There has to be a reason. 
 
    A flash of pain shoots at the front of my skull and I instinctively grab at my skull. A curse escapes from my lips as I scrunch my face to ride through the sudden flare-up. Staying up this late isn’t helping my injury…not at all. I whip out my phone and dial up Roc in hopes that he’s still up. He picks up on the second ring. 
 
    “Sailor?” 
 
    “Hey, Roc. You got a minute?” 
 
    “You’re not hurt or anything, right?” 
 
    “No…no it’s nothing like that. I’ve just been doing some research of my own with the case,” I say while glancing over the corpse of the demon I’d just mutilated. “I think there’s another angle we should be looking at.” 
 
    “Okay…so what should we be focusing on?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know. But something doesn’t seem right. The items are an after effect. Why would a witch leave behind clues like that? I don’t think that’s a byproduct of blood magic. It doesn’t make sense. Playing cards and teddy bears…aren’t those like things a kid would have? These people were adults. That one victim was into the game, so maybe those things have some sort of symbolic reference that’s manifesting for some reason or another. I know I’m rambling…it’s late and my brain’s fried…but it makes sense…right?  Did the other guy have like a daughter or something? Something that would involve a teddy bear? Did he collect them as a child? Do you follow what I’m trying to say?” 
 
    “No, yeah, you’re making sense. Abby and I’ve been looking into it, but without actually doing some investigative work in the field, things have been slow.” 
 
    “What if the witch is after something? Like an item of some sort? If he’s coming this way, something might be luring him here, and it’s not Sphinx. I think it’s something different. Is there some sort of paranormal item that creates objects with ties to people?” 
 
    “I don’t think so…at least not here.” 
 
    “Where’s Abby? Is she asleep?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Damn it… Don’t bother waking her. I’m going to do some more research so I can actually give you something to work off of when I see you. I feel like we’re missing something. Like, it’s right under our noses, but we’re not seeing it. If that witch wanted Sphinx, he could do it in a bunch of other places without running the risk of interference by hunters. If he wanted monster hunters, he would have been able to get them in less active territories as well. Whoever this witch is, he’s jumping straight into danger and causing a scene intentionally for those who know the signs. Not good. He’s confident. Cocky, even. Who the hell is this guy and why? Why here, and why now?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11: Crunch 
 
    After dealing with the body of the demon, I make my way back home, exhausted and at my wits’ end. The demon wasn’t much help and his personal belongings didn’t amount to much either. There was nothing to further the cause for either my own agenda or the bigger picture. There’s one less demon roaming the streets, but that doesn’t say much. It seems like more and more are popping up each day. 
 
    While I was cleaning, I sent a text to Abby outlining what I had told Roc when I spoke with him on the phone…how things didn’t quite line up with the direction that we’re going. Both of them are super smart…and exhausted. They’ve both been working super hard on this one, and I really screwed Roc over by calling him in the middle of the night. He was a gentleman about it, but I shouldn’t have done that unless I knew it was something that was game changing. All I did was bitch and add my two cents. Nothing really constructive came about from it. 
 
    I boot up my laptop and do a quick search on the recent happenings in the area in hopes of finding what the witch could be targeting in the event that Sphinx isn’t his primary motivator. There have been killings. Scandals. Propaganda. The usual stuff I’d expect to see. Out of everything that's going on, I see a few of our crusades masqueraded as something else. Sometimes by us, and sometimes by our enemies involved in the supernatural. It's easy to forget sometimes that they're not just in the streets. Leaders of the paranormal are at your local bakery, bookstore, car shop, they can even be the ones who serve your food. It doesn't scare me anymore, but it has led to me having more than a healthy dose of skepticism when it comes to my daily affairs. 
 
      
 
    After some more digging, nothing on the incidents I comb through scream supernatural. The same goes for the rumors I'm able to scrounge up on the surrounding area. Paranormal artifacts tend to leave a trail wherever they go, so if I'm not picking up anything, it's simply because I'm not searching in the right spot. Dad and I didn't have too much of a focus on artifacts. We were always too busy dealing with avenging mom to diverge from that path unless it was something we couldn't pass off. Dad was always better when it came to this sort of thing though. Damn…we could really use him right now. He'd know what to do. 
 
    I continue my search until the dead ends become too much for me to handle. Defeated, I close my laptop and pick up one of my books on demonology in hopes of finding the missing link, but my headache deters me from pressing forward in hot pursuit. I’d taken something for the pain when I got in, but now the side effects are beginning to take hold. Maybe it was worth taking a few shots to the head if that means I’ll finally get some quality sleep. I sure as hell need it. 
 
    **** 
 
    Morning, or what I think is morning, comes not long after I close my eyes. The sound of a car’s alarm wakes me, snapping me from some sort of fever dream. This time, it was tolerable. A good memory, actually. I don’t remember climbing into bed, but I clearly made it there and it looks like I took a tome or two along for the ride. 
 
    The dream I had was of my dad. He was crystal clear and as vibrant as ever. Mom was there, too, but it was fuzzy. I’ll never forget her face, but our memories together have been slowly eroding away with the passage of time. I remember her personality to an extent and key moments she played in my life growing up, but it’s getting harder to remember the little things that made her special. It’s depressing. This life’s been bogging me down for so long that I haven’t had the time to think about the good times we had. Only the bad…the things that make my lifestyle as meaningful as it is. 
 
    I dreamt that we were camping. Dad was making some hamburgers out over the fire and he decided to teach me how to properly gather sticks so that the fire can be properly maintained. There was an art to it, and it was so pressing to him that he had to tell me. Mom monitored the food while we went searching, and then she screamed. We ran back and I feared for the worst, but when we got to her, she was only screaming because a snake had made it to our campsite. It was the worst of our worries. Dad handled it, and everything was back to normal. We laughed and joked about it, and then, I woke up. 
 
    Truth be told, I wanted to go back to sleep if it meant being with the both of them for a bit longer. It was a tragedy that I lost them in the way that I did—one that I would erase in a heartbeat. 
 
    I slog off my morning disorientation by getting out of bed as quickly as I can. The drug-induced sleep I had did wonders. My headache’s gone, which is also a plus. I hit the shower again, even though I took one after I came in from hunting, and make myself a decent breakfast even though it’s clearly past noon. After I’m done eating, I decide to call up Blaze. 
 
    “Hey, Ray. What’s up?” 
 
    “How are things going in your neck of the woods? You guys need me for anything? Have there been any updates from Abby or Roc?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. We’re still in the process of tending to the survivors, of course, but other than that, everything’s business as usual. There is something I wanted to speak to you about though, actually. I was going to wait until I saw you in person, but since you called…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Roc said you called him late last night. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yeah. It is. I had some ideas I wanted to run by him and I figured he’d be up. It was all for the case.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. What did you come up with? Roc tried to tell me, but I figured it’d be better coming from you.” 
 
    “I don’t think that Sphinx is the reason that the killings have been coming closer. I don’t think that the witch is after Sphinx. I honestly believe that it’s a coincidence or at the very least, a byproduct of something else.” 
 
    “Something else? Like what?” 
 
    “I’m…not sure…but I do know that Sphinx is getting easier and easier to get. If Sphinx is what the witch is after, then nothing’s stopping him from getting it from a local dealer. If killing hunters was the goal, that could have also been done with less effort. We’re missing something. There’s something here that the witch is targeting that it can’t get anywhere else. I was thinking that maybe it’s a paranormal artifact or something, but I know you guys have been keeping up with that kind of stuff. You’d know if a witch or demon wanted a specific item for a specific cause.” 
 
    “Yeah, for sure, but you brought up some good points. There is something that we’re missing, and I’m not sure if digging through forensics will help us uncover what we’re looking for.” 
 
    “I feel the same way…in the spirit of being honest with one another, I went out last night. I hunted. I couldn’t sleep, so I tried my best to gain some intel about what was going on.” 
 
    “Sailor y—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Blaze. I was careful.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I know you can handle yourself, it’s just that we’re in a sensitive state right now. We have a lot of manpower, but truth be told, we’re vulnerable. There are a lot of innocent people with us, and if the demons or whoever else get too antsy…” Blaze lets out a longwinded sigh. “I…if we get into a confrontation over something stupid, we can end up damaging more lives than we’re saving.” 
 
    “I know. I told you, I was careful. I care just as much about these people as you do, Blaze, that’s why I did what I did, and that’s why we’re going to do what we set out to do and kill that witch before he kills anyone else. We just need to find him, first.” 
 
    “I can count on you, today, right?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You were out hunting demons all night—your words, not mine. The night before that you were helping us with our operation. Do you still want in on this one? We’re going to be on the front lines…just the four of us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good for it. Last night wasn’t bad at all, and I had a good night’s sleep. I’m fresh.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” 
 
    “And get this, last night, I had a wild ass dream. My parents and I were out in the woods…camping. My dad took me to get some sticks and my mom got freaked out by a snake that had invaded our camp. We didn’t know at the time why she was yelling, but when we found out, my dad ending up killing it and we joked afterwards. I know it’s weird, but it was, I don’t know, nice…” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that. I have dreams like that, too, sometimes…hey…I’m going to call Abby in a bit and see if she has anything new.” 
 
    “All right. Cool. Keep me posted. I’m going to be getting ready. I might swing over once I’m done with everything and help around.” 
 
    “Great. Yeah, that’ll be cool. Talk to you later, Ray. Keep your head up out there. I know it’s rough. I’ll see you when you get here.” 
 
    “Same. Peace.” I hang up on Blaze, the riddle surrounding the witch’s attack pattern now on the forefront of my mind. I hit the books for a few hours, running through as much text as I can involving any connections I can think of, no matter how obscure. Of course, nothing lashes out at me, but it serves as a good refresher and keeps my mind off of my own problems until it’s time to meet up with Blaze. 
 
    I arrive there about twenty minutes before our appointed rendezvous time to meet, but Blaze is on the outside of the premises, waiting for me while leaning against his car. “I had a hunch that you’d be early. I can tell you’re jonesin for a fight.” Blaze smirks as he pushes off from his car after unlocking it. 
 
    “I just want this to end,” I say as I hop in on the passenger’s side. “All of it.” 
 
    We drive to the arranged meeting spot—a residential hotel not far from the scene of the crime. Once we get there, we see just how busy Abby and Roc are when we enter their room. Diagrams, textbooks, printouts, and sticky notes are sprawled out on the desk, coffee table, and the kitchen. Roc was the one to open the door while Abby continued to analyze whatever she’d been working on before we arrived. 
 
    “So, what’s new?” Blaze and I make our way to the spot with the least amount of clutter, Abby’s workspace, but that’s not saying much. They must have really turned every stone to have come as far as they did with this case. “Same old, same old. Nothing new from what I told you the last time we spoke.” 
 
    “Anything on the journal?” I ask Abby. Blaze filled me in on the way here, explaining that the latest prop to materialize and disappear was a journal. It was quicker than the others, and neither her nor Roc knew how to interrupt it. 
 
    “No,” she says as she lifts her hand in a defeated gesture. “We both read through the pages—it started off full, but the pages slowly started to empty themselves as time went on. That’s why I was denying your calls,” she says to Blaze. “We couldn’t waste any time. We didn’t notice anything like that happening with the playing card or with the teddy bear. It did have an eye missing, but there was no further degeneration, which made things even more confusing.” 
 
    “Okay, so what did the pages say?” 
 
    “Gibberish,” Roc answers Blaze. “Absolutely nothing, but it looked like it was written by a child.” Roc pulls up the images from his phone and passes it around the table. 
 
    “Yeah, I was getting those vibes, too,” Abby confirms. “That theory I told you about earlier may be true. I think the witch is targeting childhood memories.” 
 
    “Yeah, the playing cards…the bear…that all makes sense. I was thinking about it on the way here,” I add. “Do you guys have any pictures from where the body was found?” 
 
    “Yeah, right here.” Abby spins around her laptop and I begin to riffle through the images they managed to get from their investigation. Nothing strikes me as odd. Everything seems normal…a perfect picture. 
 
    “Crap… Anything pop out at you guys while y’all were there? Any sort of evidence left behind?” 
 
    “No…if he’s using magic of some sort, then there wouldn’t be unless it caused physical damage to the victim or to the environment. As I’m sure you know, we’re not too sold on the idea of him being a blood witch right now. Childhood memories seems like something that a psychic would be after.” 
 
    “Can I take a look at your computer, Abby? I want to review everything and see if I can come up with something.” 
 
    “Sure, knock yourself out. If I look at it any longer, I’m going to go blind. Our lead’s blown, but a fresh set of eyes never hurt. Let me know if you find anything. I’ll be resting my eyes.” 
 
    “If you need to take a nap, go for it, babe,” Blaze suggests after Abby walks past him. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, me, Roc, and Sailor have it covered. Get some shuteye.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Abby. I’ll keep these two in check. At this point, it’s almost like another job for me.” 
 
    “Cool. Knock on my door if you need me. I’m going to be answering messages for the next ten minutes or so, but after that, I should be free.” 
 
    “You’ve done enough, Abby. Really. Get some shuteye.” Blaze bats his hand down at her, shooing her away. 
 
    “All right.” She smiles before entering the door. “But, seriously. Let me know if you need me, guys.” 
 
    “Gooooo.” 
 
    Abby shuts the door, and I direct my gaze back to the computer. “I honestly don’t know how she does it,” Roc says. “It’s like she has a literal computer for a brain.” 
 
    “I still don’t know, either, but she does a lot for everyone. Almost too much. Keep an eye out on her, Roc.” 
 
    “Will do, buddy. Will do.” 
 
    I continue to look over the information that Abby compiled from the string of cases related to the witch, but just like she’d said, there isn’t much information to pull from. The victims all seemed to have died without a physical struggle of any sort, and the mystery man that Blaze showed me earlier hasn’t made any more surprise appearances.   
 
    Eventually Roc moves his laptop to the table and begins to give us a run down on the information. He’s just as tired, if not more, than Abby, but he does the best that he can. He tries to connect the dots for us, but essentially, the killings are perfect except for the items that are being left behind, presumably as an after effect of whatever spell the witch in question is using. An hour or so into his search, he resigns for bed, leaving Blaze and I as the only ones up. 
 
    “This is bullshit. We’ve got nothing to go off of and that witch is fucking everyone up!” I stand from my chair and put my hands on top of my head as I pace the room. 
 
    “Language,” Blaze says calmly. “And this is a hotel. Keep your voice down. If management comes in here, we’ll look like terrorists.” 
 
    “I just don’t get it. Why would someone come here of all places and wreck innocent people for childhood memories?” I muse, my voice only slightly lower. “Did you find anything about any kind of spell that would capitalize on that? Like, what is he trying to do? What could he possibly gain?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s searching for something? Inner child? Eternal youth? Innocence?” he answers me without looking at my way. “Roc ran a background check against all of the victims to see if something new came about…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And, nothing. They’re all from the same state, but that’s not saying anything. They went to different schools, had different incomes growing up, their parents don’t seem to know each other, no weird hobbies or traces of suspicious stuff online on their social medias. Like, there literally isn’t anything with them that’s in common with them except for the fact that they were all once a child.” 
 
    “What about the children?” 
 
    “What about them? None of them had any children.” 
 
    “No, I mean, what did Roc’s notes say about children, in general? Abby has something somewhere…one second.” I stop my pacing and rummage through her notepad of notes near her laptop. “Here. Abby was looking into their bloodlines, but stopped after she thought she lost relevance. Like, what if the killings skipped a generation or something random like that? Roc have anything on that?” 
 
    “No,” Blaze says as he does a quick scan through the document he has pulled up. “No, I think he was following something different, entirely.” 
 
    “Damn it, no…that wouldn’t work. There are children everywhere, but not a single one has died to this witch yet. Childhood memories are fresher in the minds of children, right? Doesn’t that make sense?” 
 
    “We don’t know if any children have died to this guy yet. There could be some that we aren’t aware of yet.” 
 
    “Amber Alerts? Did he do a search on those?”  
 
    “Yeah, and he checked around for abduction reports and unexplained murders. Nothing.” 
 
    “Maybe he goes for the adults because the memories have to ripen? Children’s brains aren’t fully developed. Maybe the memories are richer if they come from a fully developed person. All of these guys were older, right?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “We’re missing something, Blaze.” 
 
    “…That just means that we have to try harder.” 
 
    “This isn’t working. We’ve devoted so much manpower already to this, and we’re not getting anywhere. We’ve got to approach it at a different angle. We should go where the body was found and look for some clues.” 
 
    “You sure that’s a good idea?” Blaze asks with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I think it’s the best idea I’ve had all night. Abby and Roc have been looking at these, and they’re super smart, don’t get me wrong, but we haven’t given it a shot. We’ve solved wilder shit than this, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s hard to compare, Ray. Every case is different.” 
 
    “I know, but we’ve got to do something. That witch is closing in, and I don’t like how close he already is. He can already be plotting something for where we are. He’s moving quick, Blaze.” 
 
    “I know, but we have it covered.” 
 
    “No, we don’t,” I say flatly. “You only think we do. Psychics are hard as hell to take down and depending on how strong they are, they can do a variety of things. He may even know that we’re talking about him right now or something. We have to be more aggressive.” 
 
    “And you think going to the scene of the crime is a start?” 
 
    “It’s a start…” With a few clicks of the mouse, I’m able to cycle back to the files focusing on the investigation of the most recent murder. “Okay, I found the address. I’m going to see what I can find. You’re welcome to come, I honestly think this is a great opportunity to find something Abby and Roc might have missed. What we’re doing now isn’t working. We can’t just wait for enough people to die to figure out the missing piece to this.”  
 
    “Fine. I’ll go with you,” Blaze answers after a long pause. 
 
    “Good, because I really think I can use the backup for this one. I hate witches with a passion.” 
 
    **** 
 
    We hit the crime scene not long after our conversation, determined to bring down the witch before he can strike again. We search high and low for evidence, but there isn’t nothing that we can find. I knew our chances would be slim, but I still had hope. The actual police had done their job well before we were in the area, and Abby and Roc did what they could, but I was hoping for the offshoot that we find something that everybody had missed before. 
 
    “Told you, Ray. Nothing’s here. The place is clean.” 
 
    “I know, I know…it’s just frustrating, that’s all.” I take another look at the surrounding area, the streets are deserted and the air, still. “Maybe the alleys?” 
 
    “Sure.” Blaze gives me a nonchalant shrug. “Lead the way.” 
 
    I take the first step down into one of the backstreets, but I can’t help but feel the sneaking suspicion that someone’s watching me. I turn back and look across the street, peering into the windows, cars, and alleys, but no one seems to be around but us. Even though that seems to be the case, I still feel uneasy for some reason, and I don’t know why. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Blaze asks. From the corner of my eye I see him emulate my same behavior. He got the heebie-jeebies, too, but just like me, he doesn’t see anything out of the ordinary. 
 
    “Nothing…” I do a final scan before dismissing it, and we continue on our way through the slums. 
 
    Every now and then I hear something while we walk. A can tipping over in the wind, a stray animal, bags rustling, a variety of things, but they all keep me on edge. At first, I thought it was all in my head, but Blaze appeared to be picking up on it, too. The deeper we go into the area; the more things start to feel off.   
 
     I see a shadow pass behind me from the corner of my eye, and I instantly draw and point my gun that way. Of course, it’s nothing, but I see the after effects, the wind, carrying a small grocery bag on its tail. “Something isn’t right, Blaze,” I say, my back to him. 
 
    “Yeah. I agree. I think we might have stepped into his territory. We need to be careful.” 
 
    “If he’s using these specters for recon, they have to be linked to him, somehow, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. No person can move that quick naturally.” 
 
    We press on in the night, both of us catching glimpses of a shadowy figure as we move through the alleys. Blaze and I alternate our pace, from sprinting to walking in an attempt to confuse the projections. We cross streets and hide; anything we can think of to make the specters search for us instead of tracking us. As time goes on, our game of cat and mouse works in our advantage. I catch up to one of the projections just as it turns the corner and find a man in a hooded jacket appearing to be linked to them telepathically. Even though it’s dark out I can still tell that he looks just like the man in the picture.  
 
    The specter is the first to notice me, but the witch isn’t too far behind. He pulls out a gun and shoots my way before breaking out into a sprint down the alley. 
 
    “Blaze, it’s him! He went this way!” I yell as I continue my pursuit of the witch.  
 
    Even though I know his power is something I can’t take lightly. He’s too dangerous to lose sight of. If we don’t get him here, who knows what he’ll do next? 
 
    “Sailor! Sailor! Wait up!” Blaze is faster than me, so I know he isn’t concerned about losing us both, he’s worried about me getting shot while I’m rushing into battle like a mad man. 
 
    “I can’t let him get away, Blaze!” I turn the corner and a series of shots erupt from the alleyway. I immediately press my body against the bend of a wall to make myself as small as I can. I pop out and catch him just as he makes a sharp turn. 
 
    “Sailor, you have to stop.” Blaze appears beside me, his breaths in a rush while he checks his surroundings. “Sailor, I think this is a trap. I don’t think he’s trying to kill us. We should turn back. Abby and Roc can look into the traffic cameras around the area. We can get an ID on him and form a perimeter. We know where he is, now.” 
 
    “I can’t, Blaze. You know that. The longer we wait, the more people die. We don’t know how many people he’s attacked, or why. We only find their bodies when it’s too late. If you’re scared, call and wait for the others. I can handle this. We need to figure out why he needs childhood memories or else we have nothing.” 
 
    “Sailor—” 
 
    “Blaze, we don’t have time for this. Trust me on this one. We’re going to get him.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    With Blaze in my corner, we both resume the chase of the witch leaving a trail of bodies in his wake. Our conversation buys the witch enough time to gain some distance on us, but we keep going across the cityscape until we find a door wide open in the middle of an alley. 
 
    “He went in here.” 
 
    “Yeah…looks like it,” Blaze says as he steps into the dark corridor. “Be careful.” Blaze leads the way, and I follow behind him, matching his pace. The place is too dark to see much, but it’s clear that there’s been some setup involved. 
 
    “This is definitely a trap, B.” I clench the grip of my gun tighter and put a bit of distance between the two of us. He uses some sort of blue magic. It’s definitely not related to blood, but it doesn’t seem to be psychic in nature, either. 
 
    “I know.” We both know the truth, but that doesn’t deter us from pressing in further. Blaze and I’ve been through worse. Nothing short of a room full of threats will be enough to take us down, and even then, they’d have to get lucky. One witch should be enough for us to handle. I get out my flashlight, and Blaze does the same. “I don’t hear him anymore, Ray.” 
 
    “He’s hiding. Ambush, maybe?” 
 
    “At this point, it wouldn’t surprise me.” 
 
    We move through the facility at a crawl, combing the infrastructure one room at a time. If this is one of the witch’s safehouses, there’s a chance he may have traps scattered throughout. I try to flick one of the switches on, but the main lights don’t budge even though it’s clear that the building is running off of some sort of power source. The emergency lighting’s on, but this building is clearly out of commission. 
 
    “Did we lose him?” 
 
    “Why would he lead us here, just to run away?” Blaze scowls. 
 
    “Because here, I can do what I want.” 
 
    “Sailor, look out!” Just as Blaze screams his warning, I see it. A metallic canister rolls past Blaze and in front of me. He goes to push me out of the way, but it’s too late. There’s a sharp blast and the room becomes white with a flash of blinding light. He flash banged us. A wave of energy hits me in my chest and sends me flying and into a wall. Blind and disoriented, I can’t do anything but shield myself from the oncoming onslaught.  
 
    “Blaze?” I force my eyes open just in time to see Blaze get hit by a wave of dark blue energy. He crashes into a wall, but it doesn’t seem like it was enough to slow him down. 
 
    “Impressive. So, I was right,” the witch muses, “but it won’t matter, now!” The witch extends his hand in Blaze’s direction. Time seems to skip for a moment somehow, but when I come to, I see Blaze with his pistol out, firing blindly at the witch who’s now making his retreat. “I’m going after him!” Blaze calls out, his back to me. “Stay put.” Sensing that something isn’t right, I do what he says and try my best to identify the extent of my injuries. My ears and eyes hurt, and my head is spinning. I don’t think anything is broken, but there’s a lethargic feel to everything that I do. Did he somehow manage to give me a concussion? I’m stronger than that…I didn’t even hit my head. I press my palm against my temple and slowly shake my head in an attempt to dissipate the brain fog that’s setting in. When I open my eyes, I can’t believe who I see in front of me.  
 
    “Sailor? Sailor, it’s me. What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    “…Dad?” 
 
    “Yeah, sweetie, it’s me.” 
 
    “No, you can’t be real. I saw you die. Why…are…you?” 
 
    “There’s no time for that now, baby girl. Blaze is with the enemy now and we need to stop him. Come on. My dad extends his hand towards me but before I can grab it, a splotch of darkness emerges and materializes in the background near the exit. My gut twists and the nausea I feel brings back memories of darker times. There’s an evil lurking on the other side of the void…one that I’ve come to be familiar with from the time I was bonded with him.  
 
    “Dad…” I weakly raise my hand and point. “Dad…it’s Vartal. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    “You’re too hurt. We won’t make it in time. I have to fight him.” Dad draws his gun and steps towards the black vortex of demonic energy.  
 
    “Dad, no. He’ll kill you. You can’t beat him.” My voice comes out soft, slightly above that of a whisper while tears begin to flow from my cheeks. I don’t want him to see me cry, but I can’t help it. 
 
    “I won’t let him hurt you, Sailor. I promise. When have I ever let you down?” My dad runs his hand across my cheek and I embrace the warmth it brings. He then turns away, steps towards the portal, and begins to fire into the darkness. 
 
    “Joel Ray,” a voice calls out from the other side of the void. “For all of the time that I’ve known your daughter, it’s funny how this is only the first time that I’ve met you. It’s an honor to finally meet the hunter who’s laid so many of my brothers and sisters to rest. It’ll make claiming your daughter that much sweeter knowing that you tried and failed to save her.” 
 
    The swirling demonic energy slowly begins to take shape, forming a human figure. In time, the darkness solidifies and Vartal reveals himself, fully healed and with the body of a middle-aged business man serving as his vessel. 
 
    Dad unloads the remainder of his ammunition into the demon, but it doesn’t seem to effect Vartal in the slightest. Other than his body bobbing from the impact, he appears unharmed. “This…shouldn’t be…possible.” 
 
    “Your bullets won’t work against me. As I’m sure you daughter can tell you, I’m no ordinary demon. Far superior, in fact.” Vartal steps closer to my dad, his hands in his pockets and his lips fashioned into a sly grin. 
 
    “Dad! Run!” I scream. “He’ll kill you! Please!” 
 
    Dad continues to fire shots into the demon, but Vartal dismisses everything he throws at him. This must be his full power…what he was aiming for all along…and I helped him get there by letting him feed off of my soul. 
 
    A bullet manages to hit Vartal square in the head, he stops, but only to reset his skull to its neutral position. “Are you done, now?” he asks. “You lack the tools to defeat me.” 
 
    “Sailor, I’ll hold him off. Run!” I try to move, but I can’t. My body won’t respond how I want it to. I don’t know why. Is it Vartal? What did he do to me?  
 
    “Dad, don’t!” 
 
    My dad draws his knife and charges at the demon. He takes a swipe at Vartal’s neck, but he’s too quick to get in close. My dad goes for a second swipe, and Vartal dodges it without even trying. A set of tendrils then emerge from his back and pierce through my father, completely. “I told you, you lack the tools to defeat me.” My dad’s knife drops to the ground, his body still immobilized by the array of tendrils skewering him. He tries to speak, but one most have punctured his lungs. He’s being choked with his own blood. “It was a valiant effort, but I must say, I’m surprised that your comrades hold you in such high regard. If that was truly the best you can do, hunter, your legacy supersedes your actual abilities.” Vartal shifts his gaze to me and studies me. I want to do something—anything—but I’m unable to move, paralyzed with fear. “You never had a chance at saving your daughter. She’s mine now. Actually, ours would be a more accurate word.” Vartal retracts the tendrils from my dad and his body falls limply to the floor. Vartal then lowers himself into a squat and transfers himself over to my dad. With him being so close to death, and Vartal being so strong, there’s nothing he can do to block his advances. The vessel that he had before, the business man, topples over, lifeless, and Vartal rises from the ground, fully assimilated into my dad’s body. “Much better. This body will serve my needs just fine.” Vartal takes a deep breath and exhales through his nose. “I have access to all of his memories now, you know. So, I guess, I love you as much as he loved you. He still does, by the way. Of course, that won’t ever change. In fact, it’ll just make this whole scenario that much richer. You were loyal to me, Sailor. I will admit it. Without you, I wouldn’t be here, today. I owe you a great deal. For that, I will show you mercy, but you will be punished. I expect nothing less from those who serve me.” Somehow, I muster up the strength to draw my gun and aim it in front of me. My hands are trembling, but I just need to make enough of a dent in him to slow him down. Dad was on the brink of death, so maybe… “This, my dear, is the beginning of the end. I have your father’s memories, and your father’s body. I know everything I need to rip out the soul of your network of hunters and fulfill my destiny.” 
 
    “Don’t! Don’t come any closer!” I pull the trigger and my bullet finds its way into Vartal’s chest. 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be able to shoot your father so easily. No matter. It’s just the same as before. Nothing you can do, can stop me now, Sailor.” I shoot again as the demon approaches, my aim deteriorating under my distress. Every time, I pull the trigger, it’s like a part of me dies inside. Vartal has my dad, and there’s a chance that he’ll never be free again. “Sailor?” 
 
    “Sailor! Sailor, it’s me! Blaze! What are you doing? Stop shooting!” An unseen force rips the gun from my hand, and I feel someone grip me on both sides of my arms. My body rattles from a gentle, but firm shake and his voice becomes clearer. “Sailor, what’s going on? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Blaze? Vartal? He got dad. Vartal has dad. He was right here…and he…and you…you didn’t see… Dad said you were with the enemy now. Vartal…you…” I come to my senses and reach for my second gun, but Blaze pins my hand to the ground. “Why did you kill my mother? I did everything for you! I trusted you! Why did you leave me like this? I trusted you, Blaze!” I thrash against him to go for my knife, but he’s too strong for me to overpower. “How can you live with yourself?!” I say, unable to hold back my tears. “After everything we’ve been through? I saved your life! You’d be dead if it wasn’t for us!” 
 
    “Fuck, Sailor, I don’t know what he did to you, but I’m going to fix it. You need to calm down, okay.” I struggle against Blaze as he presses his weight against me to free one of his arms. He pulls something from out of his coat and I feel a sharp sting followed by a bit of pressure stemming from my arm. “Sedative,” he says calmly. “I’m not going to hurt you, but I need for you to calm down. Just let it work, Ray. Something’s not right with you, and I’m going to get help.” I try my best to burn through the drug, but struggling against him only tires me out quicker. He quickly disarms me and holds me in place while he glances around the perimeter. “…Yeah, it’s not good, Abs. Find us. You have our location.” I fade in and out of consciousness, but I’m still able to catch bits and pieces of what’s going on. The last thing I remember is Blaze handcuffing me and assuring me that everything’s going to be okay. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12: The King of Sorrow 
 
    “Her breathing pattern changed. I think she’s up,” I hear Blaze announce. He’s not talking to himself, so there must be other people in the room…Abby and Roc. I take a moment to browse through my memories, soaking in everything that transpired before Blaze had to put me down. I remember everything that happened, and I’m pissed. That witch put me under some sort of spell, the same spell, I believe that resulted in the recent string of bodies popping up in every state that he’s been to. Vartal had come back and possessed my dad, and Blaze had somehow helped him. It all felt so real to me then, but now, I can see how it made zero sense at all. I can’t blame Blaze for chaining me to the bed. I was going to kill him if he didn’t sedate me. 
 
    “Guys?” I open my eyes and see Roc, Blaze, and Abby on the other side of the room, watching me in a joint silence. We’re back at the base and not the hotel, which means a considerable amount of time has passed. Not a good sign. They must not have wanted to risk sneaking me in a public place with the way that I was acting. At least I was stable enough to make the trip and not cause too much harm. “Guys, it’s okay. I’m fine. I’m me, again. I was hit with a spell. I know what that witch has been after all this time. Tr—”  
 
    “Tragedy,” Abby announces, finishing my sentence. “And he’s not a witch, he’s a demon.” 
 
    “A demon? Well, that’s new. Can someone uncuff me now?” I ask after briefly tensing my chains. 
 
    “Sure.” Abby signals for Roc to release me from my bindings and I sit up on the bed, my back now firmly pressed against the wall for support. 
 
    “How long have I been out for?” 
 
    “About two and a half,” Blaze answers. “Not that long…we’re glad that you were able to bounce back.” 
 
    “Same. He made me see shit…horrible shit…and it kind of destroyed my mind. Like, it was slowly evolving into my worst fears. The spell or whatever was feeding off of my fear…my tragedy…and making it spiral out of control.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” Abby says. “Blaze was able to fill me in on what happened, for the most part. You got hit with some kind of energy—his magic—and it made you hallucinate, just like you said. Blaze was able to fight with the demon, but he got away.” 
 
    “I almost had him, too. Another flashbang,” he says and then shifts in his seat. “He was on the ropes. I did manage to put a tracker on him without him noticing though.” 
 
    “The demon’s name is Alceron, and he feeds off of tragedy and other people’s sorrow.” 
 
    “Like, exclusively?” 
 
    “Yes, exclusively. He isn’t your average demon. He lived so demented in life, that he became one in death. Once I was able to pinpoint his motive, I was able to find out who he was, and how we can beat him… Alceron wasn’t always the way he is now. Something happened to him…well a lot of things happened to him. He was a welsh peasant who found himself in an unspeakable predicament. He and his brother had committed a crime—they stole bread from a wealthy noble and were caught. Resources were scarce at this point in time, so the noble didn’t take too kindly to the failed attempt at burglary. The brothers were to rot in jail, but the noble had something different in mind. He would allow the one who was an accessory to the crime to live, but only if he were to execute the other.” 
 
    “That’s insane.” 
 
    “It is. Even for the time period that all of this happened, it was intense. I think demons had a hand in it. The man could have been a demon, himself. I think so. It takes a special type of person to arrange for such a proposition for something so minor.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that.”  
 
    “Of course, Alceron didn’t want to kill his brother, but after coming to the realization that they were both going to die of starvation soon, with his brother’s blessings, he agreed to the noble’s deal. Within an hour, they set it up for the whole town to see. It was merciful in the sense that the instrument of choice was the guillotine. It was quick and painless. Alceron did what the noble told him to do, and he was pleased with his performance. So much so, that he was offered a job.” 
 
    “Let me guess, he was offered the position of an executioner.” 
 
    “Correct. With what he had done, the other townspeople couldn’t look at him. He was alienated for killing his brother, so he took the job.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like he had a choice, anyway.” I huff. 
 
    “As time went on, the noble groomed Alceron, and he became more comfortable with killing. He had ill feelings towards the noble, but he knew that he couldn’t betray him. He was an evil man, but he was fair. The noble payed Alceron quite well for what he was doing, and it led to an interesting relationship. Alceron learned to associate the killing with the rewards he was given by the noble. Women, booze, money, shelter. It all came frequently and for the wrong reasons. The system that noble, and now, Alceron worked under was corrupt. It was like a glorified mafia. More time progressed and Alceron’s memories of his brother sank further and further into the recesses of his mind. He went from just doing executions, to torture, and eventually, to doing the noble’s personal bidding. In time, Alceron became the man he once hated, but realized that the man who forced him to kill his brother had become his greatest friend. That moment became clear to him the moment after he executed his brother’s son.” 
 
    “Demons did him in, but he ultimately made that choice. He’s a psycho, now, and that’s why we have to kill him. He’s attracted to tragedy, and look at all of the shit that’s been happening around here. You were right, Sailor. It wasn’t Sphinx he was after. He was after us. Hunters. Survivors. Everyone here. You and me. Hunters are like a cesspool for tragedy,” Blaze says.  
 
    Damn. He’s not wrong. Everyone in this building’s been through some shit. Janelle’s story alone is almost like a parallel to Alceron’s, if you think about it. All they had to do was break her and things would have ended up completely different. The same goes for all of us. “So, what are we going to do now? Is there any way that we can find him?” 
 
    “There is,” Abby points out. “He’s tucked farther away in the industrial district…not too far from where he lost you guys. Now that we know what he’s after and who he is, there’s nothing stopping us from eliminating him.” 
 
    “He isn’t too tough, but he’s tricky,” Blaze adds. “I could have killed him by myself, but he got away. He ran because he was outmatched. It wasn’t for some sort of greater purpose, but we didn’t know it at the time…that’s why we put everything on hold until you got better.” 
 
    “We didn’t know how extensive the damage would be when you woke up, or if you’d even be you. Alceron feeds off of tragedy, but according to the lore, insanity went hand-in-hand with it. We didn’t know if we would be dealing with Ray the Ripper or what when you woke up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Roc. I get it. I was off of my rocker back there, so it’s understandable.” 
 
    “But, you’re good now, right?” Blaze asks. 
 
    “Sure am. I’m honestly fine… More than anything, I just want to settle the score. He won’t get me a second time.” 
 
    “Okay, good. We’re heading out as soon as you’re ready. We considered taking everyone that we could spare for this one, but ultimately deemed it a bad idea for the same reasons why we’ve been keeping an eye on you while you recover. If a group were to succumb to Alceron’s magic, I don’t think we’d be prepared for that.” 
 
    “Right… Blaze?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Actually, never mind. It’s nothing.” I could have sworn that Blaze was hit by Alceron just like me, but he didn’t lose his shit. Instead, he went toe to toe with him and somehow put up enough of a fight for him to get away. “I’m still just waking up, apparently. I got it now.” I wave my hand in a dismissive manner. 
 
    “Now that we know what we’re up against, we’ve loaded up with sedatives in case they’re needed. We also have Holy Water if you’re able to use that instead and continue on. Sailor was sedated, so we don’t know how long it’ll take to come back to your senses if you’re hit with his spell. What we do have now as opposed to what we lacked in the first encounter is a base of knowledge concerning what he can do to you if you’re infected.” 
 
    “So the general game plan if you get tagged with his spell is to inject yourself and ride it out,” I state flatly. 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “Got it. That won’t be a problem.” Something definitely isn’t right with Blaze. It took some time before my dad appeared, but I saw Blaze get hit right from the jump. Plus, it didn’t tie into the spell’s plot that was fabricated from prying my mind. Blaze getting hit by the spell had nothing to do with anything I was seeing. Vartal and Blaze were working together. “One question before we go… Can I ride with Blaze on this one? He’s the only one that’s faced him besides me, and I think we can take him down together if we get to him first. It’s nothing personal, it’s just that he knows how I do things.” 
 
    “We were going to pair up again for this one, but I was going to have you with Roc, but it shouldn’t be a problem. Blaze should know the interior well enough, and I’ll send over the blueprint for you to study while you’re in transit.” 
 
    “In the event that I lose my shit again, I’m far less likely to shoot Blaze than I am you guys, too. Just being real.” I shrug. “I have the most history with him, and I still went for the shot. I may even be more susceptible to his influence seeing that he already got me once.” 
 
    “Bottomline, if you’re hit with a spell of his, take yourself out of the game. It doesn’t matter who you’re with. We can’t win if we’re fighting against each other and Alceron.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Abby says with a nod. 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Blaze says after rising from his seat. “Your gear is in the armory. I’ll be by my car find me when you’re ready to roll. The longer we wait, the more likely it is that we lose him.” Blaze leaves the room without saying another word. Roc and Abby leave shortly after, albeit, more polite. 
 
    I take my time in leaving my room, and once I do, I see Janelle down the hall trying to act busy. The other hunters probably were standing watch over my room as a safety measure, and left after Blaze gave them the greenlight. Seeing how she’s looking at me, I can tell she got a glimpse of me getting carried in here, passed out, bleeding, and handcuffed, or at the very least, she heard about it from the other hunters. Either way, she clearly knows that something happened to me, and she cared. 
 
    I acknowledge her on the way to the armory and give her as earnest of a smile that I can considering everything else going on. I have to assume that she’s still in the dark about what’s going on and the potential danger that everyone here is in. Alceron is attracted to tragedy…this place is warded, but I’m not sure if wards can prevent him from sensing emotions.  
 
    Damn it… I don’t know if Abby considered that… And what about Blaze? I’m sure he was hit. I don’t know what happened after the sedatives kicked in, and I’m sure there was a delay before help arrived. The wards around the base would have…shit…none of this makes sense. 
 
    I hurry up and make my way to the armory and grab my things. Adjacent to my belongings are a pair of syringes—the sedatives, I’m assuming. I pack my stuff away and head out to meet Blaze, ignoring the slight soreness in my body from the last encounter I had out in the field. 
 
    When he sees me, he starts his car, and I hop in. From there, he pulls off. Roc’s car is still on the property, and so is Abby’s. I can only imagine that the new intel on Alceron has them second guessing their plan until things are settled. 
 
    Blaze takes a glance at me as we drive, and I act like I’m too preoccupied with my thoughts to notice. “You’re quiet,” he says after holding his gaze for a moment longer. 
 
    “There’s not much to talk about. Alceron punked me and got away… What’s going on with Roc and Abby? Did they take another car or…?” 
 
    “They shouldn’t be too far behind us. Abby had to sort some things out with the Sphinx operation. She was gone for a bit, so things kind of piled up on her.” 
 
    “Got it…” I end the conversation there and wait for us to make it to the backroads on our route—then I make my move.  
 
    I whip out my pistol and point it at the side of Blaze’s head, my finger on the trigger and ready to shoot. I’d rather not blow out Blaze’s brains, but if he gives me no choice, I’ll do what I have to. 
 
    “Sailor?” His eyes dart from me to the round rapidly. “Sailor, what are you doing?” 
 
    “I saw you get hit, Blaze. Alceron hit you with his magic, just like me. When I was hit, I damn near lost my mind, meanwhile, you were able to fight him and force him to make a retreat. Something’s not adding up.” 
 
    “Sailor,” he says slowly. “It’s not like that. You’re not thinking cle—” 
 
    “Bullshit. If anyone’s not thinking clear, it’s you.” He tries to move, but I press the gun against his skull. “Keep your hands on the wheel, Blaze. You know I’ll shoot.” 
 
    “Sailor, I’m fine. It’s me. I’m Blaze. Alceron isn’t controlling me. I’m 100% me.” I ignore him and reach into my coat to pull out my syringe. Holy Water. I’d been planning for this ever since I realized that things weren’t right. If Blaze is somehow being controlled by Alceron, I need to stop him before things get out of hand. “You’re going to inject me? Fine…if that’s what it takes…but I can explain everything.” I punch the needle through his jacket and into his skin. He flinches, but not much else changes once I press on the plunger and empty the water into his system. “See? Nothing. I’m me, so can you put that thing away?” 
 
    “I…saw you get blasted,” I say, my voice now softer, hindered by my disbelief. I lower my gun from Blaze’s head and place it back into hiding, more confused than I was when I woke up. “…Was that part of Alceron’s spell?” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t. I was hit, and you were right to do what you did. I was hoping that you’d forget, but I shouldn’t have counted on that. You’re one hell of a detective, even when you aren’t trying to be.” Blaze sighs. “I never really told you about what happened to me when you left. You know that I searched for you, but you don’t know what I found along the way.” 
 
    “Blaze… What do you mean? You didn’t make a deal with a demon, did you?” 
 
    “No. After you left, I began hunting to pass the time…it was my way to cope. I thought you were dead. We all did. On one of my hunts, I found a witch who was targeting people with broken hearts. She was using blood magic for a ritual. I stopped her and saved everyone that I could that was tied to her spell, but I found something more. I was searching through her stuff and came across a meeting that was to take place. I was reckless. I stopped them, but I did it alone. In the process, I met a vampire, Darius, who had orchestrated the meeting.” 
 
    “A meeting with a vampire?” 
 
    “Yeah, the witch I killed was supposed to meet with him. There were some other witches, too. Long story short, they were working with the vampire to awaken a set of paranormal items—a tome and a bracelet. When used in tandem, they apparently had the power to bring somebody back from the dead. Your death was still fresh, but I had no intention of using it to bring you back. I didn’t even know it could do that until I was in too deep.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “One of the witches tried to turn on the vampire, and that’s when I made my move. I killed the witches, but the vampire escaped with the bracelet. I was able to secure the tome. I didn’t know it at the time, but when I touched it, the tome attached itself to me. It was feeding off of my pain…my rage. The witch fed me the idea, and then over time, things progressed. I became more aggressive and obsessed over the book and its secrets. I wasn’t supposed to be able to use the book without the bracelet, but due to the tome choosing me, I was able to somewhat access its abilities without knowing it.” 
 
    “So, it was more than just a standard paranormal artifact then?” 
 
    “It was. The tome was made from a famous necromancer named Tolelantis. The bracelet belonged to someone just as powerful named Amarella. They put their actual soul into their respective items, and with that, their will. Tolelantis found a way inside of me through exploiting the condition of my heart and manipulating it… Eventually, I happened to meet another necromancer, Cornelius Krowe. He had connections to Tolelantis. He actually knew him personally and had lived all of these years by practicing the dark arts. He taught me how to channel Tolelantis’s power to my advantage, and I did it willfully. I knew Krowe was evil and everyone else, but with his help, I was able to hunt monsters better than ever and I was working towards a goal that I adopted. The goal to bring you back from the dead. I didn’t know it at the time, but the more I used Tolelantis’s tome, the more ground he gained on my soul. Krowe knew this of course, but he never told me. It wasn’t until I was too far gone that it became apparent—and even then, I kept going. After searching for Darius for months, I finally found him, which meant I finally found the bracelet that I needed to bring you back. I killed him, but in the process, I pushed too far. Darius bit me, and I had to use the tome to prevent me from becoming a vampire. Abby was the one who saved me from losing myself to Tolelantis. She destroyed the book and locked away the bracelet. I’ve been hunting with her squad ever since. There’s more to it, of course, but I think that using the tome for as long as I did changed me. I’m me, but I think a part of Tolelantis’s power rubbed off on me. I don’t think I can use the dark arts or anything, I haven’t tried, but it’s the only explanation. When I was actively using the tome, certain spells didn’t affect me like how they would a normal person. Magic in general. I think it’s more of the same, now. There’s some sort of residual effect going on with me because of the bond we shared.” 
 
    “And that’s what you’ve been worried about.” 
 
    “Yeah, exactly.” 
 
    “I can relate. I think about Vartal all of the time, Blaze. It’s scary. I think about what I did and who I was when I was with him. It wasn’t me, but at the same time it…was. You know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it. I get it one hundred percent. I was working for Krowe at one point. I knew he was a psychotic necromancer…that he tortured people. Experimented on people…and I didn’t care. The more I used the tome, the more I became like him. I was practically a monster, and I was willing to cross whatever line needed to be crossed as long as I got what I wanted, but somehow, when it mattered most, I didn’t. It was because of a lot of things, but a big part of it was because of you and your father. Even if you were actually dead, if I had to become a demon to bring you back, you wouldn’t have been able to look me in the eyes. I would have been like Alceron. Twisted and demented,” Blaze confesses. “And then after I tried my best to put everything behind me, your voicemail showed up on my phone saying that you weren’t actually dead and that you needed my help. It was surreal. I thought I had lost my mind, but it really was you… I was happy that I found you, and when you explained to me that you needed my help, I dropped everything to make sure that you were okay. But now, but now, things are different. The Sphinx operation and everything has picked up, plus the one thing I wasn’t able to do was kill Krowe.” 
 
    “That necromancer is still out there?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was planning to kill him, but he somehow knew that I was coming to end his life, so he fled. It took me months to find him the first go-round, and now, I have no idea where he is. But one thing I do know is that I’m sure he’ll be seeking revenge. When Tolelantis’s book was destroyed, I killed his master. I don’t think that’s something that he’s likely to forget anytime soon.” 
 
    “How much of this do Abby and Roc know?” 
 
    “Enough,” Blaze answers concisely. “Abby knows more than Roc, but they still don’t know everything. I’m telling you because I know you can relate.” 
 
    “Do you plan on telling them the full story.” 
 
    “When the time’s right, yeah. Too many things are going on right now. Tolelantis is gone, and Krowe is in the wind. I’ve been keeping an eye out for him…following leads when they come up, so he won’t be sneaking up on me anytime soon. There’s no immediate threat…it’s more shame than anything. I’m trying to right my wrongs, Ray. I feel like an idiot for doing what I did, but I can’t turn back.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill anyone innocent, did you?” 
 
    “No, I only killed those who deserved it, but the whole principle behind it wasn’t right. Part of me blames the tome, but it was me who kept trying to push the boundary more and more, even before I was in too deep.” 
 
    Damn it, Blaze. I had no idea that he would do that much for me. He put his humanity at risk just for a shot to bring me back, and I was alive the whole time. I guess I could say the same for me. Vartal manipulated me, but even while knowing what he was doing, my own motives kept me from getting rid of him. I allowed him to gain more ground until I was forced to make a choice. 
 
    “Well, it’s okay then. Even while being manipulated you did the right thing.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I still feel like it’s a cop-out. I’ll sort it all out. I just need some more time. But now you know, Ray. Now you know what’s really been on my mind. I know I can trust you to keep it a secret.” 
 
    “Yeah. For sure. As long as it doesn’t evolve into something more.” 
 
    “It won’t.” 
 
    We ride the rest of the journey in silence, the weight on the conversation still heavily on our hearts. It took a lot for Blaze to confide that level of information with me. I remember how it felt when I finally had the courage to reveal the truth. I was scared and didn’t know what would happen if the others knew the truth. For the most part, my fears were proven false. They were surprised, but they were there for me. Most importantly, they found it within themselves to understand. With everything that happened to Blaze, I don’t blame him for dabbling in the darkness. Objectively, he had more of a reason than me. Especially if he thought he could use Tolelantis’s power to bring back the ones that he lost. He didn’t say it, but I know he wanted to bring his family back. He didn’t have to. He killed them because it was the only way he could save them from themselves. Who wouldn’t be tempted to reverse that? 
 
    “We’re here.” Blaze pulls up to an old, abandoned warehouse on the edge of town, Alceron’s current location according to Abby’s intel and from the tracker Blaze put on him. 
 
    “Are we going to wait for Abby and Roc?” 
 
    “No,” he says before unbuckling his seatbelt, “I wasn’t lying when I said that I almost took him out. Alceron is dangerous, and more people means more opportunities to turn us against each other. I trust you, but I can’t be everywhere at once. I’m immune to Alceron’s magic, at least to the extent that he used it on us during our first encounter. Point blank, I can protect you, and you’re a better hunter than them both. No matter who I partnered up with, two of us would have been left vulnerable to Alceron. If we’re lucky, we can kill him before Roc and Abby even arrive. That's why your plan back at the base didn't faze me. If you weren't going to say anything, I was.” 
 
    “Okay, but aren’t they just a few minutes behind?” 
 
    "No. On the way here, Abby texted me saying that the issue they were working on needed more time. We were supposed to just do recon, and wait for them. I agreed, but our best chance for taking him down without complications is if both of us go together. If Alceron can sense tragedy, he most likely knows that we're right at his doorstep. I can't leave you alone. If Alceron finds you and he tries something new, I'm not sure if you'll be able to fight it." 
 
    "Okay... Yeah, I'm down. Let's rage." 
 
    I exit the car after Blaze, and together we walk towards the front of the warehouse. There's no point in sneaking up on him. He knows we're here, and it doesn't seem like he's going to run. He's waiting for us.  
 
    Blaze didn’t go into detail about how he hurt him, but I assume it was from our standard weaponry. I’m guessing that in his time away from battle he took it upon himself to heal. There’s a good chance he picked up a snack or two for his troubles, which means he might be stronger than before. 
 
    Rather than pick the lock at the front of the building, Blaze kicks it down and storms ahead, the moonlight coming in from the window pane ceiling as our guide. There doesn't seem to be anything going on in the facility, and our search confirms it. He doesn't appear to have backup, and he didn't set out to find any once he knew we were on our way. Every step we take is calculated. Alceron tricked us before and round two is beginning to look like he has something up his sleeve for us, again.  
 
    "Sailor, look." Blaze steps from out of the entryway into one of the main rooms of the building. I step in behind him and see Alceron waiting for us, bathed in the moonlight with his head tilted on an angle. His mouth is covered with blood. Fresh blood. I'm not sure if it's a scare tactic or if there are some traits the demon shares with vampires. 
 
    "I've been waiting for you two. I was beginning to think that you got cold feet." 
 
    "Nah, never that," Blaze answers for the both of us. "You were the one that ran away." 
 
    The demon returns his head to his default position, his blonde hair sways in synch with his motions, partially covering his eyes. "Isolation makes the heart grow weaker," the demon muses. "I've already had a taste of the girl, but you hunter, you I can tell will be a satisfying meal as well. To have you both at once will be the most delectable treat. Out of all of the despair that drew me here, the two of yours was the most enticing." The demon’s elongated tongue hangs from his mouth, slick with blood. "It was so dense that I couldn't turn away. The other misfortunes were nearly icing on the cake, as you humans say. You two are hopeless… Tragic… Ruined… If only you could see what I see." He snickers. “You’re both well on your path to being demons just like me.” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Blaze hisses. He shoots at the demon, but Alceron deflects them with an axe he materializes from thin air. There’s a demonic, purplish-blue hue to it, and there’s a presence attached to it as well. It’s hard to explain, but I can feel its effects on the atmosphere where I’m standing. 
 
    “An executioner’s axe…” I say, not the least bit surprised by his antics. If he has the ability to materialize tragedies, spawning one of his weapons he used in his past life should be a non-issue. What is shocking is his dexterity and the pressure his weapon’s emitting into the atmosphere. 
 
    “But wait, there’s more.” Alceron slings his axe my way and I dodge it with a diving roll. The axe disappears beside me, but before I can get my bearings and reload, I see him launch an array of knives comprised of his demonic energy. 
 
    “Shit!” I brace myself as they hurtle towards me, but they all miss me as if it were intentional.  
 
    “I can taste your fear, hunter. You’re starting to see the difference in our skill.” The sound of gunfire erupts from the other side of the room where Blaze is, but he blocks his assault again with his axe. “But you,” he says to Blaze. “You’re fearless. You’ve dealt with others of my caliber. Perhaps that explains—” 
 
    “You talk too much.” Blaze rushes in and Alceron takes the bait by hurtling his axe towards him. Blaze dodges it in his pursuit, trusting his instincts, and slips past the projectile without losing speed. Once he closes the gap between them, he draws his dagger and plunges in into the heart of the demon. Alceron gasps and Blaze twists the blade, exasperating the damage he’s already inflicted. “I don’t know what you were planning, but it’s over, now.” 
 
    “On the contrary, hunter, it’s only just beginning.” 
 
    “Blaze, look out!” 
 
    By the time Blaze notices, it’s too late. Blaze looks up to see Alceron’s axe in its swift decent. Blaze tries to dodge it, but he comes up short. His right shoulder falls to the ground, cut clean from his body. Blaze screams at the top of his lungs and falls to his knees. Alceron’s axe then circles behind him and slices through his neck, decapitating him. Blaze’s head rolls under Alceron’s foot and he kicks it my way. His head comes to a stop right at my fingertips. I’ll never forget the look of his lifeless eyes and hanging mouth for as long as I live. “Next.”  
 
    Alceron begins to walk towards me with a relaxed gait. Did killing Blaze somehow make him stronger? He was already strong enough, before. I reload as quickly as I can and unload my second round of shots. Alceron’s axe does his handy work by deflecting my bullets, but this time, it’s floating and acting on its own. “The more you fight me, the stronger I get. It’s best if you give in.” I ignore the demon and double down on my efforts by using both of my guns.  
 
    Alceron one-ups me by spawning a second axe to compliment the first. While I’m shooting, one of my bullets ricochets from his axes and cuts through the side of my bicep. Taken aback, my gun drops to the floor and I catch sight of Blaze’s severed head once more.  
 
    “This can’t be real. This can’t be real. This can’t be real,” I voice hysterically as I back away from the monster. I trip on my own feet while backpedaling and Alceron laughs at my rapidly deteriorating confidence. With no other moves in my arsenal, I pull out a syringe of Holy Water and inject myself in hopes that the nightmare will end. 
 
    “What are the chances that I can cleave you in half, I wonder?” 
 
    The demon paces closer to me and one of his axes floats into his hand. He lifts it up to swing, but before he can execute me, he fades into nothing. I rapidly blink at the onset of his disappearance, but then everything suddenly becomes clear. 
 
    He had gotten me, again. The fog of my hysteria clears and I see Blaze on the ground against a wall, bleeding from his shoulder, his gun resting in his hand. The sound of gunfire had just happened, I think, but I’m not too sure. I was just coming out of Alceron’s attempt to feed from my tragedy. One thing I am able to see is Alceron’s body, lifeless and sprawled out a few feet away from Blaze. 
 
    “You did it.” I push up from the ground and wince from the burning pain at the top of my arm. I look to see the cause and notice an incision...the blades...part of his illusion must have been me thinking that I dodged them all. One of them cut me, and that’s when his spell began to work. If I wouldn’t have known about his abilities, I would have been done for. There was a brief transition last time I was afflicted, but this time, it was seamless. “Blaze...Blaze, are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I should be asking you the same question,” he says while rising slowly. He doesn’t seem to have lost that much blood, but I can tell he’s near the point of exhaustion. “He didn’t try to kill you because he was feeding off of you,” he rasps. “It made things...difficult. He almost got me, but I pulled through.” 
 
    “I’m glad you did.” I help Blaze from against the wall and wrap his arm above my shoulder as an anchoring point. He grunts as we begin to move, and I notice that his jacket is slightly damp and sliced into. “It’s nothing,” he says. “I’ll be fine.” He tucks his gun into the same side of his destroyed jacket and places his hand over his wound while we move towards the exit. 
 
    Blaze said he’d be fine, and I trust him. I don’t have any other choice. 
 
    After we made it out of the building, I called Abby and explained to her what happened. Her and Roc took care of the rest while Blaze and I headed back to base. Something that was interesting to both of them was the existence of Alceron’s axe. He had been killed by Blaze, and Roc and Abby made sure, but his axe still existed even though it was manifested by his abilities. It lacked the same energy that it once had, but the physical item still remained. Abby made the call to handle it like any other paranormal artifact and lock it away. The only thing she planned to do differently is check on it from time to time to see whether or not it will disappear like the other items. 
 
    All in all, things worked out the best that they could have given the cards we were dealt. All of us survived, we stopped the threat, I finally learned about what's been eating at Blaze since I returned, and I voiced my concerns that Vartal still may be around. 
 
    We're going to look after him while he recovers...the three of us...and I'll be sure to watch out for Tolelantis, too.   
 
    Alceron’s magic worked by exploiting and feeding off of a person’s most tragic moments, picking from things that have either happened or that the target fears may happen. After being hit twice it affirmed what my greatest fears are. Vartal’s return and losing Blaze or anyone else that I cared for. It was never really about me; it was always the people around me. My father became Vartal’s puppet in one scenario, and I saw Blaze get beheaded in another. I understand that now, and after we made it back to safety, I made it clear that Vartal is extremely powerful and we should keep an eye out for him, just in case his decides to make his return.  
 
    I admitted that it was fear talking, there was no way around it considering the things that I saw, but it was also the truth. His death was never fully confirmed, and he knows enough about me to put everyone close to me in danger, including them. When I first told them, there wasn’t much to do and there isn’t now, but at least if he does come back, we won’t be caught off-guard. We’ll be ready to stop whatever he has in store, and I’ll be the one to kill him once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13: He who Wanders 
 
    “Vartal?” 
 
    Yes, child?” 
 
    “I remember now. I wasn’t drinking. I was the designated driver. I was sober. Someone swerved into my lane and hit us. That’s when everything went dark. I didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    Do you feel relieved? 
 
    “In a way, yes. But I can’t remember much after that, still. Bits and pieces. It’s coming back. A flash here and there…is that you?” 
 
    It is. Through our bond, your body is beginning to be restored to what it once was. 
 
    “Can you save my friends, too? If I’m like this…maybe…” 
 
    In my present state, I cannot guarantee such a feat. 
 
    “I understand. What about the guy who hit me? Do know if he’s alive?” 
 
    No, but if he’s in the same state that you’re in, this prison serves him well. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Or perhaps he is alive and well. 
 
    “I hope he suffers.” 
 
    Me too. 
 
    “If any of my friends died because of him, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
    On the contrary, I think you’ll know exactly what to do when the time comes. 
 
    “How much longer am I going to be here?” 
 
    Not much longer. For now, just relax and accept whatever thoughts or feelings cross your mind. Soon you’ll be ready. 
 
    “This feel’s nice, Vartal. Thank you.” 
 
    Enjoy your rest, for when you wake, there will be much work to do. 
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note to the Reader 
 
    I want to take the time to thank you for reading my story. I’m an independent author so having my work read by even one person is a step forward in chasing my dream.  
 
    That being said, if you enjoyed this story, it would mean the world to me if you could leave a review for this title. 
 
    Thank you very much. 
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