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      “Kurt, do you know where you are?” she asked me. It took far too long for her face to come into focus, and when it did, I came to the conclusion that her voice didn’t match it. She was young, but her voice was cool and professional, a little tired, and husky. She had black eyes and dark hair, and there were lines on her face where there should have been none. Somehow I sensed a passage of time, and when I looked down, I saw myself in a hospital bed, covered with a thin sheet and surrounded by all manner of beeping devices that seemed to confirm I felt like absolute hammered dog shit.

      “Bomb,” I said.

      “Yes, a bomb. Roadside. But you’re not along the road anymore. You’re alive. Specifically, you’re in Germany, at Landstuhl. Do you know what that is?” she asked.

      “Hospital?”

      “Correct. I see you looking down, so let me put your mind at ease. Your body is complete, you just have a lot of holes in it. We pulled sixty pieces of shrapnel from you, but there’s still one left that will be with you until your end. It’s deep in your chest, too close to the heart for us to risk until you’re stable. That might be some time. Do you understand what I’m saying?” She leaned closer to me, and I could see the worry in her eyes.

      “I do. My friends?”

      She shook her head. “Only you. The truck was torn in half. So was the one following. You can thank Captain O’Hara for getting you out of there. He saved you.”

      “Where is he?” I asked. Things were swimming into focus, if slowly.

      “Gone. He was hit with a mortar round on dustoff. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but there are a lot of wounded here, and lying to you won’t help. You’re lucky to be alive, and it’s nothing short of a miracle that you have all your parts.” She fidgeted, and it was the first sign of nerves she’d shown. After looking down and away, she returned her gaze to me, and it was even sadder still. I wasn’t sure what was coming, but I knew it was bad.

      “You pulled through surgery easily, even though it took six units of blood to keep you from coding, which makes what I have to tell you even harder.”

      “Harder? Than everyone being dead? What could be worse than that?” I asked, and my throat felt like it was full of sand. I was afraid. I knew the feeling, and it sat on my chest like a beast, stealing my breath as I waited for the doctor to speak.

      “If you’re well enough to travel in two days, you’re going straight home. No processing, no stateside care until you—until you’ve taken care of some family business, Kurt.” Her lips pulled down in a frown, and she plucked at my sheets, then stared at me with a gaze that had a physical weight. “You’re going home to Iowa because your mother is dying, and she’s waiting for you to get there before she goes.”

      The room began to spin, and everything went black.
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      Mom died at 1:15 in the afternoon on a rainy Thursday in October. I know it was right then because she gave a little sigh, and one moment she was there, and the next, she wasn’t. The room got cool, and she was very still and pale, almost immediately, like her soul had other business and couldn’t wait around.

      For three days after, dad and I drank whiskey until we were almost blind; he for his own reasons, and me because of the visions. I wasn’t sober enough to describe them, and on the morning of the third day, I woke up so hungover I wanted to cry in the sink, then stood in the shower, letting the cool tile bring a spot of relief to my throbbing skull.

      I drank from the tap, washed my face, and went out to the kitchen to find my dad sitting there shaved, showered, and drinking coffee, his big hands around the cup like it was his only connection to life. We were almost identical—six feet, two inches tall, muscular from work, with brown hair and green eyes—but he wore a beard that lent him the air of a brawny professor, while I have always looked exactly like what I was: a fighter who happened to drive a truck in the army.

      But not anymore.

      I winced, sitting down as pain lanced through me—pain of my wounds, my loss, and my hangover. The holy trinity of hurt, all roosting on my shoulders like an old friend.

      “Whiskey ran out last night. Time to move on a bit, I think,” Dad said, and I nodded, though it hurt. He was right, and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say.

      “Okay,” I managed.

      He said nothing, but stared for a long time. “I’ve always been honest with you, Kurt, so I’m not going to stop now. I need the same from you. Can you do that for me?”

      “What? Sure. I think.” I adjusted in my chair, cringing. “Why?”

      Dad sipped his coffee, the ghost of a smile at his lips. “Don’t remember what you said?”

      “I—no. Not really.”

      “That’s okay.” He stood and poured me a coffee, then topped off his own. Handing me the cup, he said, “Tell me about seeing your mom.”

      I spluttered, putting the mug down and looking at my dad with stunned shock, but then I saw his face and I just knew. It all came back in a rush. Mom, standing there, telling me things. The river. The—rock? The rock, I thought, as the memory clicked into place like a missing puzzle piece.

      “I’ve seen her. Here, since she died. For the past three days,” I admitted.

      “And?”

      “She . . . tells me things,” I said.

      “Like what?” he prompted.

      I shrugged, then found the words. “Go to the rock and split it? At the river?”

      Dad got quiet, then he came and sat back down, never taking his eyes off mine. “Split the rock and take the flail. Free the captives and hunt well.”

      I stared. Those were the exact words that had been haunting me in my stupor. I couldn’t drink them away, and now I knew there was no running from them, even sober—or relatively so-- and hurting in the morning light.

      “How do you know that?” I asked, my voice a ragged whisper.

      “Because she told me too, but you’re her son—her blood—and there was a lot more to your mother than you or I will ever know. Do you know the rock? The one she told you about?” he asked.

      “No. What rock?” I asked, confused.

      “Think back, Kurt. You were eight. We were at the river, where the water swirls under the cut bank and floods around that square—”

      “Rock that I stood and fished on. Mom said it was special. Said it was a—a place for holding things,” I said softly. It was so distant a memory, it seemed like a movie watched through a curtain, just shapes and hints of a different past.

      Dad nodded toward the door. “Get your coat, Kurt. Go to the river. You’ll know what to do.”

      I stood, numb, then turned back to him because I was afraid he would disappear, too. “Dad?”

      He understood. “I’ll be here when you come back. I have to go on living, Kurt, even if I don’t want to. It’s what she would have wanted for us. Go on, now. I’ll be waiting.”

      Hours later I stood at the river’s edge, the water high and wild from the hard rains. There, in front of me, was a rock like no other, square and squat and gray, jutting from the cold mud like an alien visitor that had gotten lost and stuck in the mire.

      I approached then tapped the rock with my boot. Nothing happened, and I let a nervous laugh slip out. Only a jay answered, squawking at me from a nearby tree. The river surged on, swirling around the rock in inky blackness. It was getting dark. The day was gone, and I wasn’t sure where.

      “Break the rock, Kurt. Break the chains. Free them, Kurt.”

      I didn’t look around. I knew who it was, and I knew my world had just gotten more complex. An image bulldozed into my thoughts. A woman—thin, dry, and ancient. Her skin pulled away from teeth too sharp for any human. A crossed chain around her chest. The Night Flail. The name came to me like a whisper, and in a flash, I knew it was old—older than America, or the people who had come here in ships centuries ago. Maybe it had always been here. Like the river.

      “I will, mom. How do I—” I began, then felt my hand begin to grow warm. At the edge of my vision, I could see her. My mother, or at least her shape, and then I knew she had been something more than just a woman. She had been a hunter. A witch.

      She had been justice.

      I knelt on the rock, reaching into the freezing water where a slim stone hung limp on a rusted chain, slowly turning in the dark water. The thing piece of rock wasn’t just stone—it was knife—very old, and put here as a one-time thing meant for a reason that made all the sense in the world.

      I raised the stone blade and brought it down on a spot that wavered in my eyes. A weak place, I knew, and the blade shattered with a thunderous crack just as the stone split and the river invaded, covering the woman inside before I could memorize her face. I had a glimpse before the water covered her, but it was enough. High cheekbones, black hair, and as close to a mummy as could be. There was a ragged wool garment wrapped around her, and a knife in each hand—wicked things meant to kill, not for show. I snaked a hand under the surface to the center of her chest and pulled, shattering bones and skin like worn parchment.

      The flail came loose and wrapped around my wrist like a lover.

      The rock began to dissolve, and I heard one last thing before staggering away from the muddy bank, clinging to the flail even as it clung to me.

      “Use your vision, son, and hunt well.”
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      “New York?” My mind was still racing to catch up with my rapidly changing reality, and now Dad throws this at me? How about a few days to come to terms with the fact that my mother was so much more than she had seemed? In a short time, she’d gone from a person, to a memory, to a point of grief, and then—a hunter of something with a weapon that seemed not of this world. It was a seismic shift under my feet, and it centered around a woman I thought I knew.

      Dad gave me a sympathetic smile. “It won't do you much good to hang around here forever. We'd both just mope around all day and nothing would get done. I’ve got to get back to work, and you . . . well, I think you know what it is you need to do, Kurt.”

      I looked down at the arm that the weapon had wrapped itself around just hours earlier.

      “It’s like a flail, right? I don’t know a lot about ancient weapons, but it looks like a flail?” I asked.

      Dad nodded. “It is. Rarely saw the night of day when your mother used it. She knew things, Kurt, and the weapon knew things, too. It was purpose made to hunt the night.”

      “The Night Flail. It fits,” I said, staring at the skin it had touched. The flail was gone now, or at least it could no longer be seen. But I could still sense it there, a presence like a cat ready to pounce. I had considered telling Dad about it and decided against it. He was probably happier knowing no more than he did now. As hard as all this was for me, I couldn't imagine what it was like to learn the woman you loved had kept such a secret from you for so long, but there was a quiet strength to him that never wavered. He was steady, constant—like the river where the flail had been hidden, and I was thankful for that.

      There were things I wanted to ask him—like how much he had suspected, how much she had told him, and how much he knew that I didn't. But the words for the questions just wouldn't form, and I knew that I would become a different person. Maybe that guy could ask. Someday.

      “But why New York?” I asked instead.

      He shrugged. “Your mother brought it up from time to time. She said how much she wanted to go there, but when I made vacation plans, she insisted it was important to go with you.  So we waited for you to come home from overseas, and, well . . . Anyway, I think what she really wanted was to bring you there. I'm not sure why, or what she wanted to show you, but there's only one way you'll find out.”

      More mysteries. It seemed like a pretty flimsy reason to suddenly pack up and move to an unfamiliar state on the surface. Yet some part of my me, and instincts I was only beginning to realize I had, told me that he was right.

      An awkward silence passed between us, until finally I let out a gusty sigh. “Good a plan as any, I guess. I'll go pack up and be on the next flight out.”

      Dad suddenly looked troubled, guilt plain on his face. “I don't want you to think I'm kicking you out, Kurt. If you need some time, you're always welcome—”

      I shook my head, cutting him off. “No, you're right. I need to do this. It will be good to have something to do, something to make me active so I’m not just wallowing around, moaning about my losses. Our losses, that is.” Besides, I had learned that I was not going to be allowed to return to active duty anytime soon. I didn't voice that part, though.

      I didn't have a whole lot to pack, only a handful outfits, mostly cheap, a couple of books, and a few souvenirs from my tour overseas. It all fit into a single duffle bag, which I slung over my shoulder as I prepared to depart for the airport.

      Dad met me at the door. He looked worried, an emotion I didn’t often see on his wizened face. “Kurt, I'm not exactly sure what it is that you are getting into to, but . . . be careful. If I lost you as well . . .”

      I put a comforting hand on his shoulder. “I know, Dad.”

      “Promise me you'll come home if it gets too dangerous.”

      “I will.” I avoided using the words I promise because I hated making promises I couldn't keep.

      I gave my father a hug, then turned and walked away from my family home for the last time.
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      In retrospect, I probably should have waited for my severance from the army before I decided to begin my new life. I was cash poor at the moment, and after my plane ticket, subway fare, and a dinner that consisted of a street-cart hot dog and water from the fountain, my net worth was in the double-digits. Needless to say, paying for lodging was going to be a bit of a problem.

      New York City was a big and exciting place—unquestionably, in my mind, the greatest city in the world. Given that my experiences were restricted mostly to rural Iowa, a few military camps, and the Afghani deserts, I didn't have much of a frame of reference. Everything was bright, and crowded, and teeming with activity. People walked briskly and with purpose. The smells of food from diverse cultures assaulted my senses, changing with each new street I walked down. Mostly, the city felt alive in a way that no other place I’d ever been had.

      I was eager to explore it fully . . . once I got a decent night's rest.

      After asking around a bit, I was able to get directions to seedy looking hotel in an equally run-down part of the city. Here the streetlights didn't seem to work, the walls were more graffiti than stone, and the smells were of exhaust fumes and sewage. The hotel was called “The Show Relief,” but enough of the letters of the sign were dim that it now read, “The Hole.”

      The inside of the hotel hinted at glories past. The walls were lined with portraits of celebrities from long before I was born who had been apparently been guests here. The decor looked like it might have been expensive at one point, and the open layout suggested the designers had expected a good deal of foot traffic. That was all in the past now, as everything was either cracked, broken, or showed signs of water damage and mold. It was, however, within my price range, and that was all that mattered.

      I rang the bell at the front desk and waited. When I got no response, I rang it again, then a third time in growing agitation. Finally, I heard some shouting from a room off to the side. The door slammed open and a middle-aged woman came storming out, her clothing wrinkled and her hair matted. She must have been asleep.

      “I said, I'm coming!” she barked as she passed behind the front desk. “Nobody has any patience these days. It's all the damn coddling parents. Junior demands a toy, mom and dad see to it he gets it right away. They never teach the little brats that rewards come to those who wait.  Millennials, I'll tell you, are the most impatient generation.” She fixed a glare on me. “Well, what do you want?  You were in such a hurry five-seconds ago, now you're just going to stand there with your mouth agape?”

      The clerk's unique style of greeting made me draw up short, a heat in my face that hadn’t been there a moment ago. Fucking city people. Were all New Yorkers like this?

      “Sorry,” I managed, though I was anything but sorry. “I was just hoping to get a room for the next few days. It was a long flight, and I'm kind of tired . . .”

      To my surprise, the clerk's iron glare began to soften. “No, it's not your fault. I shouldn't have been trying to catch a nap when I should be working the desk. We don't usually get customers this late, and . . . well, that's not your problem. So one room? How many nights?”

      I looked over the price chart posted in front of her and started to think out-loud. “Looks like I can only afford three nights. I could have really used a couple more days to get situated, but I'll figure it out.”

      “We have a lot of empty rooms right now,” the clerk quickly interjected. “I could give you a week for three days' price and no one would blink.” She pulled out the hotel's old paper register. “What's your name?”

      I revised my opinion about city people, and gave her a wintry smile. “Kurt Randall.”

      She quickly scribbled the name in the book. “Alright, Mr. Randall. Er, Kurt? Can I call your Kurt?”

      “Sure?”

      She smiled, a far cry from the scowl she had worn when she had first appeared. “Alright, Kurt, I've got you all set up in Room 103 for the next week. It’s right down the hall. Oh, my name's Sophia, by the way.”

      I met her smile, which seemed to be the polite thing to do, and she blushed and hurriedly tried to press out the wrinkles on her shirt with her hands.  I realized I was younger, cleaner, and had more teeth than most of her other patrons, so our interaction verged into a date based on what a shitstorm she had to deal with working the desk. I schooled my face into something more kind, because it cost me nothing and I was unsure of my place in the city. For the moment.

      Sophia was an attractive older woman, a bit frayed around the edges but still bright-eyed. In her, I could see a core of what she’d been before the city—and life—had begun to grind away, and her lopsided smile was open and inviting.

      As I took the key from Sophia, she let her hand linger on mine. “You know, Kurt, if you need anything while you are staying here, my room is right here.” She stressed the word anything, so there could be no misinterpreting her intentions. “I'll be here all night.”

      I might have been tempted, if I hadn’t caught a glimpse of a ring on that hand. There were a few lines that a man just didn't cross, and a wedding band was positively radioactive.

      After getting into my room, I put down the duffle and immediately let myself fall on the bed. It had a musty smell and the mattress was full of unpleasant lumps, but at that moment it was the most comfortable bed I had ever been in. Within moments, I was drifting off to sleep, and the world continued shifting. I knew when I woke up, the man I had been would be gone, replaced by whatever it was that waited for me on the other side of sleep.
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      When I awoke, the first thing I noticed was it was still dark outside.  I couldn’t have been asleep for more than a couple hours. Grumbling to myself and determined to get a full night's rest for my exploration of the city in the morning, I turned over and tried to fall back to sleep. No luck. I fought the urge to kick my feet like a little kid, because sleep is as valuable as caffeine, and I hate being deprived of either.

      To my surprise, I seemed to be full of energy. It was a wiry, nervous energy, like I would sometimes feel when driving through a particularly dangerous battle-zone. I was alert to the hotel's every creak, every light that passed by the windows outside, and every cat's yowl. I was tuned in to the world around me, and it wasn’t just being in the city. It was the flail, my dreams, and the new life I could feel building underneath me like a wave.

      Eventually, I hit the sidewalk and let my feet take me into the night as my blood fizzed with restless purpose. A cold wind announced that fall was in full force. A light sprinkling of drizzle covered the land in a cool mist, and I walked against the breeze, enjoying the feel of not caring about my place or my destination.  As long as I kept going straight, I probably wouldn't get lost. Probably. The ocean would stop me sooner or later, so I walked on, oblivious to the night.

      All the while, that anxious energy continued to assault me in a whisper campaign, like a tingle on the back of my neck. I’m being watched. But that was crazy. No matter how many times I checked over my shoulder, the street remained empty, though my mild paranoia flared into something more muscular. I controlled my breathing and walked on, then took a sudden turn into an alley. If anyone was watching me, they would also have to come into the alley to keep me in their sights. I took a few paces in, then turned and waited, watching, my chest moving only under the iron control of my heightened awareness.

      Nothing.

      Just as I was breathing a sigh of relief, the tingling returned—stronger, colder, and closer, like someone was blowing on the back of my neck with an icy breath. The instinct that I was still struggling to understand warned me that someone was there.

      “What kind of juicy specimen is this?” a woman's voice called from behind me. “All by himself on these dark streets?”

      I spun and prepared to square off against my pursuer.

      Or I would, once I was done ogling her. As street criminals went, she was—exceptional. She was tall, with long, shapely legs that drew the eye up to a slender waist, which continued up to pair of perfect breasts, high and proud.  Long, dark hair framed a face that was almost off-putting in the symmetry of its features. But it was what she was wearing that was the most eye-catching. Or rather, how little she was wearing.  One thin black strap ran tightly across her chest, and two others crisscrossed her thighs and met in the middle, providing her with the barest modicum of coverage. She looked ready to star in a fetish video, and she was utterly comfortable in her own skin.

      Oddly, one of my first thoughts when the blood returned to my head was how cold she should have been. The rain had begun to pick up, and the cool air made the droplets icy. Yet, despite being almost naked, this woman didn't so much as shiver as the near-freezing rain dripped down her body.

      My instinct told me she was dangerous, but more importantly, my senses hinted that she was the reason I had come here. This is what my mother had wanted me to find. I didn't understand the reason for any of it, but I knew that much as I stood, staring at the exotic woman who didn’t fit.

      “What's wrong, love?” the woman asked, her voice as smooth as honey. “Cat got your tongue? That's fine, you don't have to say anything. I like the strong, silent type.”

      She sauntered toward me, her hips rocking in an appetizing sway. “There's something about you, the way you smell—it's driving me crazy. I've been wanting to get my fangs on you all night. Don't resist and I promise to introduce you to a different kind of pleasure.”

      With one hand she beckoned me closer, and with the other she reached for me. I was tempted—she was oozing sexual promise—but my survival instinct was more powerful than her assault on my libido. I leapt back as her hand passed through the air in a motion that most inhuman, and my smile told her I was no easy mark.

      “Fine. We'll do it the hard way. You won't find this as enjoyable.” She snarled like a wild animal, revealing fangs that were feline, long, and pointed. Her body tensed, and cord-like muscles rippled all along her figure. The tips of her fingers elongated and sharpened into deadly claws. Her sudden shift to a feral appearance was just what I needed to snap completely back to my senses. I was present, and I was ready.

      As she lunged for me, I held out my arm, assured that the Night Flail would be there.  My faith was rewarded as the mysterious weapon materialized, its chain wrapped along the length of my arm with a gleam of brilliant metal.

      The creature stopped dead in her tracks. I let the flail dangle from the end of my arm, swinging it back and forth gently like a pendulum. Her eyes followed it intently. “You . . .” she whispered.

      I grinned. “Me what?”

      “No wonder you smelled like . . .”   She trailed off, which was a disappointment because every nerve in my body told me this wasn’t her first rodeo. That meant she had answers to why I was a hunter, why she was attacking me, and why I seemed, of all things, to be ready for it.

      “What's wrong?” I mocked, speaking with a confidence I didn't realize I had. “Weren't we about to do this the hard way?  Unless you want to call the whole thing off. Maybe we could . . . chat?”

      Apparently, that was the wrong thing to say, because she let out a wild howl and rushed at me, claws extended.

      The Night Flail felt good on my arm, and the sensation of wielding a weapon clicked with the first elegant spin of its deadly length. As to my skill with it, that remained to be seen.

      Or so I thought.

      As the wild woman rushed me, my body reacted from hidden memory, whipping the flail in graceful arcs to parry the swipes of my attacker's claws. She was fast, inhumanly so, moving with all the grace and ferocity of a tiger on the hunt. But the flail was faster. I kept it spinning in tight circles, and when she attacked, all it took was a quick jerk of the wrist to send the spiral to intercept, sending sparks from the impact with her claws. After the first two defensive strikes, she shook her hand as if it had gone numb. Hurts, doesn’t it? I thought. Her perfect features were drawn with concern and pain. It was a far cry from her earlier lustful swagger, and I liked the change—because I was causing it.

      My mind moved slower than my body, and before I knew it, I was counterattacking, sending the end of the flail for a quick lash across her body after knocking her strikes aside with growing ease. She lithely tried to back out of the way but was still stung by the flail's tip, the first strike earning a yelp of pain that made her redouble the attacks. In just a few exchanges, her body became covered in nasty red welts, her breath hissing in agony with each vicious touch.

      We danced like this for what felt like all night, even though it was probably just a few moments. It all came to an end when the Night Flail made a direct hit on her upper chest. There was a searing sound, like meat being thrown on a hot griddle, and the flail sunk into her, melting into her pale flesh with a speed that defied science.

      As she howled in agony, red symbols—arcane lettering I had never seen before—appeared in a circle around the wound. They glowed, incandescent and painful to see-- and then a pulse of energy erupted from them that knocked me off my feet.

      I rose with a groan, not quite sure what had just happened. What was it that the flail had done to that woman? Then I saw its victim lying a few feet away.

      When I looked down at her, I no longer saw the seductive woman who had tried to lure me close, or the wild animal that had tried to claw out my throat. I saw just a regular woman—hurt, dying, and terrified. Pity welled up within me and I knelt down to try and help her.

      She broke apart in my hands, falling to ashes at my first touch.

      “What the—” I hissed, watching the flecks of her body drift away on the breeze. I couldn't explain it. One moment she was there, and then she was gone, little more of her left than a silky residue on the tips of my fingers.  I looked down in shock as the ash ran through my fingers, and then the last of her finished breaking down into a powder so fine, the rain carried it away without so much as a smudge.

      In seconds, it was if she had never really been there, and I was left staring at my hands, knowing that I too was a killer.
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      “You want books on what?” The librarian looked at me with tired eyes, his expression somewhere between bored and frustrated at having to do his job. A trail of smoke drifted from his cigarette to the 'No Smoking' sign hanging directly above his head.

      I tried to think of a better way to phrase my admittedly odd request. “Creatures that roam the streets of New York. You know, like urban legends and stuff. Specifically, any that take the form of beautiful women.”

      The librarian arched an eyebrow. “There's a whole section of paranormal romance books, if that's what you're into.”

      “No, not fiction,” I said, realizing how crazy I must sound. “Like . . . real stuff people have seen. Women who attack men in the middle of the night, have sharp claws, and who turn to ash when they are killed.”

      He must have seen something in my eyes that told him I wasn't speaking hypothetically.  “You've had a rough few nights, huh?”

      “You could say that.” I studied the librarian, whose face remained as impassive as someone watching paint dry. “You believe me?”

      Letting out a puff of smoke that stung my eyes, he said, “It's New York.”

      I was led to a section of periodicals and True Accounts style books from less than reputable sources. The covers proclaimed to tell of real alien abductions, ghosts roaming the halls of Fordham University, and mutated alligators living in the sewers. The librarian dashed away before I had the chance to ask him anything, so I was left on my own. With a sigh, I began my work.

      Since my encounter that first night, I'd been struggling to learn anything about the creature I had killed. I didn't even really know where to start looking. It wasn’t like there was a listing for 'Monster Hunters' in the Yellow Pages. With no better ideas, I started to browse the city’s public libraries, but none of the big ones had turned up anything useful. One of the locals recommended this one, which was smaller, with rumors circulating that they had a secret basement filled with books on witchcraft.

      The truth had been disappointing. The library, which had no name on its windows besides 'Public Library,' was crammed between a Starbucks and a store that sold Chinese knockoffs of brand-name tech. It was a squat building, only two stories tall, and if there was a secret basement full of occult texts, the librarian had neglected to mention it to me.

      At least it was quiet. Despite the heavy foot-traffic outside, very few people seemed to come in here.  Perhaps it was the smell of cigarette smoke and stale coffee that seemed to permeate every surface that kept them away.

      I started flipping through the books at random, unsure what hidden gems might be found among the dull covers. Normally I wasn’t much of a skeptic, but the events of the past days caused a seismic shift in my ability to believe in the impossible. The books I picked up did not disappoint, if only in terms of the array of paranoia they expressed. There were giants, death rays, secret cabals of shadowy cults, and the requisite lizard people who wore human skin and ran major businesses. There was government conspiracy to control our minds using chemicals in the water—mint flavored, of course, and it had the side effect of causing women to give birth to twins, which was a nice detail. There was even an ancient order of knights who patrolled the streets with swords and crossbows, hunting creatures that lived in tales of legend. It was all rather dramatic in addition to being complete and utter bullshit, but the stories were told by survivors who had witnessed these things and barely escaped with their lives, yet were somehow able to write about it without their pursuers catching on.

      Right when I was getting ready to give up, one book caught my attention. The Dark Places of New York was written by an urban explorer, someone with a hobby that involved poking around abandoned man-made structures. New York was apparently littered with forgotten subway tunnels, shuttered factories, and condemned buildings that were perfect for the reckless enthusiastic or novelty junkie with time on his hands.

      What caught my attention were the references the author made to “figures lurking in the shadows,” and other things that made him uneasy during his excursions. The language was different—not breathless and sensational, but really imbued with a sense of fear.  He never made any guesses as to what they were, but several times he felt as though he was being stalked and chose to beat a quick retreat. His most frightening experience had been when exploring a long-vacant estate out in the suburbs. He had heard a woman's laughter that seemed to come from everyone at once and had been assaulted with a perfume-like odor that had made him so dizzy he nearly collapsed. Only fear-induced adrenaline had given him the strength to make a run for it.

      Or so he claimed.

      With no better leads, I took notes on some of the more notable locations mentioned by the author. If these things hunted in the darkness, that was where I would need to seek them out.

      The first stop: that vacant estate. It was time to see just what went bump in the night.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I arrived in the hamlet of Garrison, night had fallen. I was unlikely to come across any creatures in the light of day, so my timing matched my expectations of their unusual needs. The roads here were quiet and empty by this time, a far cry from the humming streets of the city. Thinly wooded areas offered a screen of privacy for the larger estates, making them inaccessible from the road except via a private road.

      The road I was looking for had no street sign and had mostly been reclaimed by the plant-life of the surrounding woods, a covering of wilderness in the shadows of the city itself. As I walked down the path, that instinct of danger began to rear its head once again. It was as if my veins had been filled with icy water, the chill of combat awareness filling me from the inside out. It was an inescapable power that thrilled and worried me all at once. I was on the right track, or I was about to killed. Only one way to find out which.

      The enormous house I approached was old. I wasn’t exactly an expert on architecture, but the round towers, elaborate chimney, and old-world windows made it feel like something I'd seen in a documentary of the turn of the 20th century. The wood rot and fading paint, as well as the way the trees leaned up against it and formed cracks in its side, made it clear that it had been uninhabited for some time. The moon was out and cast an eerie glow on the chipped paint, turning the cracks in the windows into spiderwebbed shadows.

      I called to the Night Flail and it was there, obsidian chains wrapping around my arm in a serpent's embrace. Its presence was a comfort as I prepared to face the unknown.

      The front door came open easily enough. In fact, it didn't so much as squeak, as if it alone had been maintained over the years. I stepped into the house and was greeted with decades’ worth of dust. That instinct of danger grew ever more present, and it was joined by the feeling of being watched.

      I slowly made my way through the entryway and into the main hall, letting the flail dangle slowly from its chain as I did. There wasn’t a sound but those made by my steps. The moonlight twisted every shadow into a potential threat, yet I felt oddly calm. This was where I was supposed to be, what I was supposed to be doing.

      The sound of laughter echoed around me. It was a woman's laugh, throaty and sensual, and filled with promises for those who dared to seek out its source. The smell of perfume hit me next, strawberries and flowers that might as well have been held right under my nose. I prepared myself for the dizziness described by the book's author, but after I few moments I felt completely fine. Perhaps in his fear, the explorer had imagined it, or maybe I was somehow immune.

      The laughter grew louder, and a cold sensation at the back of my neck alerted me that I was no longer alone in the room.

      “What is it that you find so funny?” I asked without turning around.

      There was a pause in the laughter, followed by silence. Finally, a sultry voice replied, “Maybe it is the way you are dressed. You're not from around here, are you? The men here have a sense of style. And they don't smell like you.”

      “You want to talk about the way I smell?” I said with a chuckle. “There's such a thing as overdoing it with the perfume, you know.” I turned to face her, expecting a similar creature to the one that had assaulted me that first night.

      The differences were subtle, but distinct.

      She was, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Silky hair the color of flames draped over her shoulders and parted in front of her face to reveal soft brown eyes, full lips curved into an ever-so-slight pout, and fair skin with just a hint of color on her cheeks.  Whereas my previous assailant wielded sexuality like a sledgehammer, everything attractive about this woman was in her understated rarity. Her clothing, fashionable and probably expensive, hugged her form just enough to reveal the sensuous curves of a perfectly molded body, enticing the eye to follow every line and every arch and the imagination to picture the wonders that lay underneath.

      I thought I had prepared myself, but I found myself gawking at her stunning figure. “Who are you?” Not the most intelligent question I could have asked, but it got the ball rolling.

      Those lips quirked up into a knowing smirk. “My name is Lyanne. But perhaps the question you meant to ask was, “What are you?” In which case I would answer—I'm a Succubus.”

      As if buried memories had been unearthed by that word, my mind was suddenly flooded with knowledge on the Succubus. They were women, or they had been before they were cursed, and now lived to satiate their hunger by feeding on the life force of men. Without guidance they became wild, feral, like the one that attacked me that first night. With focus they could become more than just monsters, though they could use their powers to influence and corrupt, to infiltrate and destroy. They were the most dangerous.

      And it was my purpose to stop them.

      Lyanne watched me with interest, a hunter curious that its prey had walked right into its den. Her eyes occasionally drifted down to Night Flail, which was still dangling from my arm, but there was no fear there. “So now you know who I am. Don't you think it is rude not to introduce yourself?”

      I filled my voice with as much bravado as I could muster. “My name's Kurt. I'm a hunter.” The term felt right to me.

      She cocked her head, a cat-like gesture. “And you've come all this way just to hunt me? I suppose I should be honored. But that doesn't sound fun at all, for me or for you. I think I have a more . . . pleasant idea.”

      “I’m listening. What do you propose?” The words came out on instinct, filled with a confidence I wasn’t entirely sure I had. Yet.

      Lyanne's smile grew broader and she began to saunter toward me, stretching her legs in front of her in a way that caused her skirt to rise. She ran one hand up the length of her slender frame and reached the other to me.

      The Night Flail lashed out. I didn't want to hurt her, so instead of striking her, I had the chain wrap around her outstretched arm. Her eyes widened in surprise, but not fear. If anything, she looked calmer than I felt right now.

      We stood for a while in this awkward pose, the Night Flail linking us from our outstretched arms while we cautiously kept our bodies apart.

      “If I had known this was what you were into, I would have suggested it myself,” she cooed. “Though I usually prefer to be the one doing the tying up. I’m a bit of a knot expert, you might say.”

      I spoke with an anger I didn't actually feel. “You can cut the act. I know what you’re trying to do. You want to drain me—of life, energy, whatever it is you call it, and then leave me for dead, though I suspect I’d be in a kind of limbo that looks rather unpleasant from where I’m standing.”

      Her responding smile was all innocence.  “You make it sound so dirty when you put it like that, so cruel. But really it isn't so bad.  Everyone has to die sometime.  Most don't get to choose how, and many go quite painfully.  In exchange for feeding us, our prey experience a lifetime of pleasure, all in a single night.  They die free from pain, from worry, from fear; all they know at the end is ecstasy.  It’s really a mercy, when you think about it that way.”

      “I'm not really in the market for your brand of mercy,” I replied, though a twitch in my pants threatened to make me a liar.

      She cocked her head and looked me right in the eyes.  “Then what is it you want right now?”  The chain pulled taught as Lyanne raised her hand.  “Is it to punish me with your, ah—weapon?” Her brow lifted again, but there was an element of humor there as well, not just lethal sexuality.

      Every instinct told me that was what I should have done.  “No.  No, I don't want that.”

      Lyanne never took her eyes off mine.  “Then what do you want, Kurt?”

      “I want to save you.”  It sounded stupid when I said it out loud, and yet it was the truth.  “You’re cursed, right?  Maybe I can find some way to lift it so you no longer have to do . . . no longer have to feed on men to survive.”

      The surprise on Lyanne's face was not subtle.  It took her a moment to regain her composure, and when she did, she laughed.  “Oh, you're a chivalrous one, aren't you?”

      I didn't appreciate being mocked when I just wanted to help.  “Is it possible?”

      Her expression turned thoughtful.  “Perhaps.  I've heard of such a thing being done, though I've never seen it myself.”  She regarded the chain wrapped around her arm.  “Your weapon is certainly unique.  I've been attempting to use my power to free myself from it all this time and nothing has worked.  In fact, the longer I've been bound, the more I've felt my power draining.  If its power could be turned against the source of the curse, perhaps that would be enough to destroy it.”

      It took effort to not let myself be blinded by hope.  “And where is the source of the curse?”

      She touched her free hand to her chest, to a spot right between her breasts.  I recognized it as the place where I had instinctively struck the Succubus that attacked me in the alley.  It had destroyed her.

      “It's deep inside,” she said, her voice not betraying what she thought of the idea.  “You would have to be very careful if you wanted to destroy it without killing me.  Simply striking me won't do.”

      I had to figure out a way.  There was no way I could kill Lyanne, not now.  I wanted her, I needed to save her.  There had to be something in these new instincts of mine that would tell me what to do.

      The answer turned out to be a more recent memory—the body that I had found the Night Flail on.  It had been wrapped around her chest, crisscrossed in a pattern that would have centered around the exact spot to which Lyanne was gesturing.  I knew there was a significance in the pattern.

      “I have an idea.”  I gestured to the chain connecting us.  “But I've never tried it before.  It requires tying you up in a specific way.  It would help if you stood still for it. If I mess up the pattern, I'm not sure what will happen.”

      She smiled sweetly at me.  “Are you sure you're not just trying to take advantage of me?  Oh, very well.  You interest me, hunter, so I suppose I'll go along with this for now.”

      Carefully, I began to unwrap the chain from around her arm.  “If you attack me, I’ll be forced to defend myself,” I warned.

      Her smile said, Who? Me?

      I took a deep breath, then began wrapping the Night Flail around her chest in a way that best reflected my memories of the moment I found it.  The chain crossed over itself again and again at the spot between her breasts, melding together with a subtlety between engineering and magic.

      The final wrap was finished, and the flail came to life, biting into her flesh, which began to ooze a dark, unknowable energy.  Lyanne dropped to her knees and gritted her teeth.  She was clearly trying not to scream, though the pain she was feeling must have been intense.  Small groans and moans escaped her clenched teeth as the blackness continued to pour out of her in inky waves, sputtering to life and then dying, the black motes flaring for only a moment.  At its peak, she collapsed and began to convulse on the floor, writhing and spitting and choking in a torrent of pain and hatred.

      I rushed to her to hold her down, but she continued to struggle and shudder, her small frame threatening to come apart at the seams as the weapon chewed at her curse.  The flail wouldn't respond to my command and refused to come free.  I thought for sure I had killed her as the storm reached its peak, when tendrils of dark light flowed across the floor like toxic snakes, their paths random and questing.

      Finally, she quieted and grew still.  The chain, on its own accord, loosened and fell off her as a last few puffs of the black energy drifted away.  The house was again silent.

      I wasn’t sure how long I stayed there, holding her, listening to the sound of her breath to convince myself she was still alive, waiting with an anxiousness that she would regain consciousness and immediately attack me.  At the time, I was so absorbed with what had just happened, I didn't realize that I no longer sensed any danger in this house.

      Morning was just beginning to break when Lyanne awoke.  She opened her eyes, looked at me, and smiled.  Then she stretched out like a cat in the morning sunlight breaking through the windows.

      She seemed different in sunlight.  Her hair was a shade darker, her eyes less soft—not that any of it diminished from her beauty.  Was it a trick of the light, or had a physical change accompanied a spiritual one?

      “Did it work?” I asked, my voice betraying my fear that it had not.

      Her smile was devious and alluring as she grabbed me by the shirt and pulled me down to her.  “Only one way to find out.”

      I cleared my throat. “Are you sure—wait, what the hell am I saying?” I grinned, lowering myself to her. There was a difference in needing a Succubus and wanting a woman—a subtle one, but present in the moment as I ran my hands over the rise of her breasts. Her back arched with pleasure.

      “Good?” I asked in a low voice.

      “I’ve never felt anything just for the sake of feeling,” she said, watching me as I continued to explore the lines of her body. “It was always the hunger. Always.”

      “Are you hungry now?” I asked, then kissed her as softly as I dared. Our tongues began to play, hesitant but gaining confidence as she realized it was a simple kiss—hot and lusty, but a kiss, and natural in every way. She was a woman, and her body began to respond to my touches as I removed her skirt to reveal nothing but smooth skin and a soft mound of hair. Then I took off the rest of her clothes as her own hands grew busy, and we were naked, together, our bodies in contact, vibrating with anticipation for all the things that would come next.

      “This is for you first,” I said, lowering myself to the intersection of her perfect legs. I dipped my tongue there, then began to taste her. The reaction was instant. She lifted to meet my mouth, the heat of her on my tongue like I was kissing the sun, and for the next few minutes, I did my work with a half-smile as her back rose and fell like the tides.

      She came once, then twice, and then she pulled at my head with shaking hands, lifting me to kiss her as our bodies met in a heated rush. I nipped softly at her breasts, the creamy skin perfect, her nipples pink, puffed, welcoming.

      “Yessss,” she hissed, but it was a noise of such satisfaction, I knew she hadn’t spoken like that in a long time. Lyanne was in the throes of raw pleasure now, not colored with supernatural pain or need, and I used my fingers, mouth, and hands on her in every way, exploring her body like a newfound world.

      “I need something now,” she said, her brown eyes flashing with distant heat.

      “Name it.”

      “I haven’t thought of a name yet, but I will,” she said with a wicked grin, her fingers closing around the base of my shaft and guiding me inside her. It was warm and very tight, and when she locked her feet around me, I began stroking away under the command of a need that was primal.

      “You were worth saving,” I said.

      “Because of this?” Lyanne squeezed me deep inside her, lifting a brow of challenge before we kissed again.

      “No, all of you, and who you are.” I thought it over for a second, then said, “Do that again.”

      She squeezed again, and a ripple of pleasure spread through my entire body. “Okay, maybe it was because of that.”

      Her laughter was low and rich as we continued moving against each other, then I felt the need grow inside me like an eruption.

      “Go ahead. I want to—I want to feel it the way it’s supposed to be. I want to watch your face,” Lyanne said.

      I came in waves, Lyanne’s hand on my chin as she watched, her eyes round and filled with wonder at my pleasure, and when it was all over, she smiled, thanking me in the hollow of my neck. I think I felt tears there, but I pulled her to my side, letting our hearts return to normal as the joy of it all settled in our bones the way it was supposed to.

      “Glad we tried,” I said, and all she could do was nod, then something flared in her again, and the room tilted back to reality. Enough romance. It was time for business again, because I sensed we had time for a repeat performance.

      I looked down and saw her smiling, looking me over with an intensity that was almost clinical.

      “You're not dead,” she said.

      I made a show of checking my pulse with my fingers.  “Nope, still alive.”

      She looked down at her hands like she was seeing them for the first time.  “Then . . . it worked.  I'm free.”  The laugh that followed was not like her sultry chuckling from the other night.  This was a true laugh of joy.  “You actually did it.  I didn't think it was possible.”

      I gave her a searching look.  “Why did you let me try?”

      With a shrug, she replied, “I don't know.  I was tired—well, beyond tired. Worn, if you want to know the truth, and immortality isn’t just dull, it’s lonely, and you seemed interesting. I’m still a woman, and a human being despite being cursed. As long as we're asking questions, why did you want to help me so bad, anyway?”

      I couldn't match her non-nonchalant attitude.  “You were interesting, too.” I felt myself smile.

      She snorted, but smiled, too. It was erotic and charming at once.  “You mean fuckable.”  In one fluid motion she hopped to her feet.  “I don't think you did it quite perfectly, though.  I can still feel a small amount of my power.  It's a sliver compared to what I once had, but it's still there.”

      I hesitated, then gave her a sly smile of my own. “For the good of humanity, we can do it again.”

      “No.  The hunger's gone, and we just proved I'm no longer draining men.  It should be fine like this.  We'll need to work on your technique for next time.”

      “We?” I asked in mild surprise. “Next time? I like that kind of appointment.”

      She came up close to me and pressed her body against mine.  “You're going to keep helping the poor, cursed Succubi, aren't you?”

      I considered my answer, because it hinged on two things—my desire to rid the world of vicious killers, and also have mind-bending sex with exquisite women. In the shortest internal debate in history, I concluded that both were very good things.

      “I will,” I said with conviction.

      “Then I don't see any reason why I shouldn't help you.  Besides . . .”  She leaned in and kissed me, and there was conflict in the gesture. She was trying to be casual, but I sensed real gratitude there.  “Think of all the fun we can have together.”

      I tried to embrace her, but she ducked away from me and stepped over to her pile of clothes.  “Come on.  I still have regular human hunger, and I'm starving.  Let's go grab breakfast.  I also really need a shower.  Where do you live?”

      With an embarrassed cough, I said, “There's this crappy little hotel . . .”

      Lyanne tsked as she rapidly dressed.  “Oh, no, that won't do.  If you're going to be a successful hunter, we need to set you up in a real headquarters.”

      I could already tell Lyanne was going to be a tough woman to keep up with.  “We do?”

      She frowned at me.  “Of course we do.  Don't you want the best tools possible?  I know a few realtors in the city, I'll give them a call.  After breakfast, of course.”
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        * * *

      

      The next few days mostly consisted of me trying in vain to keep up with Lyanne as she badgered realtors into showing us apartments all throughout the city.  We saw a dozen that were large enough to put my home back in Iowa to shame, but nothing ever seemed good enough for her.  She insisted we find one that was the right mix of “size, class, convenience, and access,” whatever that meant.

      I warned her that, even with my army severance, these places were going to be outside my price range.  She brushed it off as “mortal concerns.”  The realtors fell over themselves to meet her demands, and whenever we went shopping or out to eat, her credit always seemed to be good.  I got the impression that money was no object for the former Succubus.

      Which raised many questions about her.  Lyanne was frustratingly evasive about her past.  I thought perhaps opening up about my own life would help ease her into opening up to me, but she was equally uninterested in my life up until the point I found the Night Flail.

      “Where did you live?” I asked over lunch on the second day.  We had stopped in at some no-name bistro for soup after Lyanne had thoroughly rejected a loft in Brooklyn.  “Maybe we could just stay there instead of finding a new place.”

      She didn't look up from her food when as she answered.  “I traveled a lot, so I don't really have one place I call home.  You already saw the house I stay in while I'm in New York.”

      I nearly choked on my bread roll.  “You were living there?  I thought you were just . . . stalking it to be creepy.  Why would you stay in a place like that?”

      “It looked much better back in the day,” she replied with a trace of wistfulness.

      That was the first hint I got that Lyanne was likely much older than she seemed.

      We eventually settled for an upper floor apartment in Lincoln Square.  I had to cover my eyes when I saw the number of digits in the rent price.  Lyanne didn't even flinch.

      I wasn’t sure exactly how much money changed hands, but it was enough that we were moved into the apartment within a week.  At some point she must have also purchased furniture, because the place was completely ready-to-live-in when received the keys.

      Though Lyanne had plans other than letting us rest so easily.  “Now that our living arrangements have been taken care of, we can do some real shopping.”

      I was fairly exhausted by this point and it showed.  “What more could you possibly need?”

      She gave me the look of a stern mother about to lecture her child.  “Not me, you.  You can't possibly expect to keep hunting Succubi with only your wits and that flail?  We need to get some long-range weapons, some tech—like an infrared camera and maybe a tracking device—and some darker clothing so you can blend in with the shadows better.  Oh, and while we're buying clothes, we desperately need to update your wardrobe for the daytime, too.  It's embarrassing to be seen with you, despite your superb bedside manner.”

      “What's wrong with my clothes?” I asked, feeling offended.

      “Oh, nothing.  I'm sure it's fine for Idaho—”

      “Iowa,” I corrected.

      “Whatever,” she said, flippantly.  “But you're living in Manhattan now.  A wealthy part of it.  You need to work to fit in.”

      I sighed, resigned to an upgrade in certain areas of my life.  “Fine.  I'm admittedly a little out of place here.  I defer to your judgment. About clothes.”

      Lyanne walked up to me and put a hand on my chest.  “Don't pout, it ruins that face.  I'm just trying to help.  In the end, it’s mostly up to you.”  Her hand began to clench, like she wanted to dig into my chest for something.  “There's something inside you, something I could just barely feel with my powers diminished.  It will be more important to you than anything I can buy.”

      I noticed she was touching roughly the same area the doctors had pointed to when talking about the single shard of shrapnel they had been unable to remove.  “What is it?”

      “I don't know.”  She clenched harder, hard enough that it started to hurt, and I winced.  “Could it be the cause of that smell?  Or is something else?  Why is it . . . why do I . . .”

      She let go suddenly, looking embarrassed, an expression I hadn’t seen on her before.  Her composure returned quickly, though, and she pulled me toward the door.  “Come on, we have a lot of places to visit before the stores close.”
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      We settled into our new lives with relative ease, all things considered.  For a novice Succubus hunter from Iowa and an affluent woman who was just reacquainting herself to mortal life, we were doing just fine.  Sure, sometimes I got scolded for trying to leave the apartment in jeans and a sweater.  And sometimes Lyanne strained herself trying to lift heavy things that would have been light for her back when she was at full strength.  But we were adjusting.

      It had been a few weeks since we’d moved into the apartment.  My attempts to hunt in the other locations mentioned in The Dark Places of New York had not turned up any results.  Lyanne had laughed at me.  “This is how you were hunting?  Just wandering through the darkness and hoping a Succubus jumped out at you?  You're lucky you stumbled across any at all.”

      So it seemed finding the others was going to be a little more difficult than I first imagined.

      Lyanne had busied herself with collecting copies of a dozen different local and national newspapers, and circling articles for me.  I was reading them one morning over a cup of hot coffee, the fancy stuff that Lyanne had imported.  As someone who was a fan of strong, bitter coffee, I preferred the cheaper stuff, but Lyanne refused to have it in our apartment.  “What if we’re entertaining company and they see it?”

      Most of our apartment was like that.  I had very little say in the way it was arranged or what went in it.  Not that I could complain much, seeing as she paid for all of it, but it sometimes felt like I was more a guest than a resident.  Lyanne was a fan of abstract art and our walls were covered in works by artists I didn't know representing things I didn't understand.

      The articles Lyanne wanted me to read all shared one common theme: missing persons.  There wasn't any link between the victims; they were a mix of genders, races, economic status, and religion.  In some cases, the police suspected foul play, and in others they thought the victim might have run away.  What did strike me as odd where how many of these people had disappeared from public places.

      In one, a college student had been seen entering a study hall by at least three witnesses.  The study hall was a single room on the third floor of the science building.  No one had seen him leave, and his bag and laptop were left behind, his laptop still powered on.  None of the windows had been opened and there were no other exits to the room.  The prevailing theory was that he had gotten up and left to use the bathroom or grab a snack from the vending machines and it was just coincidence that no one had seen him leave.

      The next article was a bit creepier, because it had video evidence.  On the surveillance tapes of Midtown bar, a woman was shown getting up and entering a single-occupancy restroom.  She was seemingly in there for a while and a line started to form.  Eventually, one of the other patrons got frustrated and kicked down the door, only to find it empty.  The restroom had no windows and the video showed no one leaving.  The police had no answers on that one.

      “How can people just disappear like that without anyone seeing anything?” I thought out loud.

      Across the table from me, Lyanne was enjoying a breakfast that could have fed an entire baseball team.  Eggs and bacon, waffles, and pancakes, all washed down with wine even though it was the first thing in the morning.  It was still a mystery to me how she could eat like that.

      “Oh, probably portals,” she said between bites of scrambled eggs.

      I frowned at the former Succubus merrily gorging herself.  “Succubi can make portals now?”

      She still didn't look up from her food.  “Succubi, no.  Demons, yes.”

      “Wait, Demons?”

      Lyanne finally took her eyes off her breakfast to look at me curiously.  “You really don't know anything about the supernatural world?  Alright, let me explain, because it’s a lot to take in.”  She drew on her plate with her knife as she spoke.  “Curses have to come from somewhere, right?  For a Succubus, this means either another Succubus or a Demon.  Succubi make pretty good soldiers if you can control them, with how easily they can blend in with regular people and their skill in manipulating them.  Some go rogue and eventually go feral.  The rest are made to fight in the eternal war between humans and Demons.”

      I scratched my head.  This was a massive shift in my worldview.  “So were you turned by a Demon?”

      She looked oddly uncomfortable at my question.  “Don't worry about who cursed me.  They're long gone, and I became my own master to stave off going feral.  Focus on the people in the articles.”

      My attention shifted back to the papers in my hand.  “These are all people you suspect were taken by Demons.”

      “It's a possibility.”  She pushed her plate away as if she had suddenly lost her appetite.  “Demons don't just kidnap people for no reason.  Okay, well, sometimes they do it just for fun, because they’re inveterate assholes.  But most of the time it’s because they want something.  That means if any of these people suddenly turn up, there's a good chance they’ve been converted.”

      I looked at the stack of papers and felt a sinking feeling in my chest.  Until now, I had been operating on the notion that Succubi were rare.  That maybe I would have to hunt a dozen of them then I would be able to return to my old life.  But if people were being turned at this rate, there could be a countless number of them.

      “Wait a second,” I said as I recognized a problem in Lyanne's explanation.  “Half of these missing people are men.”

      “Incubus.”  She was smirking for some reason.  “They have a few tricks of their own, but they're generally weaker than a Succubus.” She gave me an appraising look, then smiled. It was radiant in a way I’d not seen before. “Unlike you. There’s nothing weak about you, and it makes me—”

      “Makes you what?” I said, returning her gaze. We were intimate in more than one way, and there was no need to dance around the fact. I knew this woman, and she knew me. What she did with that was to be determined, but what I did with it was simple. I wanted her, and judging by how she regarded me, it was mutual.

      “I’ll ask you again, why me?” I said.

      To her credit, she didn’t pretend not to understand. “You’re handsome, and you’re brave, I think. I also think you’re honest, and you wear it on your face. It’s like nothing I’ve seen in—in a long time. I find it to my liking,” she said with a shrug, then looked away.

      “Thank you. I’d say the feeling is mutual, but I don’t think you’re handsome. I think you’re beautiful in ways I can’t understand, but we’re going to find out. Now, before we both embarrass ourselves with confessions of love, tell me why the Incubus is weaker.”

      Lyanne shrugged.  “What I understand is that, because men value power more than women, the Demons wanted to mess with them by making them weaker.  That's just a rumor, though.  Either way, Incubi shouldn't be too big of a threat for you with that weapon you have.  They might even be a good source of information if you can keep from killing them too quickly.”

      I followed her train of thought.  “Information such as who is controlling them.”

      “If you can get to the one in the charge, you can stop them from cursing anyone else.  Plus, you might get a chance to 'rescue' the Succubi under their command.”  Her voice took on a playful tone.  “Think of all those beautiful, grateful women, ready to thank you in any way you see fit.”

      It was impossible to resist playing along when she got like this.  “You aren't going to be jealous when I bring home my twenty sister-wives?”

      That devious smile of hers drove me crazy.  “Not if you bring me back a couple of handsome, un-cursed Incubi from time-to-time for me to play with.”

      “I'll be sure to find one with a chest full of hair and a big, bushy mustache.”

      She rolled her eyes.  “Never mind, then.  You know just how to take the fun out of things.” She shuddered. “Hair. In my mouth. No thank you.”

      “If this is a subtle ploy to get me to wax my undercarriage, I’m going to go ahead and say hell no before this discussion goes any farther,” I said, chopping the air with my hand.

      “Your pelt is safe with me, love,” she said, grinning and then swigging at her wine.

      “Good. Now, back to business.” I raised my arm and felt the presence of the Night Flail, though it was currently hidden from sight.  “I wonder if this thing will work as well on Demons and Incubi.  I was kind of getting the impression it was a Succubus-specific weapon.”

      “I wish I could tell you.  I'd never seen anything like it before you used it on me.  There's no way of knowing if it will work on Demons or any of their other minions.”

      My arm dropped to the side.  “Other minions? You mean, besides Succubi and Incubi?”

      Her look was sympathetic.  “Well, yeah.  You didn't think they only knew the one curse, right?  You’ve got to be prepared for anything, and that means a whole array of beasties.”

      “Great.”  I sighed and leaned back in my chair. “So what's the plan now?  We just sit around and wait for one of these guys from the paper to show back up?  Or another clue of where to look to fall in our lap?”

      “Patience is often rewarded.”  Lyanne got up, walked around the table, and slipped onto my lap.  “Besides, we don't have to just 'sit around.'”  She wrapped her arms around my neck and leaned in.  “I'm thinking I could use some exercise to work off that breakfast.  How about you?”

      “I drew a line in the sand about body hair, and if you’re trying to get me into CrossFit, I’m using the flail on you right now,” I said.

      She winced. “I’m a Succubus, not a Lord of Pain. Also, I have standards. I was thinking something more . . . pleasant.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, leaning my head to kiss the side of her neck. The skin was soft, and it rose to meet my lips as a delicious tremor passed through her body.

      “That’s the idea,” she breathed. “Too many clothes.”

      “Way too many.”

      We fixed that problem, but not before she held up a hand, waving to her bra. “Look at this.”

      I did. It was lace, white, and looked expensive. “I like it.”

      “Good,” she said, then kissed me again. “Now look here.” She pointed to the panties. They matched.

      “A set?” I offered helpfully.

      “Yes. A set. A matching set of expensive lingerie that signals two things. I would like to set a sort of rule moving forward, since we’re going to be doing this quite a bit.”

      “I’m listening.”

      She grinned. “If I’m wearing a matching set, I want you. Also, I want you to notice the matching lingerie—just acknowledge the trouble I went through, and then you can have me however you’d like.”

      “Agreed. Can I start now?” I asked her.

      “That would be good.”

      I wiped my face clear of expression and then made my eyes go ‘round, taking all of her in, then flashing over the lingerie with a look of deep appreciation. “Magnificent,” I said.

      Her lip quirked with a heat that made me crazy. “Kurt?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You may proceed.”

      I did. I removed the lingerie—after another proper show of respect—and lifted her onto my lap, but she was a step ahead of me, and I slid inside her to the hilt with minimal resistance.

      “Better,” I said.

      “Yes.” She began to lift herself, inch by tantalizing inch, then settle. Lift, settle. After moments of perfect pleasure, I felt her legs begin to shake.

      “Let me help,” I murmured into her hair, then kissed her again, my hands on her small hips as I used my strength to keep the motion going.

      “Just come,” she said. “Just come and let me feel it.”

      I don’t have to be asked twice. I felt my orgasm build, roll, and break as she bit hard on my lip, arms tight around my neck as she shook in her core, muscles drawing me ever further in to the warmth of her welcome.

      “Jesus. That was—” I said,

      “Yeah.” She put her forehead on mine and smiled. “Told you noticing the bra would work.”
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      “How did you let her slip away?”

      As I ran through the darkened construction site, my chest burning from sprinting and my legs aching from vaulting the haphazard tools and metal barriers, the last thing I needed was Lyanne's mocking in my ear.  “She ran!  How was I supposed to know she was going to run?  What kind of monster runs?!”

      Lyanne's soft laughter filled my earpiece.  Even when she was taunting me there was something seductive about her voice.  It was distracting.  “You expect every one of them to stand and face you after you show them that flail of yours?”

      It sounded stupid when she put it like that.  There was something that just didn’t feel right about monsters that ran from you.  “It'd be easier if they did.”

      We had located the Succubus by investigating the pattern of missing laborers.  At Lyanne's suggestion I had come to the site after dark, wearing a store-bought construction worker costume, and sure enough the Succubus had tried to prey on me.  At least, until she took one look at the Night Flail.

      I lost sight of my target after she performed a ten-foot vertical leap onto a nearby beam, followed by a series of acrobatic stunts that would put any Olympic gymnast to shame, but that tingling instinct told me the direction she had gone.  She hadn't left the site, either because she was looking for an opportunity to turn the tables on me, or because she didn't want to run through the brightly lit streets of the city in the dominatrix gear she was wearing.

      The tingling sensation grew stronger, and a familiar chill rose on the back of my neck.  I was close, close enough that she could see me.  From where, I had no idea.

      Lyanne's voice crackled in my ear.  “What’s the matter, lover-boy?  You look like a deer in the headlights.”

      I glanced around at the shadows of the trailers around me, so many places for the Succubus to hide.  “She's nearby, but I can't see her.  Anything on your end?”

      There was a clicking sound as Lyanne switched between the security cameras watching over the site.  “You’re lucky to have me looking out for you.  The trailer on your left.”

      I turned in time to see the Succubus leap from the shadows with the grace of a pouncing panther.  The Night Flail whipped out and caught the creature by its ankle.  With a tug, the woman was snapped to the ground.

      The Succubus looked up at me with a look of pure hatred.  There was no semblance of humanity left in her eyes.  Feral.  Lyanne had warned me that there was no hope for redemption from those who had given up their mind to the hunger.

      She clawed at the ground, growling.  “Damnable hunter.  How did you even find me—that bitch Maura at The Dispensary?”

      That was a new name for me.  “Maura at the what now?”

      I let my guard down for just a moment and the Succubus seized the opportunity.  In one fluid motion, she was on her feet and rushing toward me, claws extended.  Only instinct saved me, my wrist flicking out the Night Flail before I had truly recognized the danger.  The tip of the flail impaled the Succubus through her chest.  There was a sharp jolt as darkness exploded forth from her, a much more violent reaction than in my previous encounters.  Her body juddered a few times, then rapidly melted to ash.

      There was a moment of disappointment in the silence that followed.  I had hoped to gather some more information on this outing.  Capturing Succubi alive was a more difficult prospect than I had thought.

      At least I had gotten a new name: Maura.

      Lyanne was already waiting for me outside the security office where she had been keeping watch.  The overnight security guard stood behind her, his eyes glazed over and a stupid smile on his face from Lyanne's charm.  She had assured me that it would wear off harmlessly a few hours after she left.

      She greeted me with her usual playful smile.  “I suppose congratulations are in order, hunter.  One less Succubus stalking the streets at night.”

      It was hard to tell whether the compliment was sincere or not.  “I didn't get to question her, unfortunately.  Did get a name.  Do you know someone named Maura at a place called The Dispensary?”

      “Can’t say that I do.”  Something in my expression caused Lyanne to cock her head curiously.  “You thought I knew everyone, didn't you?  That’s adorable.”

      I couldn’t help but flush under her scrutiny.  “You certainly act like you do.”

      “Only the fun people.”  She sauntered closer to me and put a hand on the front of my shirt.  “But enough about that.  We can search for Maura later.  Now, we should go home and celebrate your victory.”  Her eyes looked me over approvingly.  “And keep the costume.  We’ll get some more use of it tonight.”
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      I was awoken in the morning by the ringing of the doorbell.  Lyanne had not let me go to sleep until three in the morning, and then I’d taken over, warming to my role as the hard-working, blue-collar guy who suddenly discovered that doggie style was his favorite sexual position. After several rounds of that, Lyanne agreed that sleep was in order, and we fell into a mutually exhausted state holding each other while she still wore the construction vest and nothing else. All in all, that costume was the best fifteen bucks I’ve ever spent, and I resolved to work my way through every occupation with Lyanne, given the chance.

      The sun was beginning to rise, so I wasn’t eager to get the door.  I put a pillow over my head to block out the sounds and the sunlight filtering through the blinds, hoping that whoever was bothering us this early would just go away.

      No such luck. The doorbell rang again. It sounded vaguely angry.

      With a moan I forced myself to sit upright.  “Who would harass us this early?”

      Lyanne yawned and stretched her body in a way that would have had my blood pumping if I wasn't so exhausted.  “Probably the landlord.  I think he said something about doing an inspection of the apartment today.”

      I tried futilely to rub the sleepiness out of my eyes.  “The landlord?  Wait, an inspection today?”

      Around us was the mess of our haphazard lifestyle, including a few things that would be tough to explain: a number of weapons, stacks of rubber-band bound cash, and piles of newspaper clippings of missing-person cases.  It painted a concerning image, at best, falling somewhere between crime lords and serial killers.

      The doorbell rang again and I sprung out of bed to get dressed.  “I'll stall the landlord.  You . . . try to hide all this stuff.”

      She waved her hand dismissively.  “Nothing illegal here.”

      “Maybe not, but they're definitely going to draw attention to us.  Just . . . shove them under the bed or something, okay?”

      Lyanne grumpily tossed the sheets off of her.  “Fine.”

      I reached the door just as it was ringing again.  As tired and frustrated as I was, I prepared my most nasty glare for the greasy, hairy landlord.

      The young woman on the other side of the door was not my intended target.

      She was sexy, in a bookish kind of way.  Her small and slender frame perfectly suited her smooth, intelligent face.  Dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail with a silk ribbon.  But her most attention-grabbing feature was her eyes, a stunning gold magnified by the lenses of her thick-framed glasses.  She reminded me in many ways of the protagonists of many 90s romantic comedies, the clearly attractive nerd who lets down her hair and upgrades her wardrobe, and is suddenly seen as desirable.

      I felt immediately guilty as the stranger recoiled sheepishly from my glare.  “Oh, sorry, I thought you were—we were expecting someone else.  Can I help you?”

      She cautiously straightened.  “Sorry to bother you.  I'm Sara, my father owns this building.”

      “You're the landlord’s daughter?”  I gave Sara a fresh appraisal.  What I had initially taken for plain dress I realized was an intentional style choice.  I was still fairly new to the world of high-end fashion, but the shops that Lyanne had been dragging me to had taught me a thing or two, and Sara's outfit would have come with a considerable price tag.  Her shoes alone were worth more than my car—at least, my first car.

      Sara gave me a cautious nod, as if she was afraid I would start scolding her.  “Yes.  I'm helping my father today, and he was scheduled to inspect this apartment.  May I come in?”

      I stepped back and gestured for her to enter.  She stepped cautiously around me, making me again feel guilty for my first impression.

      It took a moment to remember I was supposed to be stalling to give Lyanne time to hide our hunting paraphernalia.  I took position in front of the bedroom door and gave Sara my friendliest smile.  “So I haven't seen you around before.  You live here?”

      Sara was giving the apartment a cursory glance.  “No, I live in Long Island.  I decided to spend the weekend in the city, and my father told me I could stay in the upstairs apartment if I helped him with a few things while I was here.”

      I raised the volume of my voice so Lyanne could hear as Sara approached the bedroom.  “What are your plans in the city?”

      “Nothing too important . . .”  She paused in front of me and regarded me as if seeing me for the first time.  “Why, do you have some ideas?”

      The change in her tone was lost on me.  “I can think of a couple of restaurants you should try while you're here.”

      She stepped closer to me, her caution apparently dissolved.  “Oh, are you already proposing taking me out to dinner?  Well, I'm not opposed to it.”

      Sara came even closer, nearly pressing her body against me as I backed against the bedroom door.

      I could only hope Lyanne didn't choose that moment to come out.

      I couldn't understand the sudden shift in attitude.  “That isn't what I—I mean, I'm sure you're busy . . .”

      Her eyes were fixed on me with desire.  “You're right, I am pretty busy.  So maybe we shouldn't waste any time.”  She reached for me.

      A voice from the hall came to the rescue.  “Sara?  You in there?”

      Sara blinked and shook her head as if suddenly coming to her senses from a daze.  “Yes, I'm inside, Ragan.”

      A tall, handsome man came through the front door.  He looked like he had just stepped out of an Abercrombie ad: shaggy blond hair, strong chin, brilliant white smile.  His sleeves were rolled up to reveal generously muscled arms.

      My danger sense immediately began to fizz.  Incubus.

      Sara rushed over to the dangerous intruder and gave him a kiss on the cheek.  “I'll just be a moment, honey.”  She looked back at me.  “Oh, sorry.  This is my boyfriend, Ragan.  Ragan, this is the tenant of this apartment—”

      “Kurt.”  I smiled and held out my hand.

      Ragan took my hand without really paying any attention to me.  He must not have been able to sense my true nature.  “Sorry for the intrusion, Kurt, but I'm going to need to steal my girlfriend now.  Lunch reservations.”

      Sara gave me an embarrassed look.  “I'll let my father know everything looks okay in here.  It was nice to meet you, Kurt.”

      Lyanne came out of the bedroom just as the front door closed.  “Well, that was interesting.”

      I concentrated on my instinct as the feel of the Incubus grew distant.  “You could tell that he was one of them, too.”

      She looked at me curiously.  “Hm?  Oh, yes, I suppose he was.  I was more interested in Sara.  She was quite taken with you.  I think if her boyfriend had not shown up, she would have started tearing off your clothes.”

      It was impossible for me to deny it.  “I wouldn't have—I didn't lead her on.  I don't know what happened there.”

      Lyanne laughed at my nervousness.  “Relax, Kurt.  Do you take me as a jealous type?  It doesn't bother me if you want to take on more lovers.  No, what was so interesting was how quickly she became attracted to you.  I've had suspicions for a while now, about how women react to you.  Whenever we go out to eat the servers are always flirting with you, and it’s not just because you’re kind to them—which is, by the way, very sexy.  When we go shopping, you get special attention from the saleswomen.  This can no longer be seen as a coincidence.”

      I thought back to my first night in city, and the proprietor of The Show Relief hotel, who had quickly gone from being angry to offering to spend the night with me.  “Do I have a power like a Succubus?”

      She came close and sniffed my collar.  “No, not quite the same.  It’s not a charm—more like . . . a pheromone.  It may be the reason you’re so effective as Succubus bait.”

      That seemed like an insulting way to put it, but I let it go.  “I'll have to be more careful about letting women get close to me.  Right now, I think we should follow Sara.  If she doesn't realize her boyfriend is an Incubus, she could be in danger. He might look like a handsome idiot, but he’s got the potential to do her lasting harm.”

      Lyanne yawned.  “Ready to gallantly ride in to rescue?  He is unlikely to make any moves until nightfall, so she's safe for now.  If she's staying in the building, we’ll get a better chance to catch him in the act later. Some Incubi are born to work at night—they’re weak tea compared to my sisters, and they can focus more on their ability to drain once the sun is down. I think they’re overwhelmed by light and heat, but I could be wrong. There’s another reason I want to hold off, too.”

      “Which is?”

      “I desperately need a shower,” she said, grinning. She paused at the bedroom door just long enough to call back to me.  “Feel free to join me.”
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      Ragan returned later that night to pick up Sara, all dressed up for a night out.  Not wanting to be seen, I followed far behind them, using my instinctual feeling for Ragan's presence to track his movement.  The building was quiet at this time of night, and I did my best to move silently, but I felt like a clumsy oaf compared to the effortless way Lyanne glided across the ground. Still, I was getting better. I felt less chaotic in my steps than I had a week before, which meant that my new life was, at the minimum, becoming a part of who I was, body and mind.

      Once outside, the pair got into a cab and we continued the pursuit in our rental.  The longer we followed, the more eager I was to wrap the Night Flail around Ragan's throat.  Lyanne counseled me to be patient.  If we attacked when Sara was close, Ragan might use her as a hostage, after all.

      We followed them to a nightclub that proclaimed itself to be “The Secret Spot,” though based on the crowd it seemed the secret was out.  After parking our car at the valet, I followed Lyanne as she forced her way to the front of the line at the door.

      A burly bouncer with a serious expression passively sized us up.  “Name?”

      Lyanne smiled at him sweetly.  “I will save you some time, dear.  We are not on the list.”

      The bouncer's expression didn't waver.  “Please step out of the line.”

      I wondered what size of bribe Lyanne was going to offer this time.  Her money was seemingly endless, and she was not afraid of using it to get tables at exclusive restaurants, or to get gun shop owners to skip background checks.

      Instead she leaned forward and whispered something I couldn't hear into the bouncer's ear.  The serious facade faltered, and the bouncer's face flushed as red as a peach.

      He made a show of checking his list.  “Oh, right, there you are.  Go on in.”

      Curious, I followed Lyanne through the dark entryway of the nightclub.  “Did you use a charm on him?”

      Lyanne chuckled in reply.  “Not everything requires such brute force. I told him I have no gag reflex.”

      I laughed. “That’s true.”

      She grinned, then licked her lips. “Remember that later.”

      “Trust me when I say there is a zero percent chance I’ll ever forget that,” I said.

      We moved inside among the thumping music where a press of bodies gyrated and rubbed up against each other.  I found my awareness of the Incubus dulled here, a combination of the smell of smoke and the heavy presence of hormones in the air made it tough to pinpoint exactly where the creature was in all this mess.

      It took effort to fight our way through the crowd until we reached the bar.  We ordered drinks so as to not stand out, and then waited, scanning the club and looking for any sign of Sara and the Incubus.

      Lyanne's senses proved sharper than mine here.  “Over there, heading toward the exit.”

      I was barely able to force my way through the dancers and reach the exit just as Ragan did, pretending to bump into him by accident.

      “Hey man!” I shouted to be heard over the music.  “Ragan, wasn't it?  We met this morning.”

      Ragan looked frustrated to be interrupted but he forced a smile.  “I remember.  Funny running into you here.  This is a pretty exclusive club.”

      His arm was wrapped around Sara, who seemed to be barely conscious.  Her whole body was limp, her eyes were half-closed, and her jaw was slack.  She looked as if she had been roofied.

      “Is something wrong with Sara?” I asked.

      The Incubus adjusted his burden so that Sara leaned more easily against him.  “Just a bit too much to drink.  I really should get her home so she can sleep it off.  It was good to see you again.”

      Lyanne appeared beside me as Ragan left the club.  “That bastard drained her.”

      I could feel the blood leave my face.  “Drained her?  That prick. Is she going to be alright?”

      The sound of a growl was barely audible above the din.  “I don't know.  Depends on how much he took from her.  Come on, we can't let him get away.”

      “You’re fucking right he’s not getting away,” I said with my own growl.

      We reached the street just in time to see Ragan stuff Sara's limp form into a cab before strolling off in the opposite direction.  I was tempted to follow the cab to make sure Sara was alright, but Lyanne was right—we could not let Ragan escape.

      Ragan led us to a small bar a few blocks away called “Lenore's.”  I was about to go in after him but Lyanne stopped me

      “Leave this one to me.”

      My rage was at a boiling point and I was ready to rush inside with the Night Flail swinging, regardless of who was watching.  “I'm the hunter here.  Don't get in the way.”

      The look in Lyanne's eyes made me regret my words, not because I feared her, but because I realized I needed to work with her. As a team, not a raging bull who killed based solely on emotion.

      “Do not be—look, if you go in there, you’re going to kill him—hell, you’re going to butcher him, judging by the look on your face—and we’ll learn nothing.  He’s not that strong; even in my weakened state I should be able to handle him.  Or do you enjoy working blind all the time?”

      I considered her words, then gave a terse nod.

      Lyanne looked grateful.  “Wait for me around the side there.  I should only be a minute.”

      For the next ten minutes I stood alone in the alley beside the bar, silently fuming to myself as the anger drained away under my reason and scrutiny.  It wasn't Lyanne I was frustrated with, really, but myself.  Sara was hurting, possibly dying, and somehow I felt it was my fault.  I was failing at the task Mom had left for me, but more importantly, I was allowing pain to occur when I could have stopped it with a swing of my weapon. The contradiction of planning and acting made me angry all over again, but I mastered it with an internal push of will that felt remarkably adult.

      True to her word, Lyanne met me in the alley, trailed by the Incubus.  Ragan's face was twisted and strained as if he was trying to lift a heavy object, and he walked with an awkward stagger.

      Lyanne's expression was ruthless as she explained.  “He’s attempting to resist my thrall.  If I was at full power, I could have reduced to him to a drooling idiot, but this is the best I can manage right now.

      Ragan moaned as he struggled to speak.  “Kurt?  What—what is happening?  Who are you, really?”

      I smiled wickedly and raised my arm in his direction.  The Night Flail was there.  “I'm the hunter of your kind, Incubus.”

      The creature's face paled to almost the same shade of white as his teeth.  “Wait, we can talk about this!”

      The end of the flail dangled menacingly, and I resisted the urge to knock his pearly whites out with the weapon’s vicious end.  “Oh, we will talk.  What happens to you depends on what you can tell me.”

      Ragan's eyes darted around desperately for a means of escape.  “What—what do you want to know?” There was naked fear in every word. Good. The asshole should have been pissing himself.

      “I want everything you know about the Succubi and Incubi living in the city.”

      Sweat beaded on the Incubus's brow.  “I don't know much—really I don't!  I'm just a fucking pawn, a foot soldier.  I follow orders when they’re given, and otherwise I just mind my own business.  I don't know the others.”

      I took a step toward him and let the flail swing like a pendulum directly in front of his eyes.  “Who do you take orders from?”

      The Incubus let out a long, bitter laugh, and then lunged.  I leaped back, but it wasn't me he was reaching for.  He gripped the end of the Night Flail in his hand and the smell of sizzling meat filled the air.

      I stood, dumbfounded, as the creature tried to pull the flail closer to him.  He had almost pulled the end all the way to his chest before he let out a piteous moan and released it, revealing a blackened patch of seared skin on his hand.

      Lyanne let out a relieved sigh.  “That was close.  I never expected him to try and kill himself with your flail.  My thrall almost wasn’t enough to stop him.  You should hurry, I don’t know how much longer I can hold him.”

      The rage that had been building up in me all night finally cooked over, and a chill so intense it made me shiver began to crawl up my spine. This was a new kind of anger—not the type that makes you hot, dizzy, or crazed. This was cold. Frigid, in fact, and it was directed exclusively at the handsome, hollow, evil bastard standing there before me. My voice dropped to a whisper. “Do you really want the Flail’s touch?”

      I lashed out with the flail, striking at his arm once, twice.  Each hit resounded with a disturbing crack as the bones in the arm shattered from the impact, the skin splitting like rotten fruit with each savage blow.  Ragan dropped to his knees and cried out, but I was well past caring about witnesses.

      “Who the fuck do you work for?” I asked him, my voice like iron.

      “Tandi!” the Incubus spat.  “Her name is Tandi.  Almost all of us in the city work for her now. She's been recruiting.  I don't know—”

      I prepared the flail for another strike.  “Why is she recruiting?  What for?”

      “I don't know.  I don't—I'm not . . .  I'm not . . .”

      The Incubus was suddenly silent.  His body slowly began to deteriorate, ash falling from the wounds on his hand and arm.

      Lyanne gently tapped the body with her foot.  “The poor lad couldn't take it.  Between my thrall and your attacks, his body seems to have given out. More’s the pity.”

      I sighed and watched, disgusted, as Ragan's body gradually turned to ash.  “I don't suppose you have heard of this Tandi person?”

      She shook her head.  “Whoever it is never extended an invitation to me.”

      We waited until Ragan's body had completely crumbled away before we spoke again.

      Lyanne took me by the arm.  “Come on, let's go back to the apartment.  We should check on Sara.”

      “If she’s hurt too badly, I’m going to reassemble his ashes and kill the bastard again,” I said, looking back where the Incubus had been.

      Lyanne stared at me, but then she smiled. “Good. I’m on the right side for once.”
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      We let ourselves into the apartment Sara was using for the weekend, the door having been left unlocked.  Sara had somehow made it inside in her half-conscious state, but she hadn’t gotten far.  We found her collapsed on the floor in the entryway.  Her skin was pale, her body was slick with sweat, and she was shivering.  If I didn't know better, I'd think she had the flu.

      I carried her to her bed, and Lyanne changed her into fresh clothes.  It turned out treating life-force draining was a lot like treating the flu: the victim needed a lot of rest, plenty of hydration, and vitamins to help the body recover the lost energy.  Lyanne took charge of her care, leaving me with very little to do other than consider how and when I was going to kill everyone associated with Sara’s attack. It was a good diversion, and it let my mind run wild with scenarios that involved using the Night Flail in new and exciting ways.

      For a while, I paced around Sara's apartment.  Then, when I became worried that the noise I was making might disturb her rest, I went back to my apartment to pace there.  And when I became concerned that leaving Lyanne and Sara alone might put them in danger, I went back.

      Sara would drift into consciousness for short periods, but she wasn't lucid.  It wasn’t clear whether she understood what had happened to her, or if she even knew where she was.  At one point she mumbled something about Ragan, but whether she was accusing him or calling out to him I couldn’t tell. Her words had no context other than fevered pain, and seeing her speak was an exercise in frustration.

      Lyanne sent me to the corner store once to pick up an ice pack and some sports drinks.  I picked up the morning editions of the local newspapers while I was there, thinking I could use this time to continue looking into missing-person cases.  Unfortunately, concentrating proved to be impossible.

      I crashed on Sara's couch at some point.  I wasn’t sure how long I slept, but the sun was already setting again when I awoke, disoriented and angry.

      Lyanne was still wearing the same clothes from last night, somehow still unsoiled and not creased.  She could not have possibly slept, yet she didn’t seem tired.  “She’s through the worst of it now, I think.  I will continue to watch over her for a while longer, just in case.”

      There was nothing I could do here, so I set myself to a task I could accomplish.  “Stay here with Sara.  I'm going to look into our other lead.”

      For a moment, Lyanne's composure faltered, hinting that she might be much more tired than she was trying to let on.  “What other lead?”

      I held up an address written on an index card.  “The Dispensary, the place mentioned by that Succubus a couple nights ago?  I did some searching online and found a bar just a few miles from the construction site with that name. And get this—the owner's name is Maura.”

      Lyanne seemed unconvinced.  “It’s not exactly a rare name.  Why would the Succubus have called out a random bar owner?”

      No good answer came to me.  “Look, worst case, I waste a few hours and come back with nothing to show for it.  I'm not accomplishing much more here right now, and I could use something to burn off this—whatever it is I’m accumulating.”

      She gave a defeated sigh.  “Just try to be careful.  You are a walking Succubus lure, after all.  Life would become more boring if you were no longer around.”

      “That sounds an awful lot like you care.”

      Lyanne grinned.  “Don't push your luck.”
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      Finding the place was a surprising challenge.  The cab driver had never heard of The Dispensary and could only offer to drop me off in the neighborhood without further directions.  GPS proved useless, frequently telling me to turn in circles as I walked up and down the street the address supposedly fell on.  None of the locals seemed to have heard of the place, either.

      I was beginning to think that I had gotten the address wrong when that new instinct of mine began to pick up on something.  It wasn't a sense of danger, like when a Succubus was nearby, but more of a sense that something odd was close by—like the echo of a being I should know, but didn’t.  I followed that sense down the street to an unmarked stairwell leading down.  At the bottom of the steps was a single green door.  The sounds of music and laughter echoed from behind it.

      While I stood at the top of the stairway contemplating how I should approach, a bespectacled young man came stumbling out of the door, clearly intoxicated.

      I caught him by the shoulder as he started to fall and helped him up the stairs.  “Hey, is this The Dispensary?”

      The drunk young man gave a wild laugh.  “You found it, bro.  But keep it under wraps, yeah?  Don't be one of those losers putting this place online.  It's one of the city's hidden treasures.”  Or that's what I think he was trying to say, as he was slurring his words.  I decided not to mention that I had found this place online.

      That sense of the abnormal grew stronger as I pushed open the green door and stepped inside.  Visually, the bar was normal.  While the steps took me well underground, the ceiling of the bar was high enough that windows along the top of the walls would allow sunlight through in the middle of the day.  A long counter across the east wall separated the patrons from well stocked shelves of every kind of booze imaginable.  There were a few tables on the opposite end, but most of the floor was standing space. And considering how empty the tables were it seemed the clientele preferred it that way.

      My instincts told me there was something more here than met the eye.  A few of the bar's patrons cast me curious glances as I walked past, causing that feeling of wariness to spike.  Some of these people were not human.  Not Succubi, either.  Something else.

      I ordered a beer from a busy yet personable bartender and did my best to blend in.  Around me people drank, talked about politics and technology, flirted with one another, and lip-synced with the music playing overhead.

      As I ordered another drink, I asked the bartender if the owner was here tonight.  He pointed to the back end of the bar. Maura.

      She had chocolate chip eyes, auburn curls, and an ease as she moved through the crowd, never caught in one place by the tide of patrons.  I bided my time by the bar, keeping one eye on the owner and hoping for the opportunity to speak with her.

      My chance finally came some time later when Maura stepped up beside me to give some instructions to the bartender.  All of my preparation had not given me a good opening line.  “This is a nice place you’ve got here.”

      She didn’t bother to look at me.  “Thanks.”  As I was trying to think of how to follow up such brilliant wordplay, Maura added, “So what do you want?”

      I pointed stupidly at my drink.  “Huh?  I'm just here for a beer?”  Somehow, I made that sound more like a question than a statement.

      Maura sidled up closer to me, still not looking away from the counter.  She smelled like menthol cigarettes and perfume.  “You've been staring at me all night.  I haven't decided whether you're a troublemaker or just creepy.”

      Apparently, I hadn’t been as smooth with my surveillance as I thought.  “Your name came up during my work and I got curious.”

      She finally spared me a glance.  “And what kind of work is that?”

      “I'm a Hunter.”

      Her face showed the smallest reaction.  “I take it you don't mean animals.”

      I lowered my voice.  “Do you know why a Succubus would think you aided me in finding her?”

      Maura didn't bother lowering hers.  “Secrets are one of my most valuable commodities.  I know much of what goes on in the city, which includes where certain beings might be, and what they might be doing.  It's not unreasonable to assume I might sell that information to a hunter, for the right price.”

      Everything in New York seemed to come down the money.  “How much do your secrets usually cost?”

      She pointed to a shelf of fine wine behind the counter.  “Like our selection here, it depends on the quality and rarity of the secret you are looking for.”

      “Do you know of someone recruiting Succubi and Incubi by the name of Tandi?”

      Maura's body tensed, and for a moment I feared she was about to call the bouncer to have me thrown out.  “Some secrets have too high a price tag.  Sorry, I've got other customers waiting.” She gave me the brush-off as she waded back into the crowd.

      Well, the night wasn't a total loss.  The mystery of Maura was solved, and she might even be a valuable contact if Lyanne was willing to open her purse far enough.

      It was also clear that this Succubus recruiter, Tandi, was quite dangerous, if she could cause Maura to freeze up like that.  Maura didn’t seem like a flower that wilted under the heat, so I knew I’d be on high alert for—

      —well, forever.

      I sighed and slipped out into the uncaring night.
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      Sara finally came to a lucid state two days later.  She was understandably confused as to why two perfect strangers were in her apartment caring for her while she was sick and seemed to have very few memories of the past few days.  Thankfully, whatever power I had in attracting her was enough to dissuade her from calling the police.

      I helped her out of bed and to the dining room table where the overindulgent breakfast Lyanne had ordered in was spread out.  Sara lightly picked at the food while she waited for us to explain ourselves.

      There was an elaborate lie I had constructed involving long-lost cousins, wrongly addressed mail, and the common cold, but all that went out the window when Lyanne decided to tell the tell the truth in the most direct, plain way possible.

      Instead of demanding the crazy people talking about monsters leave her house, Sara just nodded.  “Ragan was an Incubus, huh?  Yeah, that makes sense.”

      One of these days I would cease being surprised by women.  Not today.  “It does?”

      Sara shifted uncomfortably in her seat.  “Don't think I'm weird or anything, but I've been kind of . . . researching them.  I knew there were a lot of monsters around and I went looking for them.  It was only a matter of time before something like this happened.”

      Lyanne beat me to the obvious follow-up question.  “What were you researching, exactly?”

      “Well, all of them, really.  The creatures and magical happenings of New York.”  She blushed and kept her eyes fixed on the table.  “I used to read a lot.  Of fiction, that is, mostly fantasy.  I loved stories about heroes, and monsters, and magic.  I would imagine I saw signs of magical happenings in real life, creatures lurking in the shadows, but I was always told that I was reading so much I was going to lose my grip on reality.  For my well-being I stopped reading and started going to therapy, and doing all the things I was told to do, but I kept seeing the signs anyway.  So I set out to prove it.”

      I had yet to touch any of Lyanne's spread.  “And you actually managed to find them?  That’s a gift.  I know exactly what we’re looking for and I'm still struggling to find them.”

      Sara slouched in her seat, as if the weight of the compliment pushed down on her.  “It wasn't that easy.  At least, at first.  I would cross-reference missing persons with 'strange sightings' from tabloid magazines—you know the ones that are always claiming to have new pictures of Bigfoot and UFO's?  Usually it wouldn't lead to anything—the person was just a runaway, or the result of mundane foul play.  Even the ones I strongly suspected were the results of creatures of the night I could find no solid evidence of.  That all changed a few months ago.  Suddenly there were signs of the monsters everywhere, around every corner I looked, and every case I looked into had some unexplained phenomenon to it.  Ironic I would end up dating one of those creatures, isn't it?”

      As she was about to say more, she paused as if a sudden thought had just come to her.  “You know, it's strange.  I can't remember how Ragan and I became a couple.  I don't remember him asking me out, or me agreeing to be his girlfriend.  In my earliest memories of him we were already a couple.”

      Lyanne was already pouring herself a second cup of wine.  “A charm effect, most likely.  A brute force one to impact your memory to such an extent.  Not surprising. Given how weak he turned out to be, he probably couldn't manage something more subtle.”

      I could see a look of despair begin to creep up on Sara's face as she came to terms with what that meant for her and the memories of her most recent relationship, and I decided to take the conversation back a step.  “You said your investigations lately have been yielding results?  What exactly have you found?”

      “Everything!”  Sara became animated as went down the list.  “Demons and creatures with wings, and tiny things that scurry along under the ground!  Portals opening up in broad daylight and snatching people!  Undead!  Not like Night of the Living Dead style zombies, but real undead!  New York City has gone crazy with the supernatural!  It's why I've been making so many trips out here.” Her eyes were bright and animated.

      I looked to Lyanne to tell me that none of that stuff was real or possible and was just the result of Sara's shocked mind.

      Lyanne just nodded as if she was expecting that exact answer.  “I thought I sensed an increase in activity, but I was a loner so it didn't affect me.  New York City has always been a hotbed of activity for my kind.  If something has whipped them into a frenzy, then the city is too dangerous for us to continue using as a base.”

      For me, New York City was the home of my quest.  The longer I spent here, the more certain I was that this was where Mom wanted me to be, and what she wanted me to be doing.  It was good to have a purpose, and I didn't want to give it up.  “You want to run away?”

      The former Succubus waited until she had devoured an entire bagel before she responded to me.  “Not run.  Relocate.  You would still hunt in the city, but you would be able to return to a headquarters away from it all.  An Incubus showed up unknowingly to your front door.  That’s a problem.  You need a place to come back to, safe from all the dangers of the city.”

      I realized it made no sense to argue with the person paying all the rent and bills.  “Where would we go?”

      Lyanne pulled a piece of paper out of seemingly nowhere, unfolded it, and slid it across the table to me.  On it was a real estate listing for a sizable estate in Vermont.  It was an impressive piece of property: sixty acres of land, located along the banks of a river, centered around a three-story turn-of-the-century home.  It carried with it an equally impressive seven-figure price tag.

      The paper showed signs of having been folded and unfolded many times, and I wondered how long Lyanne had been waiting to breach the subject with me.

      I scratched at the stubble on my face as I contemplated the property.  It was time for a shave.  “This place is expensive.  Can you really afford it?”

      She dismissively waved her glass at me, sloshing the wine inside.  “Don't worry about it.”

      Her pockets were even deeper than I imagined.  “How much money do you have, exactly?”

      “Don't worry about it.”

      There was something she was not telling me.  “We could always do a little shopping around.  We don't have to settle on the first place you found.  Unless there is a reason you have your heart set on it?”

      Lyanne silently focused on the contents of her glass.  “It once belonged to my family, a long time ago.  That's all I have to say about it.”  She downed the last of the wine and set her glass aside.  “I'll put in an offer this afternoon.  We'll be ready to move in within a week.”

      Everything always seemed to move faster when she was involved.  I hadn't been in the city all that long, but I was already growing accustomed to it.  My biggest concern was for Sara.  She was still weak, and Lyanne had said it could be months before she was back to her full strength.  If Ragan had cohorts, or other creatures had taken notice of her while she was investigating them, she could still be in danger while she was vulnerable.

      Sara noticed my concern.  “I'll be fine.  I'm going to go back to my home in Long Island.  It's pretty far away from everything.  I've never noticed any danger there, only when I get close to the city.”

      It didn't completely quell my concerns.  “Still, I want to give you my number.  If you sense any danger, if you feel even the slightest hint that something is coming from you, even if you think you might just be imagining it, I want you to call me.  I'll come down right away.”

      She looked into my eyes, saw the seriousness behind them, and blushed.  “Yes.  Yes, okay.  Thank you.”  Her eyes drifted down from mine and to my arm.  “Can I ask you a favor?  Can I see it?”

      I misjudged what her eyes were focused on and was shocked by her forwardness.  “What?”

      “Your weapon.”  She pointed at my arm.  “The one you used to kill Ragan.  I'm quite curious. About the weapons—the effects.  All of it.”

      “Oh. . .well, I seem to have misjudged your request,” I said, looking back up from my pants with a smirk. “The Night Flail.  Well . . .” I looked over at Lyanne, who just shrugged in a way that said It's your call.

      There wasn't much harm in it, I supposed.  I held out my arm and felt for my weapon's presence, and just like that it was there, the familiar and comforting chain wrapped around me, the end dangling from my wrist just waiting for an enemy to strike against.

      Sara's eyes were wide as saucers.  “It's real.  All of it, it's all real.  There really are monsters out there.”  She sounded like she hadn't completely believed it until that moment.

      “There are, and it my job to bring them down.  And I will.  You have my word on that matter, Sara,” I said with absolute conviction.

      “Why does it matter more? Your word?” Sara asked. There was no judgement on her face, just open curiosity.

      I fixed her with a level gaze, feeling the power in my weapon. “Because I’m the Hunter.”
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      The place needed some work.

      It was impressive in its scope, its sixty acres spread across a gentle northward slope that made it seem even larger, bordered on the west by thin woodlands and on the east by The Wild Branch River.  The enormous house sat at the top of the slope, watching over the grounds like an ancient sentinel, as much a part of the landscape as the hills beyond.  A private drive cut through the land, passing a gazebo, gardens, and a pool, before broadening for parking in front of the building.

      However, it seemed upkeep on the property had been lacking in recent years.  The grounds were overgrown to cover the gazebo, the gardens were full of knee-high weeds, the tree line on the west had pushed past the fencing that marked the edge of the estate, and the pool was filled with murky rainwater.  The house itself was in somewhat better shape, minus the many layers of dust that sent me on a sneezing fit the first time I entered.

      Lyanne was busy giving orders to an extensive number of laborers she had acquired for the task: gardeners to get the grounds in order, carpenters to make repairs to weather damage on the exterior of the house, house cleaners to do a thorough dusting and freshening of the inside.  I had tried again in vain to get her to give up a hint on the vast wealth that allowed her to hire so many people without flinching, but all I got was, “When you've been around for a while, investments grow.”

      I didn’t push the issue, because I suspected that at some point, money would no longer matter to me. I had larger concerns, like culling the city of predators.

      There wasn't much to do while Lyanne was with the laborers, so I decided to poke around the house and imagine what it would look like once all our furniture arrived and was arranged.  My imagination started running out of ideas about halfway through the second floor. The house didn't have much in terms of modern conveniences.  Electric lighting and appliances seemed to be a more recent addition to the upstairs rooms and clashed with the rest of the early 20th century aesthetics.  Heating was still handled by wood-burning stoves strategically placed throughout the building.  What was lacked in modern touches was made up for with luxuries such as a full wine cellar and a small outbuilding called a sugar shack, which Lyanne explained to me was for the production of maple syrup.

      I was curious about the shack, mostly because it was alien to my Iowa home, and anything associated with breakfast food is going to get my attention. I was walking around the side of it, lost in the thoughts of fresh maple syrup, when I heard heavy footfalls approach me.  My first thought was that some massive monster had somehow located me already.  I whirled, hands coming up--

      And instead came face-to-face with the largest moose I had ever seen. That includes pictures of moose.  It stood head-and shoulders taller than me, with a frame the size of a mid-size car.  Its antlers had to be another good six feet across, and sturdy enough to snap the spine of a man my size.

      Now, I had no trouble going toe-to-toe with the forces of darkness in the name of protecting civilians, but the last thing I wanted was to piss off a thousand-pound bull moose, so I held up my hands non-threateningly and slowly backed away.  The moose looked at me curiously and kept approaching.

      “I see you've met Handsome Teddy.”  The head of Lyanne's gardening team, a jovial, white-haired, older man named Dennis, appeared at my side.  He had worked the grounds before, under the direction of the home's previous owner, and was more familiar with the property than anyone else.

      The moose incautiously approached Dennis and lowered its head.  Dennis put a hand on its nose and rubbed it gently.

      I slowly relaxed.  “You know, ah—this moose?”

      The moose playfully nudged Dennis with its antlers.  “Handsome Teddy's the progeny of a family of moose who have lived on these grounds longer than people have.  He's a friendly one. Don't be afraid to give him a little pat.”

      “Handsome?” I inquired as I put a hand on the moose's snout.

      “Well, yeah.  Look at 'im.”

      He looked like a moose to me.  “Oh, yeah, you're right.  I totally see it now.”

      I swear Teddy gave me a look that said, Oh, like you're such a looker. Right then, I knew we were going to be friends.
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      The next few months were filled with one hunt after another.  They all started the same way: Lyanne and I would be looking over the articles of missing persons from the various publications she subscribed us to, we would find areas were more than one person went missing within the span of no greater than three months, and then we'd go back to the city where I'd look around until my instincts picked up something.  Most of the time they picked up nothing, and we would return home where Lyanne would 'console' me for the failed hunt.

      That wasn’t to say I didn't get practice in, both hunting and with the nude consolation aspect of my newfound life with Lyanne. Frankly, I didn’t think risking my life at the hands of an undead killer was that big a deal when I was in bed with Lyanne, because every inch of her was a wonder.

      The next successful hunt came three weeks after the move.  We decided to investigate a motel where men had been seen checking in—but not checking out.  The police theory was that the disappearances were related to the drug activity that was rampant in the area.  The moment I arrived at the Bravetree Motel and felt that presence, I knew there was a more supernatural explanation.

      A dark one.

      It turned out to be one of the motel's cleaning ladies.  She was going to door to door in a loose dress she could easily slip out of when she found a room occupied by a single man.  One second she was changing the sheets, the next she'd be rolling in them, and soon after the man would never been seen again.  I'm still not positive what she did with the bodies.

      I lay in wait in one of the rooms, pretending to be a defenseless male waiting to be taken advantage of.  Unfortunately, she must have been able to sense me in the same way I could sense her.  She had barely taken two steps into the room before her seductive smile faded into a vicious snarl and she lunged at me with sharpened claws.  I was on the bed, doing my best to behave like a tired tourist who had picked the cheapest place to crash after an exhausting day in the city, so my bellow was genuine as the Succubus jumped on top of me.

      “Fuck your room service, lady!” I barked, rolling away in a blur of motion inspired by fear and anger.

      I was able to keep the claws away from my throat by calling on the Night Flail and putting it between my soft flesh and her talons, but I still found myself stuck under the shrieking creature and unable to free myself.  Lyanne eventually had to come and bail me out, striking the Succubus from behind with a mop from the cleaning cart and knocking her off me. The handle split like kindling over the monster’s neck, and her eyes fluttered for a brief second as she fought to recover.

      That was all the chance I needed.

      Once I was free, I was able to quickly dispatch the creature with the flail in a shower of dark energy and ash. She’d been old, but not ancient, and in moments there was little evidence she’d ever existed.

      “She more or less had the drop on you, didn’t she?” Lyanne commented as she applied an ice pack to a bruise I had taken on my head.  “Didn't you claim to be in the army?”

      It was hard to be offended by anything she said when it all came out with the hinted suggestion of a good time ahead.  “I was a truck driver.  They taught me some in Basic, but I never really had the chance to put it into practice.”

      “Hmph,” Lyanne said, her tone measured as she regarded me with a considerate stare.

      From that point on, our regular schedule during our downtime in Vermont included lessons in close-quarters combat.  Lyanne turned out to have quite a bit of knowledge on it—she was an expert, in fact.  “When you've been around a while, you pick up a few things.”

      We had plenty of space on the grounds in front of the house, though I was occasionally embarrassed to be training in front of the workers making repairs.  I quickly learned that, despite losing most of her powers, Lyanne was still considerably stronger than her size should have allowed.  Sometimes, as I lay sprawled on my back after being leveled by a solid punch, I would hear the gardeners chuckling.  Even Handsome Teddy came over once to give me a look that I swear was intended to be mocking, but then again, he’s a moose, and there isn’t much serious about his face.

      That wasn't the only lesson I had to learn in those early Hunts.  A few weeks later we were back in the city looking into an abandoned textiles factory that happened to be right in the middle of a string of missing persons cases.  I was expecting to have to look around, find evidence of a Succubus's presence, and maybe find her lurking in the shadows if my instincts picked her up.  Instead, before I had even opened the front door, the Succubus came bursting out of a top story window and went sprinting down the street away from me.

      What proceeded was a chase that was stupid enough, looking back on it, to have made a fine scene in a comedy.  We ran several blocks with me trying to corner her in an alley, but she was fast, and she had a vertical leap that would make any NBA player jealous.  If it wasn't for my instinct, we would have lost her within the first few blocks.

      We followed her through the throngs of city sidewalks, through the back door of a Chinese restaurant and past a several angry cooks—one of whom threw a bundle of scallions at me—across a busy street where I nearly got hit by a car and got an ear-load of some of the most creative swears I had ever heard, and down into a subway station.  I vaulted the turnstiles, ducking past the security officer who tried to grab me, and jumped into the subway car I had seen the Succubus go into just before.

      You'd think a woman dressed like a dominatrix wouldn't be too hard to find, even on a crowded subway car.  But this was New York, and nothing could ever be that simple.  At this time of night the car was filled with all kinds of people, dressed in everything from animal costumes to spandex, and fashion choices that would make the entire 1970s cringe.  The fact that I was dressed casually made me the stand-out here.

      I used my instincts to navigate through the crowd closer to the Succubus.  Lyanne was nowhere to be seen, and I had to assume she’d missed the train.  I found my target at the very back car, calmly seated as if she didn't have a worry in the world.  She smiled at me when I approached her.

      “I don't know what you're so happy about,” I said, though it didn't sound as threatening as I imagined it would in my head with my out-of-breath panting.  “You're finished.  You think I won't do it cause we're in public?  The car will empty soon.”

      Her eyes were filled with a kind of mischievous glee.  “There's nothing I would like more than to stay and play with you, but I have plans.”

      She then leaped up in her seat and screamed, catching the attention of everyone in the car.  “Don’t you touch me! Stop touching me there!” Her word choice was brilliant. I was fucked, because the assorted crowd of New Yorkers who ride the subway in the late hours of the night sure react when one of their own is in danger.  For the rest of the trip I was kept busy trying to slip free of a mass of grabbing hands from people yelling, “What the hell's wrong with you, buddy?” or, “you like hassling women, you fuckhead?”

      When the car came to a stop, the Succubus slipped out, and it took me more than a minute to free myself from the dog-pile that had built up on top of me to pursue her, sure that she had already disappeared into the night.

      Lyanne appeared then, giving me the boost I needed to fight my way free.

      She had apparently hopped onto one of the other train cars before it departed and kept an eye on us from there, taking great amusement in the scene I had inadvertently caused.  When the subway stopped, she followed our target out of the station and down the street, then called me when the Succubus finally stopped at all-night pizza place.  Apparently, the creatures get hungry for men as well as pizza.  Must be why they chose to live in New York.

      I slipped behind as she folded her slice, the cheese forming a string as she bit down and sighed in pleasure. I felt a twinge of guilt as the flail appeared, but I pushed that sensation away with thoughts of all the people she’d drained through the years, leaving them confused, sick—dead. She was no longer human, and I couldn’t save them all.

      The flail bit deep, the pizza fell, and she was gone, just ashes on the wind as I was left standing there, looking at Lyanne, then the flail, and the empty sidewalk where the Succubus had been. There had been no dramatic confrontation, no speeches. No recognition of her fate in eyes that had seen hundreds if not thousands of deaths, just a flick of my wrist, then ashes.

      Quick. Neat. Brutal.

      When we returned home, Lyanne was quiet at first, but then she had questions.

      “So is your plan to just pursue Succubi through the city every time one of them runs from you?  Because not only is it a foolish way to catch them, but it is a good way to get the police interested in you. To the uninformed, the Succubi look like innocent women being chased by a predator. You see the issue?” She gave me a searching look.

      I knew she had a point.  Those people on the subway had certainly thought the Succubus was a victim and jumped in to protect her, and I wasn't going to do anyone any good if I got locked up in jail.

      “Well, what else am I supposed to do?  They can sense me coming, just like I can sense them.  Maybe if I covered myself in pizza-musk before every mission I could sneak up on them. It was an odd detail to note she couldn’t smell me over, of all things, pizza. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a powerful scent, but still—"

      Lyanne paused, her brow furrowed in thought.  “Your sense.  Does it tell you exactly where your target Succubus is?”

      “Well, no.  It's more like a vague understanding of the direction. I’m not even sure it is a direction. It’s more like a tug, a pull—like gravity that brings my senses and attention in their direction, but it gets stronger with proximity,” I said.

      “So why assume they’re any different?  They might be able to tell you are around, but you need not go stomping through the front doors, announcing your presence.  This is a game of cat-and-mouse, and you’re pursuing them like a hound. Like a dog, really. Could we try subtle? If only to protect you, until you fully understand the nature of your talents, as well as their ability to see you coming.”

      I liked dogs, though I felt making that point at this moment probably wouldn't help me.  “What are you suggesting?  That full stealth is our only option? Because I can tell you that won’t work. We can have some degree of anonymity here in the city, but that won’t always be the case.”

      She turned me around until I was facing a window that looked out to the woods surrounding our property.  “I’m saying you need to learn how to stalk. Stalking and stealth are different things.”

      Suddenly, I was a hunter in more than one sense of the word.  Lyanne had me practicing hunting deer, rabbits, and birds—skittish animals that took off at the slightest sound.  Oh, and she wouldn't let me take them out with something like rifle where I could get them at range.  No, I had to get close enough to stab them with a spear, imitating the length of the Night Flail's chain.

      It was a grind. I was born outside the city, but that skill set was something even northern country kids didn’t perfect—we hunted with bows, shotguns, and rifles, and there was even the occasional black powder enthusiast around, the booms of their weapons sounding like cannon fire during deer season.

      For two months, I experienced the kind of frustration I thought only existed in dreams. Every animal knew I was there, and simple things like stepping through a blackberry bramble ended up sounding like an elephant falling off a cliff. It was a lesson in humility each and every time I stepped into the woods, and after a few weeks, I needed a victory.

      “Fuck. This.” I exhaled, trying to calm myself one day as a deer flashed away, tail raised like a flag. The doe made almost no sound even at full speed, and I stood, quivering with anger as the forest sounds settled around me again.

      Lyanne touched my shoulder and vanished, like the doe, silent and ghostly as she pierced the underbrush and slipped away unseen. She returned a few minutes later with a rabbit in her hands. It was alive, a bit angry, and watching us with huge dark eyes.

      “It’s not only possible, it’s simple. This is about stillness, Kurt. It’s about finding an internal quiet and covering yourself with it so that the forest—and the animals—know nothing of your presence.  When I began to complain it was impossible, Lyanne would go into the woods, quietly grab a rabbit with her bare hands, and carry the still-struggling thing back with her by the ears.  It was possible, I was just too noisy.

      To be fair to me, I was a fairly large guy.  My footfalls were louder, and I was just naturally more—well, more of everything than Lyanne, who was slim, lithe, and quiet by nature, unless we were in bed together, but that’s a virtue, not a flaw. Out in nature, and clothed, I had more area to bump into things.  But I slowly began to get the hang of it.  Sometimes I would get within an inch of my range before my target would detect me and bolt off further into the woods, and I learned not to curse but to let the forest close in over me again like a blanket of silence.

      The lessons did not end there.

      I've always had a bit of a weakness for damsels in distress, and in a way all Succubi fell into that category, cursed against their will into becoming monsters that hunted men.

      Unfortunately, besides Lyanne, all the Succubus I had fought had been beyond saving, their humanity lost beyond years of preying on man's primal urges.  I hadn't yet given up the hope that I would be able to help more of them in the future. The idea appealed to me in ways I was still beginning to understand, but it went beyond a compulsion to fix what was broken. It was a desire to undo something that was wrong—something that was a violation, without permission, or the souls of women who had been sisters, wives, mothers. Friends.

      Which led to my next lesson about the ways of the undead, at the tail end of winter on a night that was cold and dark.  We had come to the city to dine at a fashionable new restaurant that the food reviewer for the Times had raved about, and instead, we got caught in a snowstorm of epic proportions.  While we were spending some time in our hotel finding new and creative ways to keep each other warm, my instinct began to pick up on something.  It seemed that by complete happenstance we had been given a room right down the hall from where a Succubus was staying, and her aura was seeping into my consciousness like she was radioactive. Her power was impossible to deny, even at a distance, and I knew that something would have to be done. I couldn’t ignore the presence of a Succubus who was so powerful her magic could pierce brick walls.

      Lyanne gave one of the bellhops a significant tip in exchange for him leaving us one of his spare uniforms, which she claimed we wanted for roleplaying.  She also procured a uniform from one of the maids, but that was at my request.  Using the uniform, I was able to get behind the hotel's front desk without attracting any attention and grab a key to the Succubus's room, but not before whispering my thanks to the gods of chanced that the place still used old-fashioned metal keys. With, of course, helpful room numbers on each.

      I used my amateur stealth skills—as in, walking up the hallway—to get as close to the Succubus's room as I could without attracting attention, but once I got to the door there wasn't much I could do.  There are only so many ways to open a door, and this close the Succubus had to already be aware of my presence.  Fortunately, there was only the one door, and we were on a high enough floor that I doubted she was going to jump out a window.  She was cornered and had no escape, unless she wanted to try her hand at flying.

      The Succubus was waiting for me inside, seated on her bed facing the door.  She was not dressed as seductively as the others I had encountered.  In fact, she was dressed in a wrinkled gray sweater with the hood pulled up, which gave her a bit of a slovenly look.  Her features were certainly attractive enough, her face soft and her exposed legs shapely and smooth, but if she was intending seduce men, it was a poor choice of outfit. Overall, she gave off the vibe of a beautiful suburban mom who hadn’t slept well for two days because of a sick kid or some other maternal demand. The only thing missing was a juice stain on her sweatshirt, and the image would have been complete.

      Her eyes were wide as she looked at me.  “You're the one everyone's talking about, aren't you?  The one that's been going around killing us?”

      I stepped just far enough into the room to close the door behind me.  “That's right.  I'm a hunter.”

      Tears started to roll down the woman's cheek, unbidden, and I felt a wave of guilt, like instead of a simple statement I had just given a vicious insult.

      “Please.” Her voice was a ragged whisper, so loaded with pain it hurt me to hear. “I didn't choose to be like this. It was—it was done to me.  I don't have any choice . . . and now the hunger is like—it’s like a pit, but filled with fire. It grows in me with every minute I try to deny it, and nothing I do can make it go away. I’m a fucking animal.”

      The Succubus put her face in her hands and started sobbing, her shoulders heaving so hard it seemed like she would come apart.

      I felt awkward, standing there while a woman cried, but also hopeful.  Perhaps I had found someone I could save—someone worth saving. They had to want to live, and I could be the way to change. “I don't want to hurt you.  In fact, I think I can help you, if you’ll have it.”

      She sniffed and looked up at me, her cheeks wet with her tears and her face a mass of red blotches. It was a full-on ugly cry, and snot ran down her nose in an inelegant thread.  “You can?”

      “Yes, I can.  The curse that turned you into a Succubus, I can remove it.  I've only ever done it once before, but I think I can replicate it.  You won't have to feed on men anymore. You don’t have to live with the hunger, if you don’t want to.”

      The Succubus seemed cautious, her eyes somewhere between suspicion and hope.  “Do you know how many men have lied to me? The things they said, just to—just to have me? Like a thing? And then I would have them, and the guilt and—bodies. There have been so many bodies, all at my hand.”  She wiped her nose like a child, nodding. Her eyes were downcast, and she sneezed violently, then looked up. “Do you mean it? The part about not hurting me?”

      I approached her, lifting my arm to deploy the flail.  “I promise. Just stay still, I have to be careful with this—it’s not like anything you’ve ever seen before.”

      The Night Flail came out, and I slowly approached the Succubus, ready to wrap it around her and cure her curse.

      And that was how I got stabbed in the face.

      The knife was hidden up one of the sleeves of the sweatshirt.  I noticed the snarl appear on the Succubus's face almost too late, and I dodged just fast enough that a knife aimed at my eye slashed my cheek instead.  I reflexively punched out using one of the moves Lyanne had taught me and knocked the Succubus away as she grunted from the force of my impact.

      She was on me again in an instant.  The sting on my face was distracting but I still managed to bring the flail around in time to deflect the knife coming at me.  She was a vicious animal now—no longer human, but growling and sneering while attacking wildly with a violence that shifted into mania.  I twirled the Night Flail around in rapid arcs, blocking one attack after another, the knife sparking with each clanging impact.  The backswings of the flail crashed through the furniture of the room, taking out a lamp, a TV, several wall fixtures, and one of the bedposts.

      In this small space it was tough to use the Night Flail effectively, but the Succubus slipped up, backing herself up too close to the bed and getting her leg caught in the sheets.  A split second of missed balance and the Night Flail did its work, wrapping around her as she drew in a lungful of air for a howl of rage and frustration.

      I cinched the flail tighter, and it ended any chance of her ever making that noise again.

      The lesson had been painful, but not without purpose.  My cheek required three stitches, and I had to endure a look of worried disgust from Lyanne when we arrived home.

      “Do you understand now, Kurt?” she asked me as we took our coats off and stood in an awkward silence.

      “I understood the danger before, but your look of disapproval is a bit of a turn-on.”

      She frowned, then reached out to touch the wound. “We can get to that later. For now, I need to know that you’re going to live long enough to fulfill your purpose. Do you see that they can’t be saved? Or at least, trusted?”

      “I did, and I do. Present company excluded, of course.” I kissed her, and she kissed me back.

      “I’m glad.” She looked over my shoulder to the bedroom. “I’m tired. Let’s go to bed.”

      “Couldn’t agree more,” I said, as the beginnings of a vow flared to life in my mind. If I could save any more Succubi, I would.

      But only in combat, and only with the flail. On behalf of all their victims, they would either be saved by my weapon, or ended by it.

      There would be no middle ground.
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      It took us a few months to really get comfortable in our new home.  Lyanne continued to tap into her seemingly endless supply of funds to purchase furnishings for every room, opting for comfortable leather seating and antique wood tables and dressers that really gave the home an old-world feel.  Lyanne seemed to feel more comfortable in these surroundings than she ever had in the modern designs of the New York apartment, and she seemed more relaxed and unguarded these days.

      The trip to New York City was about an hour by plane or six hours by car.  We would make the trip once a week to scope out the latest leads our missing-persons research had given us, but our luck started to dry up after the hotel fight.  There were signs of them everywhere, and it seemed they were more active than ever, but we were always one step too late to catch them.  I brought up the possibility of paying Maura at The Dispensary for whatever information she could provide, but the usually open-pursed Lyanne was hesitant about using 'purchased' leads.

      What she wasn't hesitant about spending money on was dressing me up.  Custom fit suits, designer watches, shoes that would cost me a week's salary on my army wages.  I was uncomfortable at first, since my upbringing made me accustomed to jeans and t-shirts, but I began to adjust.  Or, at the very least, how to pretend I was adjusting.

      Our big break would come in the form of a phone call from Sara.  She claimed to have been fully recovered from Ragan's draining of her, but that news took the back seat to her excitement about something she wanted to show us.

      She spoke so fast that I had to have her repeat herself.  “Can you come this weekend?  It's really important. It relates to your job.  You know—the hunting one.”

      I grew concerned.  “Are you in danger, Sara?”

      I heard the sound of something dropping in the background.  “No!  I mean, I don't think so.  I haven't noticed anything—I don't think anyone's after me, if that's what you're asking.  I just really want you to see this.  I don't want to talk about it over the phone.”

      Failing to extract any more information from her, Lyanne and I were left with no choice but to fly back to New York that weekend.

      Sara's home turned out to be a modest single-story brick building in Brookhaven.  It was just down the road from a busy shopping district, and the sidewalks were crammed with weekend shoppers, families on their way to the local parks, and tourists taking in historic sites.  Winter had been short this year, and the air already carried with it the warm breezes of spring, which the locals were determined to enjoy.

      Everyone except for Sara, who, based on the stack of paper shoved in her mailbox, had not left her house in a while.  We rang the doorbell once and it immediately swung open.

      Sara looked much as she had the first time I met her: bookish and attractive, like the sexy librarian archetype, wearing clothes that were simple, elegant, and curated.  What had changed was she was now filled with energy that seemed ready to burst at any moment.

      Her eyes lit up when she saw me, then she grabbed me by the arm and dragged me into the house.  “Kurt!  I'm so glad you're here!  You have to see this.  I've been working really hard, pretty much non-stop—I didn't want to bother you until I had something I was one-hundred percent sure of.  How embarrassing would it have been if I called you for a false alarm?  But I have definitely got something!”

      I let myself be led past a cozy living room filled with stacks of books and a sparsely decorated dining room.  “Working on what?  What are you talking about?”

      Sara only pulled me harder.  “It's better for you to see for yourself.  Come on!”

      Hoping for some help, I looked back at Lyanne.  She only shrugged, but the look on her face suggested she was enjoying every moment of this.

      We got to a back room that must have at one point been a walk-in closet but now looked like it was part of the set of a noir-style detective movie.  Stacks of newspapers and tabloids lay scattered about a desk and couple of standing tables.  A pinboard with articles that were connected by bits of string was hung on one wall, while another was covered with cheap printer-quality pictures of various men and women.

      Not for the first time I wondered what I’d gotten myself into.  “Uh, Sara?  What is all this?”

      She stepped up to the pinboard and admired it proudly.  “Ever since you left, I’ve found myself thinking how I could repay you for saving me from Ragan.  My first thoughts were—well, you have Lyanne, who is very beautiful, so you probably wouldn't have been interested—that's not important!  What matters is I decided I wanted to help you with your hunting.  I'm pretty good at finding the connections between things like missing-persons cases, unsolved murders, unprovoked assaults, and the paranormal.  I decided to narrow my focus to things like Succubi so I could find targets for you to hunt.”

      I looked around at the clear signs of madness.  “That's really nice of you, Sara, but you really shouldn't have gone through the trouble.  Right, Lyanne?  . . . Lyanne?”

      Lyanne was studying the pinboard with the same intensity she had when looking over a wine tasting menu.  “This is the former all-girls school, isn't it, Sara?”

      Sara beamed at Lyanne's recognition.  “Yes!  It was shut down, like, ten years ago after a series of abuse allegations against the administration.  The building has been abandoned since.  And yet”—she pointed to an article from the Unexplained tabloid—“lights have frequently been seen inside.  And look at these!”  Her fingers moved over to two linked articles from local papers that warned of a possible flu-epidemic.  “Men showing up at local ER's with severe flu-like symptoms, but the doctors couldn't identify any known strain.  The one thing that linked them: they all lived or worked in the same five-block radius.  A radius that includes the abandoned school.” Her voice rang with triumph.

      I had to admit it all made sense.  Joining the two women next to the board, I looked over Sara's research, and while her methods might be a little . . . strange, her conclusions were solid.  It actually put the research Lyanne and I had been conducting to shame.

      Sara was looking at me expectantly.  “Well?”

      “Well . . . well, shit.  Guess I'm checking out the school tonight.”
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      There was something about deserted schools that made them radiate weirdness.  That was why they were so common in horror movies and games.  Maybe it had something to do with the loss of innocence.  Or maybe that primordial fear of forgetting to study for your math test or wear pants or any number of other visceral fears we associate with school. Regardless, the place was dripping with menace.

      Almost immediately after stepping through the doors, I could feel the Succubus's presence. It was a strong one, radiating through the halls like an echo that wouldn’t fade. The aura wasn’t    quite as powerful as Lyanne had been, but much stronger than any of the others I had faced.  And Lyanne had not really tried to resist me.  This might be my first real test against a truly powerful Succubus.

      Oh, and I had a time limit, too.  Lyanne had finally gotten reservations at a restaurant she had been dying to try for months, and she told me in no uncertain terms how displeased she would be if my hunt made her miss it.  No added pressure.

      The chill on the back of my neck let me know I had been detected.  I waited as that feeling faded, and the evening took a different tur.  The Succubus had apparently sized me up and decided to run. So much for the test. Instead, we began the chase, and I let me senses range free.

      I followed my instincts around the school through a creaky hallway of darkened classrooms, around the old gym, and into the remains of the cafeteria.  The presence was stronger here, but not quite on me.  I slowly crept around tables stacked high with plastic chairs while focusing on my senses, and through an inescapable conclusion, I was led to the kitchen.

      There, a decade of sitting water and spoilage of little bits of food had left the ground covered in a thick muck.  There were footprints in the foul mess, leading down the stairs into a basement used for cafeteria-supply storage.  A pipe had burst at some point so the steps were damp, and they barely held together under my weight, creaking with an ominous vibration that further blew any chance I had of stealth.  It was dark, being away from the moonlight that illuminated the school above, so I took out my flashlight as I opened the door at the bottom of the steps.

      The Succubus was waiting for me like an expectant lover.  She was exotically beautiful, with olive skin and dirty blond hair.  Her body was small, but her physique was impressive, all lean muscle around her thighs and arms that curved to a supple bosom and a gymnast’s bum.  She wore dark make-up that accentuated the fierce curves of her face.

      Her eyes darted left, then right, and in a flicker, she threw a dagger at me so quickly it was little more than a blur. It would have taken anyone in the heart, but I wasn’t anyone.

      I was a hunter now, and not just part time. I could feel the shift.

      “Fast. And you don’t give up easily. You’re going to be an exceptional feeding,” she purred, but there was a note of fear there, too. Her eyes gleamed red in the dim light. She was hungry, and tired, and fading fast. I knew how to time a stalk. It’s what I did.

      Correction. It was one of the things I did.

      “You seem to be mistaken. I’m not the one in the corner of a shitty basement with my feet wet from running through muck,” I replied, looking at her high heels, now fouled by the gunk that littered the kitchen floor.

      Her eyes went wide at that when she looked down. “You prick. These are thousand dollar—”

      “I know. One of my girls wears those. Gets them custom fitted in the city when we have a free weekend now and then. Can’t say as I blame you. I’d be pissed, too, but that doesn’t change what’s happening right now. You have a decision to make.” I looked at my watch, a vintage Doxa Sub, and the hands told me it was also time for our dinner reservation. “In fact, you have about a minute. I hate being late.”

      “You’re going to be more than just late. You’re not arriving anywhere. Except maybe hell,” she hissed, then her face went blank and she licked her lips. She was not a fighter, and the reality of her situation was sinking in.

      I could see her breath. It was cold in the basement, and the air was damp with chill and mold. Her tongue ran over lips that were perfect, full, and red. I knew what came next, but I didn’t like it. I hoped she made the right choice.

      “Please don’t,” I said.

      “Don’t . . . what?” she asked, stepping closer. Her coat fell to the wet floor, revealing a body sculpted for sex. One heel clicked, then the next. She stood an arm’s length away, and in that instant, I could see a flash of the girl she used to be before a demon made her into something predatory. Something hard-edged and lethal.

      “Do you want me?” she asked, using the low notes in her voice, amplified by deadly magic that made her a killer, and I finally could answer her honestly, which I needed to do if I was going to save her. One kill was enough for a hundred lifetimes, and this slip of a girl who was probably centuries old wasn’t gone. Not entirely. Not yet.

      I looked nervous, then cleared my throat. “Y-yes. I do.”

      Her smile was reptilian, even though it was simmering with lust. “I know you do.” She came closer, lips parting as if to kiss me.

      The Night Flail was in my hand and lashing forward before she could move, crossing her wrists together in a magical grip that no Succubus could break, not now or ever. She drew in breath to scream, rage turning her eyes the color of wine, but I lashed the flail over her shoulder, then around her small ribs in a crisscross pattern centered just over the hidden core of her power, deep in her chest between two full breasts.

      “Be free,” I said, as the flail bit deep, pulling at the black energy within her like a relentless tide, and then, her lungs full, she began to scream in a high, keening wail that could wake the dead. It went on as she shook in my arms, spittle flying from her perfect mouth, eyes rolling and hair lashing my face. In the middle of it all, she lost a shoe, and when she was done and the spell was broken, I slipped it back on her foot before I carried her up the rotten stairs, her body hanging limp in my arms.

      As I left the abandoned building, Lyanne was waiting, looking bored and hungry. Her dark red hair was down, obscuring a perfect face of white skin, red lips, and dark eyes with a hint of the Russian steppes in her past. She tapped a finger on the edge of her leather coat, brow lifting with interest when she saw the Succubus—now a young woman—in my arms.

      “What are we going to do with her?” Lyanne asked, sounding seductive. It was in her nature. When she ordered takeout, it sounded like she was narrating a porno.

      “She’s out for hours. We could leave in her in the car while we eat,” I offered as Lyanne opened the back door to our black SUV. I slid the girl in, covering her with a light blanket.

      Lyanne nodded, smiling. “Good. I’m hungry and we can crack a window for her. Like a puppy.”

      “You don’t leave dogs in cars, you barbarian,” I said, getting in and starting the engine. We pulled away from the curb into the night, and the girl didn’t move or make a sound.

      Lyanne pouted. “I am not a barbarian. I told you. I am a Magyar. My people were princes and kings.”

      “I know. You tell me every time we get naked,” I said, grinning.

      “Because it’s true. Now take me to eat. I’m Hungarian,” she said, and I groaned.

      “You’re way too hot for dad jokes, okay? Promise me. No more.”

      “Fine. But only because you’re buying me a steak,” Lyanne said.

      “What about dessert?” I asked her.

      She leaned over and kissed me softly, then let her hand trail across my leg before looking in the back seat. “Depends on how long she sleeps.”
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      “She looks so . . . normal.”  Sara adjusted her glasses as if repositioning them slightly on her face would somehow make the former Succubus look more monstrous.

      I looked down at the target of everyone's attention-- the Succubus I had defeated last night, sleeping soundly in the bed I shared with Lyanne.  “Well, she is normal.  At least, now she is.”

      As with Lyanne, removing the Succubus curse from her changed her appearance ever so slightly, making her seem more natural and real compared to the sexual sculpture from the other night.  But where Lyanne had recovered pretty much immediately, this woman had been unconscious since her mortality had been returned.  Lyanne told me not to worry about it as this was likely just the natural result of fully removing the curse, instead of simply mostly removing it as I had done with her.  Still, I couldn't help but be concerned that she might never wake up.

      We couldn't exactly take an unconscious woman onto a plane with us, so we drove the six hours back to our headquarters in Vermont with the former Succubus passed out in the backseat.  Sara had insisted on coming for the ride after learning of the mission's success, and since I was exhausted from the chase and Lyanne didn’t like to drive, we agreed on the condition that she drove.

      The drive was uneventful, as was the act of carrying the sleeping woman inside our home and putting her in bed. Sara stood, looking down at the Succubus—or rather, at the woman who was now free of the curse, but not yet aware of her new place in life.

      Lyanne gave Sara a quizzical look.  “You recall I share a similar origin to this woman, Sara?  Yet you have never been surprised by my appearance.”

      Sara flushed slightly.  “Your body—you look closer to what I expect a Succubus to look like.”

      Lyanne laughed, a throaty chuckle.  “You spend a lot of time examining my body, do you?  Oh, don't turn so red.  I don’t mind.  I’ve taken quite a bit of interest in your body as well.”

      I attempted to rush to Sara's rescue, her face now the color of a peach.  “Come on, Lyanne.  You're making her uncomfortable.”

      “Oh, are you trying to claim that you haven't been ogling Sara all day?”  Lyanne cocked her head, a familiar gesture of playful curiosity.  “You need to learn to share, Kurt.”

      Instead of turning even redder, Sara gave me a look full of longing.  “I don't mind if he looks at me.”

      From the bed, a long, low groan sounded.  “I was going to pretend to sleep longer, see if I could find a moment to escape, but this is absolute torture.”

      The former Succubus sat up and stretched, then carefully scanned the room and the people surrounding her.  “So, I'm not dead.  For the moment, anyway.  What's your intention?  Going to lock me in a dungeon somewhere, use me as your plaything?”

      It was not the kind of grateful introduction I was expecting with a woman I had rescued.  “What?  No, I saved you!”

      Her lips twisted up into a seductive smile.  “Oh, you did?  And you want me to show you my gratitude, is that it?  I can play along.”

      There was an awkward moment as she sat up taller on the bed, holding out her arms expectantly as the three of us just stared back at her.

      Lyanne's laughter broke the silence.  “Sorry, dear, but you’re wasting your time.  Your charm would struggle to take hold on this one even if you still had your power, but I'm afraid it’s all gone.”

      Our guest slumped back against the back of the bed and put a hand on her chest.  Her expression was tough to read, but I could tell for certain it was not a look of joy.  “How . . . how's that possible?  I don't feel it anymore.”  Rage contorted her features, and she flashed me a glare of such pure malice that I couldn't help but take a step back.  “What did you do?!”

      I knew I had no reason to feel guilty and yet at that moment I felt as if I had committed a terrible wrong.  “I cured you.  That curse, the one that made you a Succubus?  It's gone.  You're human again.”

      Her glare showed no signs of abating, and for a brief second, I foolishly considered apologizing for saving her.

      My only hope was that introductions would help to break the tension.  I cleared my throat.  “I'm Kurt, by the way. Succubus Hunter and single heterosexual male, in case you’re wondering.  That’s Lyanne, another Succubus I saved from her curse.  And she's Sara.  She's . . . an assistant.”

      Nostrils flared, the woman more growled her name than spoke it.  “Eve.”

      So much for that idea. I looked around the room for support.

      Lyanne sat down on the bed next to her and put a hand on Eve’s shoulder, earning a suspicious look from the disoriented woman.  Lyanne’s facial expression was gentle, almost maternal—a look that was completely unfamiliar to me.

      “Eve, I know exactly what you’re feeling right now, and I know it’s a horror show.  I’ve been where you.  You’ve spent so much of your life defined by one thing, being one thing that wasn’t—that was no longer human.  It became easier to think of yourself as something different, to treat your humanity as a weakness that needed to be eliminated, like a disease, or a flaw.  Now suddenly that monstrous part of you is gone, and only your humanity remains.  But I swear to you, as a sister who lived in the dark as well, that your humanity is not a weakness. It is a strength, and one you will discover that you’ve missed like an old friend.”

      Eve finally seemed to soften a bit. Her shoulders slumped and the scowl vanished from her face.  She looked more shell-shocked now than anything, a hollow cast to her features as the anger and lust drained away, leaving her alone with. . .herself.  I wanted to help her, but I wasn't sure what I could do that wouldn't make things worse.

      Lyanne was a step ahead of me, having lived it all.  “I would like to have a few words alone with Eve, sister-to-sister.  Would you give us some privacy?”

      I stood, took Sara by the arm and led her to the door. “Let’s give them a moment, and anyway, I’d like to introduce you to the wonder that is Handsome Teddy.”

      Sara snorted as we closed the door. “Is this a dick joke? Because the mood isn’t quite right for one of those.”

      “Not a dick. Well, he has a nose kind of like a dick, but he’s a moose. An actual moose. Right this way, if you please,” I said, as Sara laughed in disbelief.  For the next hour or so I gave Sara the full tour of the property, reaching the crescendo at the sugar shack.

      “An actual maple syrup factory?” Sara asked.

      “I know, right? I’m impressed, too. If there was a distillery on site, we might never leave,” I said, peering around for any sign of our resident moose. Sara brushed up against me at random moments, and the sensation was nearly electric. Home tours are a heluva lot more interesting when the woman you’re with might be susceptible to some unseen attraction brought on by pheromones, magic, or the mention of maple syrup.  Lyanne had said that women who spent time around me would develop a tolerance, and Sara and I had been next to each other in the car for hours.

      At the very least, she was more subdued than our first meeting, when she’d been under the influence of Ragan, but she was slowly getting braver in her flirtations.  She leaned in close, smiling and commenting on the scenes around our property, and there was real pleasure under the tense exterior of flirtation that was unfolding between us. It was impossible to ignore—she was beautiful, close, and interested in me. When she touched my arm, her fingers lingered for a moment longer than they had to, and the sensation was like finding the biggest present under the Christmas tree has your name on the tag. It was electric, and filled with possibility that I knew we would—and could—explore. And soon.

      We were around the back of the property to show of the sugar shack, and I was discussing the finer points of syrup production in general when we found a spot that was quiet, private, and made for a moment between two people who were interested in each other. Sara suddenly pressed herself against me and leaned in, her breath sweet and warm, and I felt my body warm to the task of taking her in my arms.

      Then, a noise greeted us from behind.

      CLOP CLOP CLOP.

      I was moose-blocked.

      The sound of stomping hoofbeats broke the spell, and there was Handsome Teddy, standing just a few feet from us and looking like a schoolteacher that had just caught his students messing around, but the teacher had a huge head. And antlers. And a thin line of drool.

      Sara was smitten was the massive beast at once.  “Oh, look at him!  You didn't tell me he was so big!”  She rushed over to him and stroked him under his chin, which he seemed to enjoy greatly.

      I was still trying to calm my rapidly beating heart.  “Yeah, he's a big one.  This is Handsome Teddy.”

      She stroked his antlers and Teddy lowered his head so she could reach them better.  “That's a perfect name.  He is a handsome beast.”

      “He is?”

      Teddy snorted at the insult.

      Once Teddy had finished showing off and left to go do whatever it was a moose his size does when it’s not stealing the hearts of human women, Sara and I returned to the house.  We found Lyanne and Eve waiting for us in the main living room.

      Eve looked to have calmed down, thankfully, but she was by no means relaxed. She’d achieved more a mild simmer, with the occasional spark of outright anger in her eyes.  Alert would probably be the best way to describe her posture, an animal aware that it was in a predator's den.  She was still uncertain about us, which was fair enough.  We were still relative strangers.  Trust had to be built over time, and she’d been savaged by the power of the flail. For a career predator, it had to have been more than just a violation. It was a galactic shift in her place among us, and it was settling in slowly, if at all.

      “I’ve explained the situation to Eve,” Lyanne told me, her voice unusually subdued.  “She knows who we are and what we do.  She also knows that you run the show around here.  It may take her a little time to come to terms with being mortal again, but she understands that you were trying to help her, and she has decided she wants to join us in our fight.”

      A cloud of hesitation surrounded Eve, though she offered me a timid smile.  She gave a light shrug and looked me in the eye, reaching some kind if internal decision that made a twinge of regret cross her fine features. “It's not like I have anywhere else to go now.  I can’t go back to who I was, or even where I was. I’m not even used to—I can’t even remember what it was like to be human, but I know that if you’ll have me, I’d like to stay here. With you, and I’d like to try to recall what it was like to be happy. Or at the very least, not to hurt.”

      I gave her a disarming smile. “That was the plan all along, we just didn’t know it. We have plenty of space here, you're welcome to stay.  And with your insight into the Succubi of New York City, you could help us, if you will.”

      That was apparently the wrong way to phrase it, based on the look on her face.  “If I will?”

      “Yes, if you will. I don’t control you, Eve. This is about your free will now, not my command. Lyanne is here because she wants to be. Sara, too, and as to you? That’s your decision, not mine, but our mission is clear. We’re going to purge evil, and we’re going to do it in a way that turns people like who you used to be into ashes. There’s no sugar-coating it. That’s who I am, and that’s what we are. Justice.”

      What followed was a minute so silent that I thought I might have gone deaf as Eve considered my words. When she spoke, it was after a small nod to herself, as if the concept of self-control had never occurred to her before.

      “I accept,” Eve said simply.

      “Can we stop with the awkward pauses and manifestos of doom? I bought organic meats from a deli, and we’re all onboard with killing the undead and getting naked, I guess, so can we eat?” Lyanne asked.

      “Do we have to kill the undead while naked?” Sara asked.

      “It’s not company policy, but it won’t get your fired,” I said, grinning.

      “Noted. Clothing optional Fridays, coming right up. Let’s eat,” Lyanne announced, pointing to bottles of wine as she breezed toward the kitchen. “Kurt, dear? Wine me?”

      Sara let out a relieved sigh.  “Yes!  Booze.  Booze makes everything better.”

      I decided to grab three, just in case.

      Lyanne had spent a considerable amount of money stocking the wine cellar.  For my part, I still couldn't tell the difference between a Riesling and a Chardonnay, but I could remember Lyanne's preferences. Things like that go a long way toward success with the women in my life, even if my palate is only suited to telling good beer from bad.

      I still struggled with Lyanne's organizational system, though, as it was somewhere between alphabetical and hieroglyphic. While I stood frowning at a pair of bottles, Eve came down to find me.

      Her eyes fixed on me with a hungry gleam.  “Are you hiding down here, Kurt?  Don’t tell me I’ve scared away the brave hunter?”

      I finally found the bottle, a Merlot with an unpronounceable French name that I recognized from the little frog wearing an umbrella hat on the label.  I placed it carefully next to the other two I picked out. “Not hiding, no. You don't scare me. I was more afraid of what Lyanne would do if I grabbed the wrong bottle.”

      Eve sauntered toward me, a stride familiar from our conflict the other night. I knew where this was going.

      “She's a fearsome woman, that Lyanne,” Eve purred.  “But it is hardly fair that she gets the Succubus Hunter all to herself, isn't it?”

      Seemed I was right.  I decided to play along, to put an end to her doubts once and for all.  “That would be tragic, wouldn't it?”

      She ran her hands gently along the wine bottles, her fingertips just barely stroking the tips as she walked past.  Finally, she stopped inches in front of me, her smile carnivorous. “I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot.  I never even properly thanked you for saving me.”

      I'd admit to being excited about what was going to come next.  “And how do you wish to thank me?” It seemed mannerly to ask, but her intentions were clear. She lowered my zipper with two fingers in a motion so smooth I know she’d done it many times before—to victims, who were ready for pleasure, but would find draining or death on the other side of her gift. I could have stopped her at any second, but I didn’t’ want to. I wanted her, and her mouth, and she wanted to drain me.

      I was going to let her, just not in the way she expected.

      I ran hand through my hair, playing nervous as she reached in my pants and pulled my erection free, her fingers stroking along the underside in an insistent rhythm that made me so erect is verged into pain.

      “Can you get off from this?” I asked, knowing she would confuse the meaning of my question.

      She lowered her mouth to me, flicking her tongue against the end of my cock with a touch so light it felt ghostly. “Mm-hmm,” she said, and her lips moved down, down, all the way to the base of me, her throat straining for that delicious moment of resistance before I slid into her throat. She was breathing through her nose, lips and tongue working together. Her touch was art. Her intention was lethal. It made my legs begin to shake in a minute, and I didn’t hold back or fight the supernova conclusion as I came hard in her mouth, feeling the constriction of her throat as she swallowed it all, only pulling away from me when I leaned against the wine racks with a sigh of utter contentment.

      Her lips curved in a bow, and she licked them, her smile growing wicked in the quiet moment after, then the silence was broken as I lifted my zipper and stroked her cheek.

      Eve was frozen in a state of shock, her eyes wide as she looked up at me like some kind of abomination.

      “You're . . . you're alive . . .” she finally muttered.

      I gave her a smile of confidence and thanks. After what she did to me, it was the least I could do.  “That I am.”

      “But . . . I should have taken your life-force.  Even if you survived, you should be too weak to move by now. Hell, you should be blacked out. Drooling.”

      Raising my right arm, I focused on making the Night Flail appear, and I held it out in front of her.  “Granted, it was a blowjob like no other, so, yeah, I almost was drooling. But we tried to explain-- you are not a Succubus anymore.  This weapon removed the curse from you.  All of it.  You're human.”

      No response.  Her face lost its color as she paled at the enormity of my revelation.

      “I see you finally believe me.  Now maybe we can move on.”  I gestured to the wine bottles I had selected, sitting just behind her.  “Would you mind grabbing those for me?  Lyanne is probably getting impatient for them.”

      Her mouth moved, forming words, but no sound came out.  Tears formed in her eyes, despite her best attempts to keep herself together.  Perhaps I had been too harsh with her, but this was a woman who’d lived as a killer. Hard lessons made for a faster recovery, and we could move on with our work. Our lives. Each other, even, if that was the way things went.

      “All these people . . .” she finally managed.  “All those people I . . . I didn't want to . . . I never wanted to be . . . the hunger was . . . I never thought it was possible that someone could . . .”

      She faltered, and I caught her in my arms, limp and silent, a single tear rolling down her pale cheek. I brushed her hair out of her face and gently lifted her into my arms.  “I’m sorry, Eve.  You'll see this is for the best, in the end,” I whispered, but she didn’t respond.

      Leaving the wine bottles behind, I carried the unconscious woman back up to the living room and set her carefully down on the couch.  Sara and Lyanne must have heard me coming up because they were both waiting.

      “You have a way with women. What was it this time? Did you show her your comic book collection?” Lyanne asked, laughing.

      “I know I’d never do him. Unless he had a Wonder Woman, first issue,” Sara added thoughtfully.

      “Woman, get on eBay. Stat. I need that comic here tomorrow,” I said to Lyanne, who rolled her eyes and laughed.

      “Save your money. I’ll get around to it,” Sara said, and there was challenge in her voice, along with a slow smile.

      “Well don’t wait forever. I’m a hot commodity among women who are, ah, newly freed from ancient curses.”

      “Noted,” she said, blowing me a kiss.

      Eventually, Lyanne would go back down to the wine cellar to get the bottles herself, since I “no longer could be trusted,” and the three of us enjoyed a pleasant meal together, if the occasional awkward glance between me and Lyanne, who suspected I’d come up the stairs lighter than when I went down. There’s something about a pre-dinner blowjob that makes things touchy, but we powered through with minimal jokes about talking with her mouth full.

      Truth be told, I couldn't tell much difference between the fancy deli meats Lyanne had purchased and the stuff I could get at any supermarket deli counter, but apparently I was in the minority as both Lyanne and Sara went on at length about how great it was, and the atmosphere was upbeat as we got wine drunk and more comfortable together in our newest version of a family that fights evil and has conjugal visits in every room of the house.

      Eve slept until just before dawn.  We had been taking turns watching over her, and it was Sara who came to get me when she was beginning to stir.  I made a cup of strong tea and returned to Eve, just as she was sitting up.

      “I guess this wasn’t all a dream,” Eve said as she took the tea from me.

      I smiled sympathetically.  “I'm afraid not.”

      “I . . .”  She struggled with what she wanted to say.  “Those things I said before, when I didn't . . . Just . . . Thank you, for curing me.”  Her words were sincere this time, with no hint of motive or carnal drive.

      Outwardly I tried to play it off as if it wasn't a big deal, though inside I had the fuzzy feeling of a job well done.  “It's what I do now, apparently.  And you're very welcome. You’re worth saving.”

      She drank deeply from her tea, staring down at the cup instead of looking at me, but I had the feeling she didn't want me to leave yet, so I waited patiently to hear what she wanted to say.

      “I never wanted it,” she finally said.  “To be a Succubus.  I didn't choose it.”

      The phrasing caught my interest.  “Do you mean some women do choose to be Succubi?”

      “Some.  Very few.  They are taken by the allure of power and make deals for their souls.”  Her expression was very distant, the look of someone remembering something painful that had happened long ago.  “Not me.  I was taken.  The curse was forced upon me.  I never wanted to . . . I never wanted that life.  But once the hunger had its hold on me . . .”

      “I understand.”

      “No.  No, you don’t.”  She smiled sadly as she finally looked up at me.  “It's not your fault.  You mean well, you want to understand.  But you can't possibly know what it means to have done the things I’ve done, to hurt so many people to satisfy that hunger.  For so long I convinced myself that being a Succubus was my purpose—that I could never be anything else. I was good at it. I loved the sensation of knowing a man wanted me, and the act of stalking, or being stalked right up until the moment he realized he was prey, not predator. I did it because I would have died from hopelessness if I hadn’t thought I was fulfilling some purpose known to someone other than me. I never knew why, only that I had to, and it came easy, and those acts will haunt me for the rest of my life.”

      “It wasn't your fault.”  The words sounded hollow as I said them, yet I still felt they needed to be said. “Dammit, it wasn’t,” I repeated, this time with the force of conviction.

      She shook her head.  “I will accept the blame for my part in what has happened, but the true culprit is still out there.  The one who turned me, enslaved me, and forced me to act as a Succubus in her employ.  You hunt Succubi, Kurt, and I want to help.  I mean it.  But the fight is pointless if we don't take it to the one responsible for enslaving so many women and bending them to her will.”

      “Tell me, and we can do it together, Eve,” I said, taking her hand. It felt good in mine.

      When she looked up, there was anger in her eyes like a distant storm.

      “Tandi Goren,” she said, and our path was set.
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      For the next three days, Eve was very weak and spent much of the time sleeping.  This was a learning experience for all of us.  Lyanne, who had been left with a fraction of her power, had recovered from the change almost immediately, but none of us knew the recovery for a full curse-removal.  Slowly, Eve began to regain her energy, and she focused that energy single-mindedly on her new goal: finding and stopping Tandi Goren.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t have much to go on in terms of usable information.  She had only met her in person a handful of times, and her orders, as they were, consisted of instinct rather than direct commands. A Succubus was a monster—true, they were elegant and beautiful, but they operated primarily on hunting instinct, like sharks. I spent a night stalking all of Eve's old haunts, every place that she had been instructed to hunt, but turned up nothing.  Not even a single tingle on my own heightened senses, even after nights wasted folded up in the city nights.

      Sara went back to her home to conduct research the way she does best: making connections no one else would.  Through her, we were able to build a basic profile on the elusive Tandi Goren.

      Tandi came from old California money, made in oil, steel, an exploiting land deals with tactics that were just this side of legal.  Despite being incredibly wealthy and on the boards of more than a dozen philanthropic organizations, some of which bore her name, she had very little public presence.  She had no real occupation besides being rich, her numerous homes were all unlisted, she declined all interviews, and she didn't even have a social media presence.  Just finding pictures of her was a challenge.

      One thing that was clear was that she moved around a lot.  One week she would be spotted in New York, the next London, and the week after that Tokyo.  If there was any pattern to her movement, Sara was having a tough time deciphering it, though she insisted enthusiastically over the phone that she was on the right trail.

      Eve would devise a different tactic.

      She arose early that morning and joined us for breakfast for the first time since arriving at our home.  Her face had recovered its color, her posture was straight, and her eyes were focused and energetic.  You would have never guessed the weakened condition she had just recovered from.  She looked fit enough to take on a triathlon.

      “I've been thinking,” she said after Lyanne and I had finished complimenting her healthy appearance, “about how we can get to Tandi.  I don't think trying to track her down directly is the way to go.  After all, she moves around a lot, we'd spend all our time chasing our own tails.  I think we should go after her through the people she controls.”

      “You mean other Succubi?” I asked.

      “Or Incubi,” she replied.  “They're weaker, generally, and might make the easiest targets.  If we can question enough of them, learn the areas Tandi has been having them hunt and what they have in common, we might be able to figure out what Tandi's endgame is.  Then we'll know how to stop her.”

      Lyanne hummed in agreement, quite excited about the idea.  “The more information we feed to Sara, the more likely she will make a connection that will lead to this Tandi person.  Or maybe we could even get her to come to us.  How many servants do you think she could lose before she realizes something is wrong, that someone like Kurt is operating in her territory?  She may decide to deal with Kurt herself, and we would be ready for her.”

      I saw one big flaw in the plan.  “The problem is, we haven't had too much luck tracking down the various creatures of New York City.  We only found you because of Sara's research, and that took her a bit of time.”

      Eve had a satisfied smile.  “That is one thing I can offer you.  There’s a club called Oil and Water in the city.  It’s popular with the immortals of New York, almost all of whom work for Tandi now.  The humans there tend to be easy prey—a bunch of wannabes on the cusp of club society, some goth, some posers, some mid-level money with no common sense.”

      My excitement grew to match Lyanne’s. “A whole club just filled with Succubi and Incubi?  Well, the Night Flail would never forgive me if I let that opportunity pass.  Only one question: what's the drink minimum?”
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      I expected some dinky little dive in the middle of nowhere, or a hidden trove like The Dispensary, but Oil and Water turned out to be a massive, two-story building located just a few miles out of the city.  Halogen spotlights beamed its location into the night sky, and thunderous 80s rock music could be heard all the way at the other end of the street.  The exterior had a solid, warehouse feel, made exciting by expertly crafted graffiti murals of ghouls, dark alleys, and figures in cloaks.  It didn't so much advertise its presence to the Hot Topic shopping goth crowd as it demanded their attention.

      The parking lot was packed to the brim, and Lyanne and I were forced to valet park.  The valet wore black leather biker clothes that were probably supposed to be intimidating, but ended up reminding me more of The Fonz from Happy Days.  Not that I was in much of a position to judge at the moment.

      Eve had insisted that we try to fit in while we were stalking here, so Lyanne and I were forced to dress the part.  I was in a black tee with cut-off sleeves, dark jeans with tears at the knees and black armbands that absolutely screamed douchebag at a hundred decibels.  “You actually found a way make yourself unattractive,” Lyanne had told me, shaking her head at the armbands. I vowed to burn the damned things when we were done. The jeans I would keep, but only because my Iowa sensibility won’t let me throw clothes away, regardless of the fashion choices they represent.

      However uncomfortable I was, Lyanne had it much worse.  Eve called the getup that Lyanne had been forced into “gothic Lolita.”  For a woman who wouldn't even put on a pair of pajamas if they didn't have a designer tag on them, this was the highest grade of torture.

      The plan had been for us to hang out on the sidelines, waiting for my instinct to pick up on an Incubus, then stalk him until I found a moment to strike in private.  Interrogate, kill or rescue as the situation called for, then rinse and repeat until we were satisfied with the information we had gathered.  That plan went out the window the moment we stepped through the front doors.

      My senses went fucking wild and I nearly dropped to a knee, wavering like a drunk until Lyanne caught my elbow to keep me standing.

      “The fuck—” I hissed, my skull searing with a violating pain.

      “You alright, bro?”  A guy nearly seven feet tall and swollen with muscle leaned in, concern on his face as he grabbed my other side, helping Lyanne carry me to a nearby seat.  As my focus returned, I pegged him as a bouncer in the sea of thin, lean figures, then his club ID swam into focus and I gave him a wan smile. Even in the midst of my psychic violation, nothing about him seemed of. He was human, but clearly not sensitive to immortal energies.

      The pain faded, giving way to dozens of pinprick-like sensations that pointed me in the directions of the creatures who surrounded me.  The deep chill I felt informed me that at least a few of them had their attention on me.  Not surprising, given the scene I’d made. Fuck.

      “Yeah, I'm fine,” I said, waving the bouncer away with a more stable grin and getting back to my feet.  “Just a migraine triggered by the music, I think.  It'll fade, but thanks for the hand, man.”

      The bouncer seemed satisfied, giving me a thumbs up, though Lyanne was looking at me strangely.

      It was the bouncer's next words that told me the source of Lyanne's concern.  “Sick chain, bro.  Where'd you get it?”

      I looked down at my arm and saw that the Night Flail was there, having been called by the danger without my command.  This was a feature that I had not been aware of.  It was both comforting and terrifying at the same time.

      “Oh—ah, it was a gift,” I quickly replied.  “From my mother.”

      The bouncer nodded understandingly.  “You’ve got a badass for a mom.  It's sweeter looking than the bike chains everyone else is wearing.”

      Taking a glance around the club, I noticed what he was talking about.  A superfluous chain was a common accessory to many outfits, particularly among those going for a Lost Boys 80s greaser-vibe.  At least the Night Flail would fit in, as long as no one looked too closely at it.

      Of course, I might as well be holding a beacon out to all the immortals in a five-mile radius, and staggering around like a drunk didn’t help keep me incognito. After one last check that I was alright, the bouncer returned to his duties, leaving me alone with a displeased looking Lyanne and a dozen sets of eyes upon me.

      Lyanne's voice, while still carrying its usual seductive undertones, also had an edge to it.  “Why did you pull your flail?”

      I held the flail up like a child caught with his hand in the cookie jar.  “Didn't mean to.  It reacted to the number of enemies nearby. We’ve got a shit ton of company here, and it isn’t the squishy kind. The vibe I’m getting is old. Powerful. Feels like we might have stepped in it here.”

      She didn’t share my concern, dismissing my worry with an elegant flick of her hand.  “We'll be fine.  None of them are going to risk their easy feeding ground by attacking you in the open.  We just have to pick the spot of our battle. With them, it’s always about the ground.”

      Lyanne was probably right, but I still didn't feel comfortable being sized up like a piece of meat.  The sooner we picked a battleground, the better.  I had one suggestion.  “How about we go find the bathroom and see who follows us?”

      We circled the main dance floor, past several dark outlets sectioned off by curtains. Through the fabric I could hear moans, laughter, and the occasional grunt of pleasure, all punctuated with drafts of smoke that smelled like the back row of a concert. It was an air of hedonistic pleasure broken only by the thumping music of the club and the random shout of a girl who kept yelling about shitty lighting for selfies.

      Lyanne and I entered the men's room, cautious but confident.  A beady-eyed teenager washing his hands gave Lyanne a strange look but didn't say anything.  My instincts didn’t pick up on any danger, so I ignored the kid and let him slide past us with only the barest of glances.

      For the moment, we were alone.

      “You think it will be a Succubus or Incubus who comes through that door first?” she asked.

      I thought about it for a moment.  “Succubus, probably.  I'm like candy to them, they can't stay away.”

      She pouted.  “Are you saying I can't attract an Incubus just as well?”

      “Dressed like that?”

      Her eyes turned dark.  “Fine.  A wager then?  If it’s a Succubus, you win.  An Incubus, I win.”

      “And the stakes?”

      A dark smile to go with the eyes. “The winner gets to have a night with Eve first. If she’s game, of course, but I can’t imagine she’ll say no. I think she might even be able to teach me a thing or two,” Lyanne said thoughtfully.

      “Really? Interesting. I accept your wager, and I have to say—the idea of someone knowing more about pleasing the human body than you makes me—well, how do I put this delicately?” I nodded toward my crotch and leered at her, earning a bark of laughter.

      “Jesus, you’re adapting to this lifestyle rather well,” Lyanne said through her laughter.

      “I blame you. And your mouth. And your vagina, as long as we’re spreading blame around. Hey, speaking of spreading—wait, showtime,” I said, looking toward the door.

      The door opened, revealing a tall, pasty man in black hoodie.  At first, I was disappointed, thinking that Lyanne had just won our bet, but at second glance I realized there was no way this guy could be an Incubus.  Not only was my danger sense barely registering a tingle, but he was pale and lanky, with the vibe of a guy who thought the sun, activity, and women were all equally dangerous.

      The pasty man gave us a gloomy look. He was a cutout of tortured emotional baggage, but with less body fat. “You made quite a scene out there.  Well, you got my attention.”

      I cast a sidelong glance at Lyanne.  “He's not one of them, is he?”

      She sighed.  “No, he looks like a Griefer.  Kind of like a vampire, but they feed on sadness.”

      “Oh. How pointless,” I said.

      The Griefer snarled.  “Hey!  I'm an immortal!  And I don't just feed on sadness, but all negativity.”

      I ignored him.  “So, who won then?”

      Lyanne also disregarded the intruder.  “I don't know.  A draw, maybe?”

      “So who gets Eve?”

      The sadness-vampire was fed up with our disregard for his status as a badass, so he rushed me, teeth bared and swinging yellow claws that appeared in a flash.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake—” I said,

      I wasn’t sure how my Night Flail would work on creatures other than Succubi and Incubi, as it had been my impression that the weapon had been specifically designed for that cause.

      Only way to tell was to test it.

      The weapon lashed out, a straight shot directly at the Griefer's face.  There was no searing or light effects when the flail connected, confirming my suspicions that the weapon was not designed for this kind of work.  What there was, however, was a tremendous amount of force. When in doubt, a solid hit with hard metal can work wonders on an undead skull.

      The vampire leaned his head forward to bear his fangs, and when the flail hit it snapped back with a sickening crack.  His body was launched by the excess force and slammed into one of the stalls.

      It was all rather anticlimactic, all things told.  The body came to rest against the toilet and slowly began to turn to ash.

      I brought the Night Flail back to my hand, then shrugged.  “Well, that was easy.  Guess now we wait to see who is next?”

      Lyanne and I stood around in the men's room for another quarter of an hour until it became clear no one else was coming.  My instincts were calm, not picking up on any creatures coming near the restroom.

      “Doesn't look like anyone else is going to fall into the trap,” I said, disappointed.

      Lyanne plucked with agitation at the dress she had been made to wear tonight.  “They must have sensed the power of your weapon.  Only the Griefer was inexperienced enough to not realize its danger. He was a rookie. An idiot.”

      I cursed inwardly. “He was a fucking wet blanket, too. Good riddance.” I sighed, disgusted at my lack of control. “That was a mistake when I couldn't stop the Night Flail from coming out on its own.”

      She pulled off one of her frilly bracelets and tossed it onto the floor.  “Then we just need to get more aggressive.”

      We returned to the main dance floor and noticed that the crowd had thinned, which made some sense if we’d tipped our hand to the immortals staling their prey. I cursed inwardly again at the dancing humans, all garden-variety club patrons with no idea that they’d been in the presence of undead killers. Seems I had accidentally snuffed the party.

      My instincts did pick up on two Succubi making their way together toward the front doors.  I pointed them out to Lyanne and the two of us trailed after them in a discreet tumble, eager to keep up.

      Our targets stopped off to the side of the valet station.  I pressed myself against the wall of the club's entryway and peered over to get a better look.  One was a tall brunette, athletically built and dressed in tight black dress that was cut low enough that her breasts seemed ready to burst free with every breath, a view that was, in my humble opinion, not bad. The other was small Asian woman, with short black hair cut in a boyish manner that accentuated a fierce yet enticing face, all atop a petite body.

      The smaller woman was rapidly tapping on her phone while the other woman paced in front of them, puffing furiously on a thin cigarette. They were clearly tense, and I was sure I was the source of their discomfort. The Asian woman brought the phone up to her ear and tapped her foot impatiently.  After almost a minute of waiting she spoke.  “Hello?  Finally!  Look we've got a problem. What? Yeah, I know this fucking number is supposed to be for emergencies only, but Tandi needs to hear— listen to me for a second!  You know that stranger that has been stalking our haunts?  Yeah, the one that dusted Ragan and made Eve disappear. He's here! At the Oil and Water!  He just strolled in the front door and pulled out a weapon that reeks of . . . well, I can't describe it, but it feels like death.  I don't know if he attacked anyone yet, most everyone cleared out right away.”

      She was silent for a while as the person on the other side spoke.  The brunette stopped pacing and froze looking at the phone.

      The one with the phone got visibly angry.  “What do you want us to do?  Attack him!?  It would be fucking suicide!  Every one of us in that room hit him with a Charm the moment he stepped in and he just shrugged it off.  You know how strong Eve was, and now she's just . . . gone!  No dust, no anything!  And I know you must have heard the same rumors as me about that powerful freelancer upstate who also just vanished.  No, thank you.  We need to get word to Tandi to send one of her Sisters of Pain—”

      The smaller woman went silent and looked at her phone. “She hung up. Fuck me, if we want to get word to Tandi . . .”

      That seemed as good a moment as any to make myself know.  I stepped out from behind the wall, Night Flail dangling from its chain, and grinned at the startled looks that met me.

      “Evening, ladies.  Sorry to bother you, but I couldn't help but overhear you talking about a Tandi.  You wouldn't happen to be talking about Tandi Goren, would you?  I've been trying to find a way to send a message to her myself. I find her intensely interesting.”

      The brunette hissed, her face twisted up in unalloyed rage. “You!”

      “Yes, me,” I said lightly. “The one you were talking about on the phone.  You know, the one who has been dismissing Tandi's servants. May I use that term? Dismissing? It sounds so much more civilized than—well, I’m sure you know what I mean.  How does she feel about that, by the way? I'd been hoping to get her attention, but so far, not a dinner invitation.  Maybe you two could help me out?” I added with an optimistic grin.

      The Asian woman backed up a step, her eyes darting around like she was looking for an opportunity to run.  The brunette, however, stood her ground, looking ready to rip my throat out.  I got a good look into her eyes and saw only hostility and hatred there.  There was no trace of humanity, which made my decisions that much easier.

      Keeping my calm demeanor, I continued. “As I see it, we have two options.  We can have a nice chat, you can tell me what I need to find this Tandi person, and I might be feeling generous enough to let you go.  Or you resist, and—well, I'd say ask Ragan what happens, but he isn't in any position to answer.”

      That was the breaking point for the brunette, and she rushed me.  She was fast-- faster than any of the other Succubi I had fought. As I lashed out with the flail, she twisted her body in a serpentine fashion, and the strike soared past her with a whistle of air that split my senses. Her claws reached for my neck, and I barely managed to get the flail in place for a hard deflection, saving me from a wound that might have been fatal. She was pissed.

      She snaked around me, a speedy blur twisting and contorting unnaturally as she came around my back, her teeth bared in a rictus of fury.  I whipped the Night Flail over my head and the Succubus had to dive for the ground to avoid being beheaded. She slithered across the ground, her fangs protruding as she opened her jaw to bite my leg, but I ignored my instinct to jump back and kicked instead.  My foot connected under the Succubus's jaw and sent her howling to the ground, spitting teeth and saliva in bloody strings.

      I lost my balance and stumbled back to the wall of the club, before stabilizing myself with one hand as I continued to swing the flail with a hypnotic lethality. The Succubus was struggling to get back to her feet, clutching at her shattered jaw.  I saw several of her fangs on the ground in front of her, glistening with a repulsive sheen.  Before she could recover, I lashed out with the Night Flail again as she whirled to run, but the flail took her in the back.

      The points of my weapon exploded through her chest in a cone of gore that was only overcome by the sound of sizzling flesh. Immediately, her body began to sublime, the ashes whispering away before I could catch my breath for the next round.

      That was one Succubus down and no information gained. I needed a prisoner, not ashes, and in a blur I moved toward the direction the other Succubus had gone, her small footfalls already fading into the night.

      Lyanne was already turning the corner to round the building.  “Stop playing around, love.  The other one’s getting away!”

      Around the building, over a fence, and ducking past some dumpsters, I followed Lyanne, again appreciating how agile she was.  The remaining Succubus rushed through a service entrance at the back of the club and slammed the door shut.  Lyanne reached the door a second later, tried the handle and found it locked, then shouldered it open while barely breaking stride.

      I passed through the service entrance after them, following Lyanne through a dark corridor and into what seemed like a metal refrigerator.  When I finally caught up and saw what was in front of me, I froze.

      Floating in the air before us was a spiral of radiating red energy.  That was the best way I could describe it.  It was like a pool of blood red water that someone had stirred with a massive spoon, pulsing with a faint but consistent glow, the edges contracting and expanding in a hypnotic pattern that was primal and seductive, all at once.

      Lyanne stood with one hand on her hips, looking uncomfortably at the pool of energy.  “A portal.  No way to tell what is on the other side, but our friend must have jumped through.”

      “So there could be any number of enemies waiting for us. Think Tandi is behind it?”

      “There's only one way to find out.  Oh, we are about to lose our chance!”

      As I watched, the portal began to shrink as the energy faded, dull streaks gaining purchase in the swirling mass right before our eyes.  Fearing losing my one lead, and acting on a minor hunch, I lashed out with the Night Flail.  The flail crossed through the portal and went taut.  The portal squealed in protest, the energy spinning more rapidly and producing a sound like a struggling engine, but higher pitched with a note of nearly human pain. The chain grew tighter around my arm as the portal tried to pull it from me.  It was somewhat painful, but I seemed to have stopped the portal from closing, and the flail hadn’t let me down yet.

      Lyanne gave a small clap.  “My, Kurt, aren't you full of surprises?”

      I grunted, trying to cover up the growing pain in my arm.  “Yeah, I'm awesome.  Hey, let's go through already.”

      Perhaps sensing my discomfort and finding it amusing, Lyanne chose to saunter slowly through the portal.  At least I got a good look at her ass, which she knew because she turned and a gave me a saucy wink.  I followed behind, dropping the other end of the chain right as I passed through.

      I stepped into a dark tunnel.  The air was thick and humid, with the smell of mold and dust making it unpleasant to breath.  The only light came from the glow of the portal. It illuminated the metal tracks and black stone walls.  My time with the urban explorer's The Dark Places of New York allowed me to recognize this as a forgotten subway tunnel when I saw it.

      My instincts were not picking up anything in the vicinity.  Succubi could move fast, so it was possible that my target had just sprinted at full speed down the tunnel the moment she passed through the portal.  Even still, it was strange to think that there was nothing around here.  There had to be some reason the portal led to this specific tunnel.

      The problem was I was currently restricted in my search area by the length of the Night Flail.  The chain was the only thing keeping the portal from closing, leaving us stranded in the middle of a tunnel that led to--- well, someplace unknown and dangerous.  I needed to take a gamble.  Trusting my danger-sense to be reliable and that there were really no Succubi or Incubi around, I unwrapped the chain of the flail from my arm.  For the first time since I had picked it up shortly after my mother's death, I let the weapon go.

      To my relief, the Night Flail let me drop it, maintaining its position holding the portal open.  The weapon flashed a kind of sentience at times, and there had been the distinct worry that it might not let me release it at all.

      I felt naked without it; even defenseless, but Lyanne's presence was comforting.  The former Succubus had lost the majority of her power, and yet she was utterly unshakeable.  The worst agitation she ever showed was minor discomfort, and her confidence made me confident. We fed on each other just as she used to feed on men, but now, it was a mutually beneficial dynamic that made us both more powerful.

      Lyanne sensed my trepidation and gave me a promising smile.  “Come, let us look around quickly so we can leave this place.  I’m eager to return home and remove this outfit.  If you're good, I'll let you remove it for me.”

      That was all the motivation I needed to stride bravely down the tunnel.

      The t-shirt and jeans I was wearing didn't have room for all my gear, such as the high-powered flashlight, but I did have my phone with its flashlight application, which served us well enough as we followed the tracks.  I ran the light up and down the walls until we came across a steel access door that was slightly ajar.  After focusing for a moment to make absolutely sure I wasn't feeling even the slightest tingle of an unnatural creature beyond, I pushed the door open.

      It seemed as though we’d been transported back to the 1920s.  Incandescent lights in an old-fashioned lantern illuminated a room of gaudy opulence—silk and velvet upholstery in eye-catching colors, bright gold paint on the walls broken up only by expensive looking portraits, and spiraling jewel fixtures that served no purpose other than looking valuable.  We might as well have just walked onto the set of The Great Gatsby.

      In a connecting room were a row of mechanical typewriters beside a few sturdy metal file-cabinets.  The cabinets got my hopes up when I noticed they were unlocked, but unfortunately one cabinet after another proved to be completely empty except for dust and one angry rat that squeaked with indignation before scurrying away.

      It was the next room over that caught our attention.  The décor stopped suddenly at the door, leaving the bare stone walls and hard floors.  Along the walls were dark metal chains, and they weren’t rusted or damaged. They were solidly bolted to the wall and intended to stay in place.

      It felt like a torture chamber, because that’s what it was.

      The floors were stained with lurid red and black fluids, the pattern random.  Scratches in the wall and ceiling formed symbols that were familiar to me, though it took me a minute to realize why: they were the symbols that appeared on a Succubus's chest when I struck them with the Night Flail.

      There was no question that the torture was being done to Succubi, but the purpose was unclear.  There was no need for them to torture the men they intended to use for food, as their victims would feed them regardless of their will. A Succubus overwhelmed men with her magical seduction, leaving a husk. There was no need to break the victims. They lunged into the arms of their killers, and they died willingly, awash in pleasure that blinded them to the danger.

      I was going to ask Lyanne's opinion when I noticed the pale expression on her face.  For the first time since I’d met her, the former Succubus was openly shaken.

      “This is a place where they turn them,” she whispered.  “This is where they make Succubi.”

      No wonder she looked so haunted.  This wasn’t just a torture chamber. It was an unholy place where life died and evil bloomed. “Were you turned here?”

      She shook her head.  “Not here.  Somewhere similar, though.  I recognize the symbols.  The place I was brought was a bit more . . . elaborate, but the concept is the same.”

      We looked around for some time, hoping for some sign of the Succubus we chased, or who operated here, but it was empty.  By the thin layer of dust atop everything, it seemed as if this facility had not been used in a while.  It looked like it was going to be a failed mission.

      As we were leaving, Lyanne noticed something on the ground and bent to pick it up.  She held up what appeared to be a bit of broken glass at first glance, though when I saw its reflective qualities in the light, I realized it must have come from a mirror.

      “Whatch'ya got there?” I asked.

      She held it up to get a better look in the lantern light.  “Possibly nothing.  Might be something.”

      I knew not to push her, as she was clearly working through angles and possibilities. We moved on, leaving the horrific room behind us with a sense that we’d escaped something, even though it had been in disuse for some time.

      We backtracked through the tunnel until we came back to the portal, still pulsing with malignant light.  It was a moment of great relief for me when I picked the Night Flail back up and wrapped its chain back around my arm.

      I felt whole again, though disappointed about coming up empty.  “Guess this was a bust, huh?”

      Lyanne held up the broken mirror shard to the light of the portal.  “Maybe. Let's not worry about it now. How about we get into a bath, and you scrub all this junk off me?”

      I tried not to smirk, and failed. Sometimes, failing doesn't feel so bad.
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      Lyanne decided to spend an extra day in New York.  Apparently, she refused to get on another plane in the outfit Eve had provided her and wanted to go shopping for something that made her feel human again—preferably tasteful and expensive.  I for one was eager to get back home and spend some time thinking over what we had learned, seeing if I could think of anything we’d heard or seen that might give us our next lead. The city was oppressive past a certain point, and my combat awareness could only stay at a high level for so long.

      I was still stripping off the remnants of my Hot Topic nightmare when Eve came into my room to find me.  “I have to say, very few people could pull off the 'Bad Boy Dracula' vibe, but you really have it down.”

      “You picked it out,” I protested, but she dismissed my concern with a lopsided grin.

      She picked up one of the discarded wristbands.  “Well, anything for the mission, right?  Did it help you blend in?”

      “Kind of?”  I remembered with embarrassment how quickly I had drawn all the attention in the club to myself.  “I'm sure Lyanne will want to be here when we share the story with you. You know how dramatic she can be.”

      “Dramatic?” Eve asked.

      “Have you seen how she dresses? If I didn’t reign her in, she might wear a robe and stalk the halls at night. Yes, dramatic.”

      “You might be right.” She furrowed her brow, then grinned again. “Okay, you are right. Although drama would be better than death by boredom.”

      “Sorry you got left alone here,” I offered.

      Eve came over and sat on my bed.  “It was actually for the best.  I needed some private time to think. This was quite a shift. For all of us, really.”

      I had to focus to keep myself from being distracted by Eve being so close to me on the bed. She smelled of soap and something like flowers, and her hand brushed mine with a light touch. I considered having her, and what that would mean. Every aspect of a night with Eve seemed like a brilliant idea, and her smile only drove that point home. When UI saw her smile falter, mine did too.

      “What did you need time to think about?” I asked, hoping she would open up.

      “Being human.”  Her face looked wistful.  “It’s been a while.  I was trying to remember what it was like.”

      “Who were you?”  I realized that I phrased that poorly.  “I mean, before you became a Succubus.  Who was Eve, the woman? The sister, the friend?”

      Her eyes were a million miles away.  “A traveler. I wanted to see the world, and I had succeeded in many regards. I had been all over Europe, Asia, the Americas. I hated being in any place for too long, so I never put down roots, only ever staying put long enough to earn enough money for my next trip.  My next trip was supposed to be to Japan, but . . . well, Tandi had other ideas.”

      The pain in her voice made my wince.  Here was a woman who had the whole of the world as her domain.  Being suddenly confined to one place, even a city as grand as New York, must have felt like being put in a gilded cage.  “I guess that means you won't be staying with us long?”

      Eve's eyes were uncertain.  “I don't know.  That seems like a different lifetime, and I don't know if that’s me anymore.  Maybe I will go ahead with my plans for Japan.  Maybe I'll revisit some of my favorite places in Greece and Italy, see if I can't reconnect with the person I used to be by reliving those memories.  But it was all so long ago, and the world has changed even more than I have, if such a thing is possible.  Will those locations from my memories be the same, or will I find myself in a strange place I have no connection to?”

      “Then you make new memories.”

      She didn’t seem reassured.  “Is it that easy?  I don't know who I am anymore.  I'm no longer a Succubus, but I'm not sure if I'm the woman I used to be, either.  Do I just start over, make new memories, as if the slate has been cleared?”

      “The past is a different country, I heard someone say. When I had to leave the army, it became a memory—a different place, no longer where I was and not somewhere I could return to. I stumbled into this life as a hunter, and I knew it was like nothing I could ever fathom, but—her I am. Here you are. You’re a different version of that woman, though your core might be the same. What do you want to do about it?” I asked her.

      Eve laughed and visibly relaxed.  “When you say it like that, I believe it could be possible to find a version of me I can live with, despite my—well, despite my sins. My history. Either way, I'm not going anywhere until Tandi is dealt with. We still have unfinished business.”

      She shifted and pressed her body closer to mine.  “You know, there are many things about being human that I missed.”

      I was terribly aware of the heat from her breath, the rise and fall of her chest, the curves of her lips. “Tell me.”

      Her tone became playful.  “Such as sex for desire's sake. As a Succubus, it’s about sustenance, necessity.  But, if my human memories serve me, sex can be quite . . . pleasurable.”

      My heart was beating out of my chest.  “I'd be happy to remind you, if you'd like.”

      She smiled and pulled me closer.

      “Been a while?” I asked her as we leaned in to kiss. Her breath was sweet and warm.

      “Too long. I feel- nervous? Seeing you so close makes me feel butterflies, because you’re a real man, not just something I need.” She touched my face, and it was gentle, but uncertain. We kissed, softly at first but gaining confidence as it went on, her head tilting to the left out of instinct. I sat on the bed and put her in my lap, our lips never breaking contact.

      There must have been echoes of her ability, because my erections strained at my pants in seconds. Then again, it might have been simple biology—she was an exquisite woman, and I was man who knew what he was holding. With the ease of repetition, she unbuttoned my pants and pushed at them, pulling me out as she lifted her simple cotton skirt. The heat of her was close, real, and intense, and she was ready.

      I was too.

      She pushed down on me, eyes closed as she made room. She was a small woman, and it took a small series of thrusts to get all the inside her all the way. She stopped moving, her full lips parted and head thrown back.

      “I’d forgotten about this,” she said in a low ripple of laughter, beginning to move on me again, up and down in a smooth motion that was natural as wind.

      “Worth the wait?” I asked into her ear, my voice rough with need. As a Succubus, Eve had been lethal. As a woman, she was perfect.

      “Worth it,” she said, then lowered herself to kiss me again before pulling back to make eye contact. There was a question on her face.

      “What is it?” I asked, but noticed that she never stopped moving. She put my hands on her breasts as I got rid of the rest of her clothes. I needed to see and touch all of her.

      “Can you—can you do this more than once?” she asked.

      I considered a snappy rejoinder, but since she clenched around me to the root, I decided against it. When you’re buried to the hilt in a beautiful woman, sometimes it’s just better to keeps things simple and honest.

      “Yes. Will you have me again?” I asked.

      “Yes. Can you shut up and come now? Because I’m going to, and IU don’t want to go alone,” she said as tremors raced across her face, eyelids flickering in delicious agony as her orgasm took her without mercy. She was so tight, it made me follow right along, coming in three hard bursts that lifted my hips and bounced her like she was on a dodgy carnival ride.

      She slowed her pace, then lowered her eyes, opening them to regard me below sleepy lids.

      “Like you remembered?” I asked.

      She kissed me. “Better. No guilt, and—just better.”

      Then she reached back and caressed my thighs, dragging her nails across the sensitive skin there. My reaction was instant, and we began moving as if we’d never stopped.

      She leaned to my ear, flicking her tongue across the edge. “Definitely again.”
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      Lyanne returned from New York early in the morning and found Eve and I in bed, wrapped up in covers and each other in that dreamless slumber that only good sex can bring.  I had that momentary flare of concern brought on by years of a life that meant one woman in my bed at once. Judging by Lyanne’s smile, those days were gone, though she did give me a mock glare for beating her to the punch with Eve.

      “Seems like you had a busy night.  Well, it's time for you both get dressed.  We have things we must discuss, despite how. . .appetizing your morning must be,” Lyanne said.

      Eve and I dressed and regrouped with Lyanne in the living room.  She was calmly sipping wine and had two more glasses poured for us.  I thought it was early for drinking, but when Lyanne started in on the story of our time at the club I quickly drained my glass.  Eve sounded amused at our misadventures, breaking out into uncontrolled laughter when I recounted how the Night Flail had come to me unbidden and rang the bell of danger for every immortal in the place.

      Wiping tears from her eyes, she offered a word of consolation.  “They probably would have noticed you eventually, with your smell.  But this is much funnier. I like the idea of you instantly going to arms. It’s almost medieval.”

      We continued the story through the Succubus's phone conversation, the chase through the portal, and the conversion dungeon we discovered in the abandoned subway tunnel.  When I mentioned the broken mirror shard that Lyanne had found, Eve's eyes lit up.

      I stopped mid-sentence when I saw the look.  “You know what the mirror shard is?”

      Eve smiled knowingly.  “Possibly.  Would you allow me to see it, Lyanne?”

      Lyanne already had the shard in hand.  “I was hoping you would ask.”

      Eve spent some time looking the piece of mirror over, running her fingertips over the surface as if she was reading braille.  She gave it a final, decisive swipe with her thumb, then titled her head in thought.

      “What is it?” I was impatient. She knew something.

      She tsked.  “Give me a second.  I've only used one of these once before, because I wasn't high enough ranking to get my own.  But if I remember the combination right . . .”

      To my surprise, the mirror started ringing. Like a phone. The surface flashed blue and white a few times, then a woman's face that was decidedly not Eve's was reflected back at her.

      The woman in the mirror blinked in confusion.  “Eve?  Is that you?  I thought you were dead!  Where are you?”

      Eve’s smile was full of venom, and it was a new side of her that meant she was a true fighter.  “I'm staying with a friend, Tandi.  Don't worry about me.” She pretended to think for a second, then added, “actually, he’d like to speak to you. I think you should.”

      She handed the mirror shard to me, and for the first time I came face-to-face, so to speak, with Tandi Goren.

      Tandi had olive skin, the color of the people of the Mediterranean, or perhaps the Middle East.  Her eyes were crystalline blue, leaping out from her dark skin, and her hair was ginger red, flowing in natural curls. Under her small nose were full, red lips that commanded my attention, parted to reveal even white teeth better than any money could buy.  Of course, she was evil, but I allowed myself a natural flash of lust at her perfection because she was a Succubus, and knowing my enemy was part of the battle.

      It was also, in this case, reason enough to look two times.

      Her expression was neutral as she looked at me.  “You must be the one I've been hearing so much about. The—man, let’s say—who’s been irritating my servants.”

      “I wouldn't say I’m an irritation,” I replied lightly.  “Hunting.  Hunting is a better word.”

      Not the slightest quiver of her lips.  “And why, may I ask, are you hunting my servants?”

      I gave an exaggerated shrug.  “It seemed like a thing to do.  You know, a way to kill a Friday night.  Life can be terribly boring without a little excitement, and your servants, as you call them, are quite the distraction.”

      Still, she didn’t rise to my bait, choosing to give me a small sigh of resignation, like a parent to a child.  “I do wish you would find another way to occupy your time, dear Hunter.  Your reckless actions have been hurting my business.”

      For my part, I tried to sound apologetic.  “Sorry. I'm sure your stockholders must be devastated.”

      “Not as devastated as you will be.”  She let the implication of those words linger in the air.  “You and I will talk again, Hunter.  I believe you will find our next conversation to be less pleasant.”

      “I'd love to have a talk with you sometime, in person.  I've been trying to find you, actually, but you're a tough one to track.  Maybe you'd like to arrange a meeting?”

      Her mouth curled up into a smile, but her voice was fat with poison.  “Oh, you shouldn’t worry about that little task, hunter.  You might not be able to find me, but I can find you, and I assure you we will have words soon.  It's been too long since I've been to the countryside, anyway.”

      My bravado wavered as the meaning of her words hit me-- she knew where we were.

      She saw the change in my expression and her voice purred with confidence.  “You've knocked on my door.  I think it's only proper that I knock on yours.”

      The image disappeared and the mirror again reflected blue and white.  I expected it to go dark and return functioning as a mirror, and I was about to ask Eve is there was any way we could use the shard to get more information, when another image appeared in the reflection—a dark room, lit only by small beams of red in the ceiling.  A woman in chains, her eyes covered with a thick cloth, her mouth gagged.  The scene changed, then-- a dusty room full of old books, lit by a row of candles.  A woman curled up in a fetal position, rocking gently back and forth.  Again, the scene changed, and this time it was a lavish apartment with a view of the city, the expensive furnishings covered in blood.  A naked woman tied to the bed, her body covered in vivid welts.  The scene returned to the first darkened room, but focused on a separate woman, this one unbound but motionless, staring blankly at the red lights above as if her soul was being deconstructed by the unseen torment she was enduring.

      I could only watch in horror as the four scenes repeated themselves, rotating through the victims Tandi had captured and was twisting to her own dark purposes.

      Eve was looking over my shoulder at the images now.  Her face was set in stone, lips pressed in a grim line.  “This is how she does it.  How she converts women to Succubi.  I can't believe she has this many at once. . . the power needed is unlike anything I’ve ever heard of.”

      My eyes were still fixed on the disturbing sights.  “This is happening right now?  This is live?”

      She growled her assent.  “These women are in the late stages of being 'prepared.'  She has them tortured until their will is nearly shattered, then she uses the curse.  Then, they are tortured some more until every part of what made them human is gone and nothing remains but the monster; the husk, if you will, an empty vessel into which she pours the curse and its eternal hunger.  Only the barest shred of my own humanity survived, but only because I ignored it . . . forgot about it, until you.”

      It was clear she was having a tough time holding it together, and I wanted to tell her that she didn’t need to continue, but her information could be helpful to saving these women so I said nothing.

      Lyanne gently asked the next question. “Tandi can turn that many Succubi?  I know that some powerful ones can create more than one, but I thought only demons could create a legion like that.”

      Eve's voice cracked up, and she had to try twice to speak her next sentence.  “Yes.  I wasn't important enough to get all the details, but it’s some kind of Blood Magic. It’s deeper than the simple theft of life. It’s at the building blocks of life, magic, and death, all braided together in an unholy alliance.

      In the mirror shard, a new figure came into the scene in the penthouse.  The figure was in dark robes and pale lace gloves, but the most notable feature was the mask, blank and devoid of any features, even eyeholes.  It was made of a creamy white material.  Ivory, and old, judging by the patina and cast to it.

      As the masked figure approached the bed, the woman strapped to it began to struggle and scream.  Mercifully, the scene changed before I had to witness what was about to happen.

      Eve was shuddering, her breathing coming in rapid gulps.  She was terrified.  “The Sisters of Pain. Tandi's enforcers. I've heard they’re the result of the Succubus transformation gone wrong.”

      Lyanne jumped to her feet.  “Wait, a failed transformation? Doesn't that kill the woman?”

      It took Eve a moment to calm down enough to explain. “Yes.  I mean, usually. The Sisters exist in the twilight between life and death. Part of the Blood Magic used in the curse. They're stronger, faster, and completely immune to fear, because their minds are nearly completely gone.  They exist only to fulfill Tandi's orders, and they feed their addiction to inflicting pain.”

      My own heart rate was increasing now. I had grown used to Succubi and Incubi to the point they no longer fazed me, but these Sisters of Pain were a new and terrible wrinkle in the pantheon of immortals.

      Not that I was going to let that stop me from hunting them. If they were devoid of fear, then I could master mine.  “These women need our help.  Can you identify where they are being held?”

      Eve forced herself to look into the mirror shard, as painful as it was to her.  She watched each scene several times, and finally she nodded.  “Yes.  I think so.  They’re not places I have been, but I’ve heard about them in passing when I was . . . working with some of the other Succubi.”

      “How long do we have before they are fully converted?”

      The two former Succubi exchanged a look.  It was Lyanne who answered. “It depends on how strong the will of these women is. It could be hours, could be days.”

      I rose from my seat and stood in front of my two companions in war.  They were both shaken from this experience, from the memories that had been forced to the surfaced.  But I needed them now more than ever.

      “Three sites. Four women. Limited time.” I laid it all out. “And after that, Tandi herself, though I imagine she will come for us when that happens. Are you with me?”

      They didn't need to verbally express their agreement. The look in their eyes was enough.

      The real battle was about to begin.
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      Our first target was the woman we’d witnessed being tortured in the penthouse.  Eve could only narrow our search to a block of apartment buildings she knew Tandi liked to recruit women out of.  By sending pictures of the skyline to Sara, we were able to identify the exact building in Chelsea.

      I wasn't taking any chances with this one, gearing myself up with every weapon and piece of equipment that Lyanne and I had purchased over the past few months.  I then decided to dump most of it because it was weighing me down and I needed to be mobile if I was going to fight a fast-moving Succubus. Eve volunteered for the role of equipment caddy, carrying all extra stuff in case I needed it. I would use my body, my mind, and something really fucking sharp.

      Lyanne, on the other hand, was ready for combat.  She dressed in a skin-tight black outfit that made her look like a Bond girl, though she assured me it was a designer brand, even giving me a flirtatious twirl that finished with a savage kick.

      “That’s fucking hot,” I said, with an appreciative smile.

      “I know,” she said, blowing me a kiss. I like that kind of confidence.

      In the lining of her boots were hidden holsters where she kept a pair of pistols, and she had a set of knives tucked up against her arms under her sleeves.  She was determined to be my backup during these missions, and I was not about to and dissuade her.

      We drove up to the apartment building early in the morning, hoping Tandi was expecting us to make our move under the cover of night.  Plus, it wouldn't hurt to not have to fight in the dark for once.

      The building manager was not thrilled about the idea of letting a few strange people into his ridiculously overpriced apartment.  Lyanne still had some of her supernatural Charm, and with a few bats of her eyes and a little magical pulling she not only had the manager letting us in but offering us the key the penthouse so we could “surprise our old friends.”

      Eve, who had no supernatural powers remaining except her stunning body and smile, was made to wait down the hall, but she had her own role to play-- she had the best knowledge of the Blood Magic used in Tandi's curse and was our best bet in stopping it from progressing further.  Not to mention she was stocked up on first aid supplies and the knowledge of how to use them, which might come in handy if we got our asses handed to us.

      Lyanne and I approached the penthouse door and prepared for the fight ahead.

      She looked as collected and erotic as ever, her outfit being better suited to an evening in bed with me, but she moved with comfort and ease as we stalked forward to rescue a woman in the throes of having her soul shattered.

      “I’m going in first,” I said. “You sneak around and get to the prisoner. Only get involved in the fight if I'm in serious trouble. Otherwise, your duty is to free and protect the woman.”

      I might as well have been reading off a grocery list for all the effect it had on Lyanne.  “It’s your show. I’m ready when you are.”

      A deep breath, one last paranoid check to make sure the Night Flail was ready, and I put the key in the door.

      The inside of the penthouse was a scene from hell itself.  Modern art decorated the walls and a number of display cases, plush seating surrounded a table covered in pretentious magazines about business tycoons and upcoming artists, and shelves were filled with nick-knacks from a dozen different cultures, arranged with little care to their significance.

      And it was all covered in a thin layer of dried blood.

      In the center of the room was the source of the blood-- the body of a man that had been torn open at the torso and left to rot like a child's discarded doll.  His face was mangled, but the little I could make out resembled the description of the penthouse's owner given to us by the building manager.

      Beyond the spacious living room, the bedroom doors were open, revealing the bed with the sprawled, naked form of the woman we came here to save strapped to it.  And standing right in front of that door was the Sister of Pain.

      She stood perfectly still, not even seeming to breath.  If I didn't know better, I might have mistaken her for a statue, but I could sense the hatred emanating from her spirit, like the first winds of an oncoming storm.  I was certain she was looking at me, though her mask had no eyeholes so I could not be certain.

      What was most unsettling had to be what she did to my danger instinct.  It was fuzzy, like static on a radio, an impression of danger that could not quite form a clear picture.  There was no chill to tell me I was being observed, either.  It was as if the instincts granted to me by the Night Flail were themselves unsure how to treat this creature.

      I took a few hesitant steps forward, flail dangling.  Behind me, I was barely aware of Lyanne skirting around the edge of the room to take the long route to the bedroom.  The Sister of Pain did not react.

      For a brief time, I allowed myself the foolish belief that maybe we could catch the almost-Succubus sleeping.  Sleeping on her feet seemed appropriate for a creature of her construction.  I twirled the flail gently from the end of its chain and stepped within range of a strike.

      The Night Flail lashed out, and the Sister leaped into action.  Literally.  From a dead standstill she jumped straight up into the air, launching herself so high her head grazed the penthouse's high ceiling, and the flail whipped by under her feet.  I used a snapping motion to bring the flail back to my hand, but the Sister was already descending upon me.  She came from the air feet-first and hit my chest dead center with both heels.  I was launched from my feet by the impact, colliding against a sculpture that looked like a woman with a melted face, before it shattered into so much shrapnel.

      The Sister was moving, her speed so fast she was little more than a blur in my vision.  I struggled to my feet, but my breath had been knocked out of me and my movements were labored.  Fortunately, my body knew what to do, and memory flooded my muscles like a visit from an old friend.  My arm twirled in a swirling motion, the flail spinning at the end of its chain in a ribbon dancer's spiral.  The Sister stopped at the edge of it and bolted to the side to get around.  What she didn’t realize was from this form I could quickly strike at any angle in front of me.

      She came at me from the left. The flail reached out to meet her and she was just barely able to duck in time.  From the right, the flail struck out at her head, just grazing the ivory mask and putting a crack in it before the Sister jerked her entire body at an unnatural angle.  She leaped and came at me from above, and the flail cut a vertical path through the air aimed at splitting her down the middle.  The Sister turned her leap into a somersault by circling her body close, but she wasn’t able to move her legs out of the way in time.  The flail wrapped around her right leg, the flesh erupting in a familiar sizzling sound as the chain wrapped around her exposed skin. With a savage jerk, I pulled her out of the air.

      The room exploded with the sound of the center table being shattered by the Sister crashing into it.  It had been a sturdy piece of furniture, made of faux-marble and reinforced glass, and even though we were enemies, I nodded in appreciation at what an impact it had been.

      The Sister of Pain didn’t seem to mind it much.  She rose steadily from the debris, seemingly unfazed by the impact of the seared black ring of flesh on her leg, the skin still firing from inside the cut as my flail’s magic lingered, eating her bit by bit.  Eve had said they didn’t feel any fear, and it seemed she wasn’t exaggerating. This was a machine made of meat, and she wasn’t close to quitting.

      I wondered how she could see, as ivory wasn’t good for masks or windowpanes, no matter how thinly it was worked.  I thought at first she must have senses similar to my instincts, a knowledge of the general positions of things that allowed her to operate, but her reflexes and precision movement proved that she reacted to her surroundings as quickly as someone with sight. Quicker, in fact. If I could figure out the trick, I could blind her for real and take the advantage.

      We faced off, two cowboys in the street at high noon, me twirling the Night Flail, her standing still as a corpse and just as silent.  With one fluid motion, she untied her robes and exposed a body that had been brutalized, mutilated to the point it barely resembled anything human, and I spared a moment of pity for the woman she had been at one point. There was no person left; only wounds. Only violation. Only pain. Whatever she had become, no one deserved that kind of fate.

      The reason for her sudden flashing became apparent as she reached into her open robes and pulled out a bundle of lethal throwing daggers.  One after another, she flung them at me with a motion so smooth it was nearly hypnotic.  The knives came at me with such force that when the flail intercepted them, I was twisted in place as if absorbing a vicious punch. It took a focused effort to swing the chain around in time to deflect the next one, each parry coming slightly later, each dagger getting slightly closer to me before being knocked off course.

      As the last dagger was tossed, the flail was too far out of position to deflect it in time, so I did the only thing I could think to do and ducked.  The decision probably saved my life as the knife only grazed my shoulder, a small nick thanks to the padding in my coat, instead of piercing my heart.  I rolled back to my feet and arched my arm to strike out with the flail, but the Sister had already used her impossible speed to close the distance between us.  Her fist swung out, but my army hand-to-hand training kicked in and I brought my arm up to block it.  The punch connected with the force of a jackhammer, and my arm up through my shoulder went numb while my whole body was sent stumbling back.  A sharp pain told me that something in my arm had probably cracked.

      Bizarrely, I took note at that moment of how the Sister's fingers were still fingers.  I guessed only full Succubi got the claws.  Good thing, too, or she would have probably ripped my throat out by now.

      I regained my balance and rubbed at my shoulder, trying to get the feeling to return.  My attention was fixed on my enemy and I was ready to react as soon as she moved, but she made no effort to take advantage of my moment of weakness.  She just stood there, that blank mask now marred by a single crack cocked ever so slightly as she observed me.

      That was when I heard something coming from behind the mask.  It was so faint that I could not be sure at first, but with my senses so focused the noise became clearer.  A low moaning sound, but not one of pain.  It was a moan of ecstasy. Pleasure, drinking in my pain and that of others.

      I remembered what Eve had said, about The Sisters of Pain being addicted to inflicting torment, which made them perfect torturers.  It seemed my opponent was getting off on my injuries.  At least that meant she was likely to try and kill me slowly to get the most joy out of it, like a predator savoring the chase.  The flip side, of course, was that when she was done with me, I’d probably wish she hadn't.

      A groan sounded from across the room.  The Sister and I turned simultaneously to Lyanne and the prisoner near the front door of the penthouse.  Lyanne had freed the woman and helped her nearly to the exit while the Sister had been busy with me, and probably would have made it if the woman had not chosen that moment to collapse.

      The Sister bolted toward them and I reacted.  The Night Flail carved a crescent arc as I put all my force behind the swing, the weapon cutting the air with a shrieking whistle.  My target spun rapidly but could not get out of the way in time.  She brought her arms up in a block, her right arm sheltering her body and her left bracing it from behind, and the flail cut right into it with a bite that was savage and deep.

      The stench of burning flesh overpowered even the blood and sweat in the air.  The flail tore a path straight through the Sister's arm, which went flying through the air overhead, and scored a dark burn across the side of her body.

      You'd think losing your arm would cause you to hesitate, at least for a minute, but apparently not for a Sister of Pain.  Her attention back on me, she rushed forward at full force.  I whipped out with the flail once, twice, and again, but the feeling still hadn't fully returned to my shoulder and my movements were sluggish and inaccurate.  She was easily able to sidestep my strikes and move in close to me.  Her remaining hand reached out and grabbed me around the throat, inhumanly strong and free of any uncertainty. This act was going to end in death, no matter what. It was up to me to see to it that the death wasn’t my own.

      She pressed herself so close against me that I couldn't swing the flail as her fingers tightened, choking me so swiftly that stars descended like a curtain of night, and lights began to flash in the periphery of my vision.

      The Sister lifted me from the ground with her unholy strength and I dangled there like a prize held up for the world to see.  Her fingers dug deeper into my neck and I could feel my body begin shutting down from the lack of oxygen, my vision a smeared memory, my chest burning, my mouth open in a desperate attempt to gasp in air.  My feet kicked futilely in desire for purchase on the ground. I heard that ecstatic moaning rise up from behind the mask as she choked the life out of me, one second of her iron grip at a time.

      A thunderous crack split the air around me, and the Sister stumbled, her hands faltering enough that I wrenched myself free.  I dropped to the ground and took greedy gulps of air, not even caring at this point that it all tasted like blood and scorched flesh.

      Lyanne had her gun drawn and pointed at the creature.  As the Sister turned to face her, Lyanne squeezed the trigger again.  The Sister stumbled as the bullet dug into her chest, but she kept her feet.  Bullets continued to pelt her to the same effect, forming small holes in her chest and stomach, which leaked a black, tar-like substance.  The wounds seemed to be little more than a nuisance for the creature

      The trigger clicked as the gun ran empty, and the Sister wasted no time in leaping at Lyanne with silent, murderous intent. I wasted no time intercepting her with a tackle.  The surprise allowed me to get the better of her strength and we both went tumbling to the ground.  I got my knees atop her, and as she grabbed at my legs to throw me off, I brought my arm, and the flail, up for a strike.

      The Night Flail knew where it needed to go.  It pierced through the chest of The Sister of Pain.  She stopped struggling, either accepting her death or welcoming it.  Her body began to burn up from the chest wound, and soon she was a pile of ashes.

      Breathing heavily, body aching, I rose to my feet, swaying with the effort and sheer exhaustion.  “That went about as well as I expected.”

      Lyanne was looking sadly down at the recently liberated woman, who was now eerily still.  “Not quite.”

      It turned out we were too late.  The victim had already been beaten past the point of her life, and by moving her away from the site of the Blood Magic we had effectively killed her.  It was tragic, though still better than allowing her to become one of those monsters.  At least now, she could rest.

      Eve took the loss particularly hard.  She insisted we take the body to the hospital where it would be cared for until someone could identify it.  Neither Lyanne nor I were particularly thrilled with the idea of showing up at the hospital with an unexplainable corpse that had been tortured beyond recognition, but Eve would not be swayed.  Fortunately, the transfer went smoothly.  Eve brought one of the hospital's mortuary assistants out to claim the body and he was practically falling over himself to be of some help to her.  He not only agreed to take custody of the body, but he promised to work day and night until she was identified so her family could make proper arrangements.  No questions asked.

      It was an odd enough exchange that Lyanne remarked on it, saying, “It seems our Eve may not be quite so removed from her power as we once believed.”

      We didn't have time to contemplate the implications of that, however.  Our next target awaited.

      One down.  Two to go.
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      Our next target was the dark room that we had seen two women being kept prisoner in.  Eve had been more certain of this location-- an abandoned firehouse in Harlem. The building had been left empty when city had decided to save some taxpayer money by having another nearby firehouse perform double duty.  Succubi sometimes used it as a halfway house of sorts when they were in the city; a holding point for immortals away from the prying eyes of their prey.

      And now Tandi had turned it into one of her conversion dungeons.  That ended tonight.

      I was still aching all over from my first confrontation with a Sister of Pain.  A brace over my arm helped with the cracked bone, but my shoulder felt like it was filled with broken pottery whenever I moved it too much.  My chest was sore from being drop kicked, and my throat was raw from being strangled.

      In essence, I was not at my best.

      Still, there was no time to sit back and wait to recover.  If the first encounter had taught us anything, it was that time was very limited if we were going to have any chance at all at saving these women.

      Lyanne and I entered the firehouse through a broken window on the side of the building while Eve stayed outside to play lookout.  Inside was pitch black except for the red light provided by a few LED signs above.  It was time for me to try out one of the expensive gadgets Lyanne had purchased for me.

      The smart glasses were still in development, and only those with connections or a lot of money were being allowed to test them.  Lyanne had both.  By using its camera and syncing up with an app on my phone, the glasses were able to display something close to a night-vision view of the room.  It wasn't perfect, though everything was somewhat distorted, and if the app lagged my vision was thrown back into darkness. But it was a far sight better than stumbling through the dark, or walking around with the ridiculously bulky night-vision goggles that Lyanne had purchased for me.

      The building looked like the firefighters who had worked here had one day just left in the middle of one of their shifts and never returned.  Tools lined racks on the walls, uniforms still hung on hooks near the door, and a pinboard by the stairway had bulletins posted about new safety regulations and shift changes.  The fact that this place hadn't been looted over the years was a testament that those who live nearby must be aware, on some subconscious level, that something was not right about this place.

      I couldn't see anyone from the main floor, but I knew they were there.  My danger-instinct had that fuzzy feeling that the Sister of Pain had produced, just as grainy and unclear.  At least one of them was here, anyway.  It was impossible to focus on the image enough to get a number, or figure out exactly where they were.  They could be watching me right now and I wouldn’t know.

      “Split up, but don't go far,” I whispered to Lyanne.  “You know how to find me if you see anything.”

      Lyanne's night-vision was even better than mine with the aid of the glasses, and she could move as silently as a ghost when she wanted, so I wasn't too worried about her as we spread out across the main floor looking for any sign of the Sister or the victims.  I crept up the center stairway to a landing on the second story, and there, hidden in an alcove that must have once been used for storage of some kind, were the prisoners.  One was still chained to the wall where I had seen her in the mirror.  The other now lay flat on her stomach, her face pressed against the floor.  I couldn't be sure from first glance if she was still alive.

      Too much of my attention was on the two Sisters of Pain who stood at either end of the room, their bodies pressed flat against the wall.  After the struggle I’d had with one of them, I was not liking my odds two-on-on.

      Their posture was strange, though.  The Sisters of Pain were bizarre in every way regardless of how they were standing, but I couldn't figure out why they were pressing themselves against the wall like they were until my app lagged and I was momentarily thrown into darkness.  That was when I realized the red LED's above just barely illuminated the two women, and in their dark robes the Sisters were completely invisible against the wall.  Only when the app resumed could I see them again.

      They don't realize I can see them.

      I had an idea based on the surge of hope that fizzed in my blood.  The plan was one that would fail right away if they realized I knew where they were, but if it worked it might help even the odds.  As far as bad ideas went, this was one of my better ones.

      Doing my best to pretend I was not aware of the Sisters, I stepped toward the women.  I knelt down next to the woman on the floor and checked her pulse.  She was alive, if just barely.  The chained-up woman was looking at me with wide eyes.

      I tried to control my breathing as I spoke to not give any indication I knew of the danger just behind me. “You're going to live. I’m here to help.”

      The Sisters took the bait.  The one behind me approached slowly, confident in her stealth, ready to take me by surprise.

      I got the surprise instead, spinning suddenly and lashing out with the Night Flail.  For once, my plan worked, and the flail impacted perfectly at the right spot on the Sister's chest.  She screamed in defiance, a haunting sound like a banshee's cry, but could do nothing as the weapon pierced into her and ended her cursed existence with its merciless touch.

      Before she had even begun turning to ash, I pulled the flail free to swing it overhead at the other Sister, but she was too fast for me.  A force like a freight train hit me as the remaining creature tackled me from the side, and we went flying together down the stairs in a desperate tumble.  I felt the first impact on the back of my head and my glasses were jolted off my face, making the rest of my fall in complete darkness.  The Sister held me in her vice-like grip as we tumbled together down the rest of the steps.  I couldn't see her but I could feel her cold body press against mine, could feel the impact when she took the brunt of a step, and could feel her legs stretching to wrap around mine and lock me in an unbreakable hold.

      For my part, it was all I could do to maintain consciousness as I was battered by the metal steps.  Another knock to the back of my head sent my mind spinning, then an impact on my wounded shoulder sent such sharp spikes of pain through me that I thought I would faint.  For the final step, I landed on my face and my mouth became full of the coppery taste of blood, spooling out in strings as I shouted in anger and agony.

      We hit the bottom with the Sister exerting her powerful force atop me.  She brought her fist down like a hammer on my chest and I felt my ribs creak under the pressure, only by some miracle resisting being broken.  I wouldn't get so lucky a second time.  I reached up blindly in the darkness, looking to grab hold of something to stop her, and felt the edge of her mask. Perfect.

      She didn’t appreciate that because she let out a howl of anger and leapt off of me.  Before I could rejoice and get back on my feet, a kick to my side sent me rolling.  I came to rest under one of the LED's and watched powerlessly as the red-outlined figure brought her foot down on my face.  My hands reached out to try and push her off, but I might as well have been trying to uproot a tree stump.  She gradually increased the pressure on my head until I was sure it was about to burst.

      “Hey!” Lyanne's voice called out in the darkness. “Only I'm allowed that kind of play with him!”

      The Sister was blasted away from me by a jet of high-pressure water.  Lyanne stepped into view holding a firefighting hose, keeping the nuzzle directly pointed at the creature.  The constant jet of water was enough to keep the Sister forced against the wall, despite her strength.  The fact that Lyanne could even hold that hose straight with that much power coming out of it was a testament to her own power.

      Now I had to do my part. Getting up ranked among the greatest challenges of my life. A wave of nausea hit me and I gently picked myself from the ground. Trying to breathe too deep with my sore chest led to a coughing fit, but eventually I forced the world to stop spinning around me and got back to my feet, feeling the world come to a stop, but just barely.

      And none too soon. The Sister was fighting her way forward through the water jet, taking slow step after slow step through the stream toward Lyanne, inexorable as gravity.  Lyanne didn't waver from her position, but she must have known that the hose wouldn't stall her for much longer.

      I got the Night Flail ready for a strike, but it would just be blown away by the water stream if I tried to hit her now.  This had to be timed just right.

      “Lyanne!”

      Like clockwork, Lyanne turned off the hose just as I let the flail fly.  A combination of luck, skill, and the Night Flail's own mind allowed me to hit her right where I needed.  The Sister spasmed as the flail pierced her chest, then she dropped to her knees as her body began to disintegrate.

      Lyanne held up the hose proudly. “What would you do without me?”

      I wanted to give her a playful response, like, “Find someone better with a hose,” our usual back-and-forth, but my jaw was killing me so I just gave her a nod of appreciation.

      We retrieved Eve from outside and brought her up to the two women held prisoner on the second floor.  They were weak, but that seemed to be more from dehydration than the curse, and they recovered some of their strength after drinking some water.  Eve went to work on their wounds and confirmed after a few minutes that they were likely to survive, though they were in desperate need a hospital.  The women were clearly shell-shocked, and at first resisted letting Eve even get close to them, but they soon relaxed around her and let her help them.

      “The Charm effect again?” Lyanne wondered aloud.

      Through the haze of my pain I realized what she’d said was important.  “She's using magic on these women?  I thought I’d removed all of her curse.”

      “I don’t believe she is even doing it intentionally.  We certainly haven’t seen her throwing that power around. Perhaps it is because she is helping people? When she feels she is doing good, that helps her tap into what tiny reserves of her power are still within her.”

      It was a hell of a change, if true.  From Succubi who used her power to hunt and drain men, to a woman who could Charm for the purposes of good.  We would have to observe her more in the future, but the idea seemed solid. It was a tool we could use to our benefit, and I added it to the long list of abilities Lyanne had shown me in a short time.

      We called an ambulance, and as we waited for it to arrive, I went back downstairs to see if I could find something cold to put on my face.  It was a long shot, but maybe the freezer in the break room still worked and had some ice in it, though at this point I'd settle for tossing a frozen TV-dinner on my swollen eye.

      As I reached the bottom of the steps, I sensed something, a presence that had been masked before by the Sisters but was clear now that they were gone.  It was probably foolish to go alone right after I'd been beaten half to death, but sometimes I can be a fool.  I let myself be drawn to it, past the break room, through the locker rooms, and into the showers.  There, floating above ancient soap scum and rusty piping, was another portal.

      This one was already mostly closed, and even if I could have gotten the Night Flail through fast enough to keep it open, I was in no condition for another fight.  But there was something about this one, a cold presence that was at once familiar and strange to me.

      I realized I was being watched through the portal, and only one person could be on the other side: Tandi Goren.

      I smirked, doing my best to hide the pain of my injuries.  And, in fact, they did seem to hurt less now.  Perhaps it was the satisfaction that I was feeling thinking of how Tandi's smug face must look right now.  She had sent me these locations to taunt me, to lure me into a trap.  But now three of her Sisters of Pain were dead and I was still here. I was still coming for her, and I wouldn’t stop until I wrapped the Night Flail around her throat.

      I hoped she was scared—I hoped she felt a sliver of the fear those women had known, having their spirits stripped away under the pain of inhuman torture.  I hoped that she knew, that for all her wealth, all her plotting, all her power, it meant nothing when I existed in this world just to stop her.

      I spoke my mind to the voyeur. “I didn’t think I had a purpose when I was all fucked up in the hospital, but seeing this scene, I do. It’s here, doing this. Stopping you. Come see me sometime, Tandi,” I said, as the portal closed with a petulant whuff.  The scent of brimstone hung in the air, and I knew she understood our conversation was far from over.

      Two down. One to go.
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      The last location was the most surprising-- the library I had visited upon my arrival in New York City.  Eve recognized it as the library's hidden occult room, a sort of basement clubhouse where those with an interest in the arcane gathered.  Those with magical curiosity and zero talent were easy targets for the kinds of deals Tandi offered, power in exchange for servitude, and one of Eve's duties had been to occasionally check in and scout potential targets.  It seemed the rumors I had heard that led me to the library in the first place had some truth to them after all.

      I needed to get some rest before going up against The Sisters of Pain.  Not that I wanted to; if it was up to me, I would have rushed straight to the next battle from the firehouse.  Lyanne and Eve promised to hold me down and tie me to the bed if I tried, and after considering my wounds, my desire for combat wavered.

      To their credit, once I hit the bed in our hotel room in the city, I realized how right they were.  I was so exhausted my eyes shut the moment my face touched the pillow, despite the various aches and pains running all over my body.

      The morning was not kind to me.  First to hit me was dizziness and nausea.  My head felt like I had spent the night pounding tequila shots, but quick probing with my hand on the back of my head revealed several tender lumps that were the true culprits.  The front wasn't too much better, as when I stumbled to the bathroom mirror I saw my face was purple and swollen all over, lurid bruises that were just now blooming into a rainbow of violence on my skin. I looked, quite appropriately, like a man that had fallen down a set of stairs.  But at least my head was distracting me from the aches of my body.

      “A face only a mother could love.”  Lyanne sidled up behind me in the mirror and put her arms around my back.  “But I think I could grow to get used to it. In time.”

      I probed gently at the bridge of my nose, which was tender but thankfully seemed unbroken. “I accept your kind offer. You know, tough times build character.  Just wait, once all the swelling goes down, I'll be more handsome than ever.”

      Lyanne delicately put her hand on my cheek. “Not such a high bar.”

      A few painkillers helped with the aches, and some hot tea helped with the nausea.  With a shower and a fresh outfit, I almost felt human again.  I only hoped the delay had not cost us our window.

      We arrived at the library a little after noon and found the entrance to the basement from the street had been sealed.  Eve knew that there should be some way down to it from the main floor of the building but wasn’t quite sure where.  Our only option, other than sneaking around in employee-only areas and hoping to avoid notice, was to ask someone who worked there.

      As luck would have it, I recognized the man behind the counter.  The bored expression that announced to the world that he didn't want to be there, the trail of smoke that seemed intentionally drawn to the sign forbidding its presence, and the look of discontent when I approached at the thought of being made to do his job.  In a way, the librarian's unchanged ways were a comfort, an anchor that steadied a rapidly changing world.

      I walked up to the counter with my friendliest smile.  “Hey, it's been a while.  You remember me?  I'm the guy who asked you for information on the supernatural creatures of New York.”

      His face didn't show any recognition, though it was possible he just didn't want to waste the energy moving his face muscles. “Are you the one who was hunting werewolves?”

      “No, Succubi. Wait, are there werewolves in New York?”

      “Probably.”

      Lyanne pushed me aside as she came up to the counter.  “Hello, handsome.  I am going to need you to take us to your secret basement occult club now.”

      You would think he had been asked for directions to the bathroom for how little he seemed to care.  “The secret what now?”

      The former Succubus looked at the librarian with a focus that I knew meant she was trying to bring him under her Charm. “Come on, killer, you know what I mean.  I would be most grateful if you showed us. You will be rewarded generously.”

      The extent of the librarian's reaction was a raised eyebrow.  “Fifty bucks.”

      Lyanne's face looked like she had just bitten into something sour. “Fifty bucks?”

      He looked to me. “Each. And then I'll show you.”

      She muttered something under her breath while reaching into her pocket and pulling out a hundred-dollar bill.  The librarian quickly snatched the bill from her hand, pocketed it, then turned on his heels and started speed walking deeper into the library, not even bothering to tell us to follow.  Lyanne and I had to rush around the counter to catch up with him.

      “Losing your touch?” I jokingly mocked Lyanne.

      She did not find it funny. “His sloth is so great it overpowered his lust. Sometimes, the people of New York scare me more than the monsters.”

      The librarian led us past the “History” section, through a door with an “Employees Only” sign on the front, and to a backroom hidden behind a cart of beaten-up pulp romance books.  A narrow staircase leading to plain wooden door was our destination.

      Our guide had no intention of going down with us.  “I don't know what you freaks get up to down there, and really, I don't want to know. Just keep my name out of it.”

      I waved smoke out of my face. “I don't even know your name.”

      He turned and started walking away. “Good.”

      Slowly descending the staircase, I honed my senses on the instincts I had come to rely on so much. Static, like with the Sisters of Pain at the last two locations. They were close.

      Adrenaline kicked in, easing the pain in my head and the aches of my body. The Night Flail came to me without my calling it, and I could feel its eagerness mix with my own. The last two fights had been tough, and if it hadn't been for Lyanne each could have been my end.  I knew not to underestimate my opponents here, but the comforting weight of the flail gave me a mild wave of confidence. I set it aside, focusing on the task at hand.

      With a gentle push the door creaked open, revealing a wide, octagonal room, the size of which must have put it underneath every building on the block.  Dozens of candle sconces along the walls illuminated the basement with flickering light.  The walls were damp, possibly from leaks from the steam pipes that ran along the north and east sides and up to the buildings above ground.  Piles of thick books with blank covers sat in discordant piles at opposite ends of thick, red circle that had been painted on the ground.

      In the center of the circle, directly in front of me, stood the Sister of Pain.  Her posture was different from the others, slouched and compressed like her robes were too tight on her.  She also wasn't still, instead wriggling at the shoulders and knees in what I took for excitement.  There was no denying that blank, ivory mask, though.

      Off to the side, lying face-down behind one of the piles of books, was the victim. She had a black bag over her head, the front moving as she breathed, and her dress was stained with blood. I only hoped we weren't too late—I knew she was alive, but I didn’t know if she was broken. Lyanne was already making her way around the room toward the victim, so I stepped into the circle and prepared to face the Sister.

      The Sister didn't react to my approach.  I let The Night Flail dangle from the end of its chain as I took careful steps into her reach, ready to strike out with a counter if she rushed me.  She didn't make any move like she was going to attack. But I kept my guard up, knowing just how rapidly the Sisters could snap into action.

      I began to grow suspicious as I stepped into the flail's range and the Sister still had not made any move.  If she didn't react now, I would easily be able to take her out.  One more step, and I was close enough that there was no chance she could get out of the way in time, even with her enhanced speed.  There was something wrong here.

      It was probably a trap. Almost certainly a trap. And yet something felt so off that I found myself slowly approaching the sister, weapon at the ready but not swinging, and reaching a careful hand out toward her.  I lifted the mask and underneath was the face of a young woman, her mouth gagged, her eyes pleading with me for mercy.  Suddenly I realized the reason for that odd posture--under her robes she was bound tightly into that position.

      And the other realization came a moment too late. “Lyanne!”

      Lyanne had already turned the fallen woman over and removed the black bag from her head, revealing another ivory mask.  Before she could even cry out in surprise the Sister struck, punching Lyanne in the chest so hard that she went flying through the air, coming down to crash against one of the steam pipes. There was a disturbing hiss as the fabric of Lyanne's outfit was scalded off and the flesh underneath was burned. She collapsed to the ground in a heap.

      In a fury I charged the Sister, the Night Flail raised like a whip. I lashed out, letting my rage fuel the power behind my strike. The Sister leaned slightly to the right and the flail sliced past her.  I struck again, the chain making a loud crack from the rapid recoil.  My target ducked and the flail chipped the wall behind her, pieces of concrete whining away like bullet fragments.

      My attacks were wild and without focus as I was blinded by my anger, and the Sister was able to easily to easily avoid them.  It was like trying to strike a leaf in the wind, always fluttering out of the way on the breeze.  She got in close to me and grabbed my wrist, stopping my next strike mid-swing, and squeezed down.  I heard a loud crack as the bone in my wrist was snapped like a twig.

      I felt my knees buckle as the pain threatened to cause me to faint, and I was only held up by the strong grip the Succubus-reject had on my wrist.  There was a pleased humming coming from behind the mask as she tossed me over her head and back against the wall.  It was only by some stroke of fate that I missed the steam pipes as I collapsed next to Lyanne.

      With an effort I rolled to my side and came face-to-face with Lyanne. She was completely out, and the burns on her side looked so serious I worried she might be dead. I let out a relieved breath when I saw her chest rise and fall. Unconscious, but fortunately still breathing.

      Seemed I was on my own. I'd like to say I was confident, but I was struggling just to get my feet under me. My first attempt failed, and I fell back flat on my chest. With my next I managed to get to my knees, but the dizziness became so bad that I couldn't make it the rest of the way up.  I wondered how many injuries a man could take before the world never stopped spinning, and fought the urge to vomit, but just barely.

      The Sister of Pain walked slowly toward me, taking her time to savor this moment.  Something about the dress combined with the mask made her more intimating than the others I had fought. Or maybe it was just the powerlessness I was feeling. She stopped when she came up to the victim, forced to wear her robes and used as bait. The masked face turned as she regarded her.

      And with one quick motion, so fast my eyes could barely catch it, she snapped the victim's neck. It took my brain a moment to comprehend what had just happened: the rapid strike, the unnatural jerking of the victim’s head, the slackness to her body a moment later as her neck remained bent at a lethal angle.

      Once I’d come to terms with her death, everything became clear. The dizziness faded, strength surged through me, and even the pain of my broken wrist barely registered with me.  Nothing else mattered anymore—not my injuries, not Lyanne lying wounded on the ground, not Tandi or the mission.  All there was in the world was me and this monster, this soulless creature that took pleasure in harming others, who could kill innocents without a morsel of remorse.

      I had failed to save that poor woman. But I could, and would, avenge her.

      The creature hummed again, louder this time, apparently amused by my second wind.  It would be the last moment of joy it ever experienced.

      Striking with the flail while my wrist was broken was agony. Even in my focused state I could not ignore the torrent of pain every time I extended my arm to lash out, but the pain could not defeat me. It only added fuel to my fire. The attacks were clumsy and slow, and the Sister barely had to move to dodge out of the way. I had no chance of striking her with the flail.

      I didn’t need to. With every strike I was slowly maneuvering myself, taking steps that made it look like I was retreating while I was actually making a careful circle around the room. If the Sister had chosen to rush me that probably would have been it for me, but she was enjoying the futility of my attacks, and the ease with which she could dodge them, meaning she was in no real danger.  I hoped that arrogance lasted just four more steps. Three more. Two more.

      The Night Flail struck out, not targeting the Sister but something behind her. One of the steam pipes burst open from the impact and a jet of steam exploded forth with such force that the entire room shook.  I was knocked from my feet and landed on my back, looking up at a ceiling that strained by the sudden shockwave. Thankfully, it did not buckle.

      When I regained my feet, I saw what the steam had done to the Sister.  The steam jet had faded, the pipes shut down by some fail safe, and it revealed the blistered, ruined body of the Sister.  Parts of her flesh had been boiled off, revealing the bone underneath, and what was left was red as a lobster.  Most horrifying, the creature moaned piteously, still alive despite its terrible injuries. I would need to finish it off.

      But first, there was something I needed to see.  Something I felt compelled to see.

      I approached the remains of the Sister, bent down, and lifted her mask.  She was either not conscious of it or was in too much pain to try and stop me.  Underneath the mask was . . .

      nothing. The creature didn't have a face. The mechanical features of the face were there: two eyes, a nose, and a mouth, but the eyes were a blank white, the nose was little more than a bump, and the mouth was a simple slit.  Beyond that the face was featureless, devoid of so much as a single describable characteristic. It was more like a child's doodle of a face than one that belonged on an actual person.

      Lyanne appeared next to me as I was still looking down at the formless face in horror.  “I see. So that is what this is about.”

      The relief I felt at seeing Lyanne on her feet again bordered on elation. It was as if the world had been holding its collective breath for this moment. “Lyanne—Jesus, I’m glad you’re alive. Thought you were done after that impact and steam bath.”

      She was clutching her burned side and grimacing, but she managed a nod. “I'll be alright.  My body should still heal at an accelerated rate. More importantly, I think I know Tandi's game now.”

      At the moment, nothing felt more important than Lyanne's recovery, but she was right.  “It has something to do with why this one has less of a face than a Lego figure?”

      “Yes. The process used to create Succubi involves giving up a piece of one's self, a bit of one's own life, to curse your victim with an unnatural one. For demons this matters little, they have a near infinite supply to give, but for another Succubus it is draining. It’s unusual for a Succubus to be able to turn more than two or three. I’ve been wondering for a while how Tandi was able to create so many. Here is our answer.”

      Lyanne knelt down next to the Sister and looked at her with something resembling pity.  “She is taking more than she is giving. The Sisters of Pain are more than mere accidents. She takes from them the very things that make them alive, then uses that life to grant the curse to more Succubi.”

      I felt a pit deep in my stomach. It was bad enough when I thought the Sisters were a result of the Succubus curse gone wrong, but to think they had been made like this on purpose.  It went beyond sick. I put the suffering creature out of its misery with the flick of my weapon, and she didn’t even try to resist. Her end was a silent dissolution, and then she was gone.

      “All that just to create an army?” I asked.

      “I imagine there is more to it than that.  If she is capable of taking this much life, she is almost certainly sapping life from the Succubi she creates, as well. A smaller amount, enough to make them hungrier, and thus more compliant to her will. By creating such a large network of Succubi, all of them feeding her their life, her powers would grow exponentially.”

      The pain was coming back to me now, making it hard to follow Lyanne's train of logic, but I found her conclusion. “You're saying Tandi is probably tougher than anything we've faced so far.”

      “I'm saying the difference would not be measured in inches, but miles.”
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      Eve rushed us to an emergency room after taking one look at our injuries, despite our protests.  Fortunately, her ability to Charm in the service of doing good was in full effect, and she convinced the doctor we saw not only to not take our names, but that his services were going to be provided completely off the books.

      My wrist was set and put in a cast, the doctor saying I was very lucky pins weren’t required with how bad the break was, and I needed several stitches in the back of my head.  The only other thing he could do was give me some ointment that was supposed to help with the swelling in my face and some painkillers for all my other aches and pains.  He became a bit confused when studying Lyanne's burns, swearing at first the burns on her upper torso were third degree and potentially needing skin grafts, but on second glance the burns were clearly second degree.  Eve's spell put his mind at ease and convinced him to ignore the sudden change, so he covered the affected area with burn cream and bandaged it to prevent infection.

      Sara met us on our way out of the hospital in a flurry of panic. Apparently, the NYPD was already looking into the body of the last victim, found in the library basement, and people matching mine and Lyanne's description were wanted for questioning. It was time for us to get out of the city.

      We drove back to Vermont, Sara again taking the wheel, letting the exhausted members of our group rest on the long drive. The whole way I kept imagining sirens appearing behind us, and me trying to explain our presence at the library right before the body had been discovered.  That would be a hell of a way for my Succubus Hunting career to end—thrown in jail for the murder of a woman I tried to save. At least in prison Tandi probably couldn’t get to me.

      Probably.

      The mood was a melancholy one as we reached the estate, my hunting headquarters. We had defeated four of The Sisters of Pain and rescued two of Tandi's victims, but we failed to rescue two and it weighed upon our collective conscience.  If only we had been faster, if only we had been more prepared. These were the things going through all our minds.

      For the first time since receiving the Night Flail I began to wonder whether a mistake had been made in giving this duty to me.

      I didn't go straight into the house, instead opting to take a walk along the river to clear my head. It was so peaceful, such a different world from the noisy and always active streets of the city. Both had their charms; there was something about the city that made it feel alive, and the energy there could be contagious. But it could also be exhausting, and after the kind of week I’d had it was a relief to be back in the quiet countryside, the only sounds the chirping of the birds and flow of the river.

      The gurgle of the river brought back memories of that day last fall when I first received the Night Flail. It seemed like an entire lifetime ago now, a life that belonged to someone altogether different from me. That man had been a soldier, a truck driver in the US Army. He had been a man with few relationships, few friendships besides the obligatory camaraderie of his unit, of which he had been the sole survivor. This man had dressed plainly and had been satisfied with a simple life.

      There were few similarities between that man and the reflection I saw of myself in the river.  In my reflection I was dressed in designer clothes, beaten up from combat but still clearly expensive, bought for me by a lover who I felt a greater connection to than any relationship I’d ever had, and had a cast on my wrist and bruises on my face from a complicated life fighting monsters most thought to be myths.

      I was so absorbed in my thoughts I didn’t notice the three women had followed me until their reflections joined mine.  They didn't say anything, just stood beside me and offered their silent support. The water rushed by in its eternal hurry, and we let the sound of it wash over us until I thought of something I needed to share.

      These three had put so much faith in me, I thought it was only right I explained the story of the man they were all relying on.  “I've never told any of you how I came to possess the Night Flail and became a Succubus Hunter, have I?”

      There was a chorus of assent, and I considered my words. Truth was critical, but detail mattered as well.

      I started at the beginning. “I’d just been discharged from the army for injuries I had taken from a roadside bomb. I was the lucky one, the rest of my unit had been wiped out, and I got out with no lasting damage besides a hunk of metal in my chest that the doctors couldn’t—or wouldn’t—remove. I was sent here to heal, or to finish haling, but there was more to it than just that. My mother was dying. She was on her death bed, and I knew that the end of everything I’d ever known was just around the corner. You understand, I thought the army made me a man, and that men can prepare for that kind of loss. You can’t. Or I couldn’t, anyway. My mom had always been this picture of health, and seeing her like that was--- it was wrong. Everything about it didn’t fit, and the world tilted for me the day she died. But that wasn’t all of it. After she was gone, I learned she’d had certain secrets.”

      The memories were still raw despite the passage of time, and I had to pause to collect myself. I decided to skip over the three days I had spent in a drunken haze, because even I didn’t remember the why of it. “She came to me in my dreams, and it more than a simple image. It was a visitation. It was unlike anything I’d ever know or believed up until then, and it shook me almost as much as losing her. If there is anything I've learned over the last months it's that the world is a far stranger place than I once thought, so her visitation stuck with me—I remembered it, right down to the instructions she gave me. I was to go to a rock in a river that ran in the woods near my house, one I was familiar with from my childhood.  Inside the rock there was a . . . well, there was a corpse, an ancient one.  And wrapped around the corpse was the Night Flail, which bound itself to me as soon as I freed it.”

      I was expecting them to react in some way, for Lyanne to impart us with some of her vast knowledge of Succubus lore, for Eve to express her disappointment that the man she had put all of her hopes into was still so new at this, and for Sara to ramble about some connection to what I had said and the facts that floated about her head. But they were all quiet, waiting for me to finish what I wanted to say.

      Though I wasn't wholly sure what that was. “With the flail came these instincts, this feeling I get whenever Succubi are around that warns me of danger. I went to New York to follow my mother's wishes and, well, you know the rest. I've never really questioned the calling, my role as a hunter, my right to wield the Night Flail.  It just felt nice to have a purpose again, so I guess I didn't want to think about it too much. Plus, I was good at. Or I thought I was. Now, I'm not so sure. These Sisters of Pain have nearly overwhelmed me at every turn, and I'm left to wonder whether I was right for this in the first place. Maybe my mother was wrong when she left this duty to me.”

      To my surprise, Lyanne became furious. “That’s utter bullshit. How can you be uncertain of yourself at this stage? Have you the faintest notion of what you have already accomplished?  Do you think us such fools that we would follow you for your pretty face as you led us all into harm's way?”

      Eve took up Lyanne's argument. “You cured me and Lyanne from our curses, remember?  We didn't even think that was possible. If you were just some idiot who stumbled onto the flail, you wouldn't have hesitated to kill us, but you went out of your way and risked your life to save us.  How can you think you were not meant for this?”

      Sara didn’t have the others’ anger, but her voice was unusually muted. “You saved me, too, remember? I was under the control of Ragan, and he would have eventually drained me to death and moved on to his next victim. But you killed the Incubus, and you took care of me until I recovered.”

      They were right, and I felt an anger at myself for allowing myself to begin to wallow in doubt.  All three of them had put their faith in me, not because I asked them to, but because they saw me as someone who could challenge the evils of this world and come out on top. My mother had tasked me with hunting monsters and protecting the innocent from them, and I would not let her down. I would not let my women down, either. They were worth my best, and it occurred to me that I was too.

      I turned back to the trio. “I’m glad you feel that way, because it helps me be clear in my purpose. We have one problem left, and it has a name. Tandi Goren.”

      “Not for long, she doesn’t” Lyanne muttered, taking my hand as we turned for the house.
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      I collapsed into bed and slept for who knows how long, waking when it was dark outside.  There was a note on the nightstand from Lyanne letting me know that they had gone out for a bite and I should rest for as long as I wanted. It was hard to argue with that, even after sleeping for so long my body didn’t feel ready to leave the comfort of the bed.  I decided to spend the rest of the night relaxing, and in the morning I would figure out what to do about Tandi.

      It had been a while since I’d had any alone time, so I took the opportunity to flip on the TV.  It was an old set with a bunny ears antenna since the house wasn't wired for cable. Just getting any TV had been cause for a debate with Lyanne, who apparently didn't care for them, so I decided not to press my luck by asking her to install some ponderous satellite dish on the roof like we were average Americans.

      The skies were clear, so the signal came in with almost no static. I was flipping through the channels, deciding on whether to settle on a sport recap program or an old sitcom rerun I had fond memories of, when a knock came on my door.

      Sara opened the door tentatively and peeked in. “Sorry to bother you. I heard the TV and thought you might finally be awake.

      I waved her in. “It's fine, I'm up. Shouldn't you be out getting dinner with the others?”

      She fidgeted nervously, her hands clasping and unclasping around an old paperback book she was holding.  “Oh, yes.  I mean, yes, they invited me, but I didn't want to—I wasn't that hungry, and I didn't want to leave you alone, just in case something happened. Not that I expect something to happen, and I'm not much of a fighter even if there was something, but I could at least wake you up and warn you.”

      “Relax.” I couldn't help laughing at her train wreck of a monologue. “I appreciate your concern.  You can hang out with me till they get back, then. Want to watch some TV on our resident antique?”

      “Actually, I was hoping to show you something.” She sat down in the bed next to me and held the book. I took it, bemused. The cover was brightly colored and featured a winged woman flying over a cringing man, under the title Wicked Seduction. The pages were heavily creased, and the cover was beaten up by years of abuse.  It seemed like any of the other cheap pulp fiction novels written in the 1950s, the kind that sold for  a buck, were forgettable the day after you read them, and became relegated to the back shelves of every library's Fantasy section for the rest of time. I became quite familiar with them my first days in New York.

      I turned it over to the back and read the blurb:

      
        
        Jack Johnson is just your average working-class New Yorker: he commutes on the Subway, he works 9 – 5, and he enjoys baseball on the weekends.  That all changes when a mysterious winged woman, Jessica Joline, flies into his life.  Jack can't resist Jessica's charms, and soon he is whisked off to a world of fantasy and adventure. But Jack might soon find Jessica's advances a:

        Wicked Seduction.

        

      

      The silliness of the plot matched the bright cover, which I found amusing, though I couldn't figure out why Sara had shared it with me.

      When I looked at her quizzically, she started speaking at a frantic pace. “I found this at the library—not the one you and Lyanne were just at, the one near my house. I was there doing some research—nothing too important, a few leads that didn't go anywhere, don't want to bother you with them, and, well, maybe some other time I can look into them again—anyway, I was doing some research and I decided to do a catalog search of every book that mentioned Succubi, and most of them were fiction, as you'd guess. I also found a few books on mythology and one fairly interesting guide to tabletop gaming—er, not the point. Anyway, I found this book. It's about a man who is seduced by a Succubus into fighting other Succubi, and at first it seemed like more trash, but when I looked into it more I found some interesting stuff.”

      I found it hard to believe that anything useful could come from an old pulp fiction novel, but then again, a year ago I would have found the idea of fighting Succubi with a magical flail unbelievable. “Such as?”

      She smiled, excited to see I was taking her seriously. “The author, for one thing.”

      Checking the book's spine, I read the author's name.  “Professor Arthur Liam. Huh, you'd think a professor would have more important things to do then write trash fiction.”

      “According to his bio page, Professor Liam was an instructor in English at NYU, but I looked into the university's records and they don't have any record of him ever having worked there.  In fact, I went looking online, and I can't find any records of a Professor Arthur Liam anywhere. He never existed.”

      Now I was confused. “So someone made up a fake professor to use as a pen name for writing pulp fantasy? What was the point?”

      Sara was practically twitching with energy now. “I think to hide real information in plain sight. I started reading the book a little. I was bored, honestly, and I needed something to get my mind off—well, never mind—anyway, I was reading the book and I thought it was uncanny how many facts about Succubi this writer uses that match up with what you've told me about the real ones.  Like, in this book, Succubi are created when a woman is cursed by a pact with a demon, where in most fiction, Succubi are just kind of born that way. Also, the hero fights them by driving his weapon through the spot on the chest between the breasts. He has a sword, not a flail, but it's still pretty similar.”

      That caught my attention. I flipped the book open to a random page and began to read.  There it described Jack stalking a Succubus, following it through the shadows of its lair, and hoping to catch it off guard. The shocking thing was how he described how he was able to track the Succubus without seeing her-- what he called his “Vision,” which allowed him to feel when a Succubus was around, and which sounded remarkably like what I had been calling my instinct or danger-sense.

      Exactly like it, in fact.

      Jack also felt that same cold sensation that was all too familiar to me when his attempts at stealth failed and the Succubus's attention fell on him.

      “This is incredible,” I remarked, flipping through the pages randomly and confirming that this was in fact what it appeared to be. “There's no way anyone would have just guessed this stuff. Someone knew a lot about real Succubi.”

      Sara beamed at the confirmation. “I think it's a guide. Something left behind by a previous Succubus Hunter to act as a guide, a learning tool, and hidden in plain sight in the guise of pulp fiction.”

      I knew Sara was right. What I had in my hands was incredibly important, a powerful tool for me to finally learn the tricks of the trade instead of just figuring it out as I went. “Thank you, Sara.  I mean it, I don't know how I'll repay you for this.”

      She blushed, her entire face lighting up like a Christmas tree. “No, it's fine. I mean, don't thank me yet. I think the guide is incomplete. This book turns out to be just the first in a series thirteen books long.”

      That was going to be a lengthy read. “Can you get the rest of the books?”

      “Yes! I mean, I think I can. Pretty sure I can. They are, as far as most are aware, just cheap fantasy, so they're probably littering the bargain bins of dozens of bookstores. Finding them all in one place might be difficult, but I bet online retailers will have some of them. Just leave it to me—it’s kind of my thing to haunt bookstores, anyway, so the entire pursuit of these comes kind of naturally to me.”

      She leaned in close as she said it to look me directly in the eyes and let me know how she was about it. Then she realized how close our faces were, blushed again, and recoiled an inch or two from the sheer uncertainty of her emotions.

      An awkward silence followed, the only sound coming from the forgotten sitcom on the TV.  Sara and I looked at each other, and I kept my face neutral but interested, because this was new to us. New between us, too, and we had a decision to make, here and now.

      She leaned back as if preparing to get off the bed. “I guess I should go, you need your rest.  Unless you don't want me to—I mean, do I have to leave?”

      I reached over to her, grabbed her by the arm, and pulled her back closer to me.  “You don't have to leave.  Stay as long as you like.”

      “I’d like that,” she said.

      We stretched out next to each other on our sides, and she brought her hand up to touch my face. Her fingertips were warm, the touch delicate, probing, and careful. We were gentle with each other at first, our kisses soft and hesitant, as if the moment could collapse under the pressure of expectation, and then Sara sat up, took of her shirt, and stood before me, her breasts high and proud, a slight blush to her neck and cheeks.

      “Do—do you want me?”

      “Yes. Come here,” I said, and she came to me as I took my clothes off. A hunger grew in her eyes as she leaned forward to kiss the knob of bone in my shoulder, and the dam of her shyness broke. She was no longer Sara, the girl of books and chatter. Her tongue slipped in my mouth as she reached down to stroke me, but I pushed her hand away, pulled all of her remaining clothes off in a heated rush, and put my head between her legs.

      I tasted her slowly, softly, and explored every nook of her body with my tongue, feeling the shiver begin within her thighs like a distant thunder. When she pushed my face forward, the noises she made were nearly animal as her body cut loose in a seismic orgasm that left her shaking and gasping.

      It left me ready.

      “Now,” she said. I took one nipple in my mouth, tugging gently. “Harder is good too.”

      I nipped at the soft aureole, and she presented me with her other breast. I bit there, too, then on the hollow of her neck, and her ear, and then when I was close, she slipped her hands around me and pulled me inside, shuddering in pleasure at the completion of our union.

      “Just starting, now,” I said.

      “Good. Because the sooner we start, the sooner we can do this again,” she said, her eyes lit up with desire and a playful need.

      I began moving inside her, long strokes that made her gasp, and then she began to twitch again, driving me crazy with her muscles clenching all along my length. It was too good, and I told her.

      She smiled, and pushed hair from her face with a shaking hand. “Come for me, then.”

      I was not one to argue, so I began the long glide toward my own orgasm, coming hard as she pulled me down for a final, lingering kiss that went on well past the end of our pleasure.

      “I don’t think we’re ever going to need a new TV,” she said.

      Looking down at her beaming face, all I could do was agree.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, I was awoken by the ringing of my cell phone.  I rolled over to grab it and bumped into Sara, who groaned and buried her face in the pillow with a half-smile.  Stretching, I reached past her and felt something soft-- Lyanne's body. I wasn't sure when she had climbed into bed with us, but there was a grin of smug satisfaction on her face as she nestled against Sara's back.

      I was forced to get out of bed and walk around to the nightstand in order to grab my phone. “Hello?”

      An unfamiliar female voice was on the other end. “It's about time you answered. You act like I have all day.”

      That irked me. “I was sleeping.”

      “Hunters need to sleep lightly, otherwise their prey might just sneak up on them.”

      The way she said “Hunter” rang bells of my trip to The Dispensary, and I realized who I was talking to. “Maura. I don't recall giving you this number.”

      “I'd be pretty poor at my job if I had to be given a number. Listen to me, Hunter. The shit you’ve been up to you this past week has rattled a lot of cages, and now the beast has come unleashed. The one you’ve been hunting is now coming for you, and it’s going to strike where you live. And soon. You'd best be on your guard, because you’re not safe. Oh, and before you think I’m going soft, this fucking phone call never happened, understand?”

      If the warning was genuine it might have saved our lives, but I couldn't completely shake that warning Lyanne had given me about trusting those who would trade on information. The problem, Lyanne claimed, was you never truly know where their loyalties lay.

      So I asked her directly. “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      “The winning side.” The call ended.

      It seemed the final battle was coming sooner than I expected. I just hoped we were ready for it.
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      “Do you trust her?”  Lyanne had not been pleased to learn that Maura had called my cell phone, and she was even less thrilled to hear about her warning.

      “No,” I admitted. “But in this case, I don't think she had any reason to lie. What would she have to gain? Make us waste a couple of days preparing for Tandi's assault that never comes?  It doesn't make sense.”

      Lyanne did not seem convinced. “But what does she have to gain by helping us?”

      Eve offered a suggestion. “Perhaps Tandi has been bad for her business. Her servants have driven pretty much all the other Succubi out of the city, and she's been worming her way deep into the city's financial sector as well. If she’s not stopped, she may soon have her thumb pressed down on the city's mortals and immortals alike. That’s bad for business, and Maura doesn’t strike me as the type of woman who’ll stand by while Rome burns.”

      That was pretty much what I had been thinking. “Either way, it doesn't hurt to be prepared. If Tandi doesn't come, we’ll discuss other ways of tracking her down and hunting her. And by hunting, I mean burning her network to ashes, her ass included.”

      Lyanne conceded the point but didn’t seem happy about it.

      Eve brought us back to the other topic that dominated the morning. “What about the book? There might be a key in there to defeating those Sisters of Pain. Or maybe even something about defeating Tandi herself.”

      I cleared my throat. “Well, I didn't have too much time to read last night . . .”  There were some rolled eyes about what I was doing instead. “But I will try to get through as much as I can today.  And Sara's already tracking leads for the other books in the series.”

      Sara looked up from her laptop, startled to be suddenly thrust into the conversation. “Oh, yes!  I'm working on it.  I've got books four and seven already ordered and on their way from Amazon, and book eight is shipping out from a bookstore in California.  Books two and three are both at the library. Might have to just check them out if I can't find a place to purchase them. No leads yet on five, six, or nine through thirteen, but there are a few used bookstores back in the city I'd like to check out. Trust me, if they’re in print, I’ll find them.”

      The book was currently in Lyanne's hand, who was flipping slowly through the first few pages. “I'm more concerned about what the presence of such a book means.”

      “What it means?” I asked.

      Lyanne set the book down next to me. “Think. We know so little of Succubus Hunters, less than we know about Succubi. Succubi are the product of a curse that gives them power in exchange for the desire to feed on men, and, usually, servitude to the one who cursed you. But what makes a Succubus Hunter?  Things were simpler when I assumed your situation was unique, that this power your mother granted to you was hers or part of her family's, and you were the only Succubus Hunter stalking these streets. But if someone wrote a guide, that means there are more. And that opens a lot of questions.”

      Her voice has that ever-present sensual undertone to it, but I had spent enough time around her to know when she was worried. “How many of them are there? How do they get their power?  Where are they? Who are they? We didn't see any signs of others hunting in New York.  Are you the last one or are the rest hunting elsewhere?  Do other hunters bother to try and remove the curse, or are there others like me and Eve who are killed without a second chance?”

      I could see why she was worried now. Lyanne and Eve had both been Succubi, and though I had cured them, some amount of their power remained. What if another hunter came by and tried to finish the job, based only on the echoes of power that still radiated form their bones?

      “No other hunter is going to hassle you,” I assured her. “They'd have to get through me first, and I find myself developing feelings for all of you, much to my chagrin.”

      She smiled, leaned over to me, and kissed me lightly. “I just hope you’re there for every cursed woman who needs you. Even if it bothers you to care.”

      “Of course.” My resolve was like iron.

      Eve groaned. “This house is going to get crowded, isn't it?”
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        * * *

      

      I spent most of the rest of the day with my face buried in the book as the three women prepared the house for a siege. The windows were boarded, the outer doors were secured, and the inner doors closest to the outside were also braced. Makeshift barricades were constructed near every entrance, complete with easy-to-access piles of weapons to slow the invaders down. We knew that it would take the Night Flail to bring one of the Sisters down for good, but heavy caliber rounds should at least stall them until I got there.

      A path was cleared from the main living spaces to the wine cellar. The cellar's door was the largest and heaviest, and in case things went wrong the plan was to retreat and seal the door, rest up, and try again when we had recovered.

      I wished I could say my time was as well spent. I'd never been much of a speed-reader, and the so-called professor was a particularly compelling writer.  By the time the sun began to set I had not learned much at all. It seemed the first book was a primer for the rest of the series and only contained the most basic of information—most of which I already knew. There was some interesting stuff about the difference between the most powerful Succubi and the weaker ones, and a mental exercise that helped with resisting Charm, though that had never been much of a problem with me.

      As the sun set I decided to stretch my legs. I had been reading for hours and gotten nowhere, except for some confirmation on the fact that a Succubus was sheer magic in bed—a fact that I was going to be eternally thankful for, right up until the moment one of them killed me.

      We discussed setting traps around the grounds. Lyanne claimed to know someone who would sell her low-explosives we could bury and I had no reason to doubt her, so I decided to do a quick circuit and decide where the best spots to set traps would be, based on points of access and human tendencies to walk down paths.

      The main drive was an obvious choice for bombs and booby traps, but after the first explosive went off Tandi would certainly go off-road. She might loop around to the pool, where there was a narrow patch of ground between the edge and the woods that could easily be covered.  The area with the gazebo would be more difficult. There was a lot of open ground there and it would be hard to predict the path they would come through. But as a truck driver for the army I was taught the exact kind of spots I was supposed to avoid, and those seemed like the right spots to leave traps.

      Unfortunately, I never got a chance to use those skills in action. As I was rounding the gazebo, I spotted three figures rising the crest ahead of me. My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest as I realized what I was seeing-- three women, three robes, and three ivory masks.

      The Sisters of Pain were here.

      I opened my mouth to yell and warn the others, but before any sound had escaped something hard slammed into my chest and knocked my breath out of me.  All that came out was a gasping wheeze as my lungs struggled to fill with air. In front of me, the Sister in the center was spinning a sling in her hand, a fresh metal ball loaded into its pocket. The other two were rushing down toward me, their inhuman speed closing the gap in seconds.

      These things were tough enough one-on-one on a good day, yet I was not about to let them get past me and into the house.  I wasn't sure how I was going to beat three of them, but I was determined to find out. I called on my weapon and sucked air into my lungs, ready for the fight.

      The Night Flail came to me, its chain wrapped around the cast on my wrist, and I swung it around in time to deflect the next ball shot at me.  The impact resounded like a car slamming into a metal pole, but the flail was stronger and the ball exploded into tiny metal shards that rained down around me in a soft patter.

      The closest one had a knife drawn in either hand and came directly at me in a frontal assault. There was no subtlety to her attack, so I brought the chain of the flail up like a whip and lashed out in a savage blur.  The Sister cut the air at just the right angle to knock the end of the flail away from her, and she leaped into the opening she’d made with the other knife pointed at my throat.  I brought the chain around in an arc and caught the blade as it was an inch from me. The metallic ringing telling me I’d scored a saving hit.  I stepped back, letting the momentum of the Sister's lunge carry her forward, and twisted on the chain, pulling the knife from her grasp.  She went past me, her back exposed to me, and I brought the chain up to strike her with the killing stroke.

      A hammerblow slammed down on my back as the third Sister elbowed me from behind, the bones of her arm snapping from the impact.  I dropped toward the ground, barely catching myself with my elbows before I ate a face full of dirt, and pushed myself into a roll just as the Sister's foot came crashing down on the spot where my head had been.

      I used the force of the roll to push myself back on my feet just as the Sister was dropping down on me, feet raised in a kind of leaping kick that seemed wildly unfocused, but was so brutal in form that it would have killed me without question.  A small grin appeared on my face as I recognized this tactic and how to beat it.  The flail came out in a vertical slice, and as the Sister tucked into a ball to avoid the cut, the chain wrapped around her leg. With a powerful tug, the creature was pulled out of the air and crashed through the top of the gazebo, splintering wood and shattering the glass table beneath it.

      More instinct than reaction saved me as the glint of another metal ball popped into my peripheral vision. I brought the Night Flail in front of my face just before it would have connected, but not in enough time to fully disperse the energy behind the projectile.  The ball battered into the chains, pushing its force against my arms. I could feel the pain in my wrist under the cast as something was popped out of place, and I fought the urge to shake out my arm in an effort to regain some sensation.

      “What the fuck is it with your kind and my arms?” I growled, but there was no answer.

      The ball dropped to the ground, its force expended, as the Sister on the rise loaded yet another into her sling.  On my left, the second Sister had picked up her fallen knife and let out a tortured moan as she twirled both blades in her hand. On my right came the sound of shifting glass as the final Sister struggled to her feet.

      I couldn't win like this. That was just simple fact.  Even if I continued to do an admirable job defending, they would grind me to dust under the weight of their cumulative attacks, and they knew it. For them, it was a waiting game, but for me, it was just the opposite. If I could just get out of the range of that sling, maybe I could deal with the two others at close range.  Maybe.  It certainly would be easier to fight if I wasn't concerned about my brain getting knocked out of my head at any moment by the world's ugliest David and Goliath fan.

      That thought in my head, I turned on my heels and ran in the direction of the house.

      “Follow me, ladies. It’s time to stretch our legs.” I churned my legs like pistons, running at a speed that I didn’t know I had in me.

      The Sisters pursued. I knew I could never outmatch their inhuman speed, but I hoped I could trick them about my destination. They rushed in front of me, blocking my path to the house.

      Just as I’d hoped. I took a sharp left and came to the gardens.  During the estate's rehabilitation, Lyanne had the workers put chest high stone walls on all sides except for the path to keep Handsome Teddy from stomping on her flowers again. My hope was this time the wall would stop the aim of a monster wielding a sling.

      I stopped in the center of the garden and took a moment to catch my breath.  They only gave me a moment before a Sister of Pain appeared at either end of the path.  In front of me was the knife wielder, slicing at the air in front of her with looping, lazy arcs intended to ratchet up my fear and give her a hit of pleasure. Well, fuck you too.  Behind me, the other Sister shook glass shards out of her robes. That black ooze they had instead of blood seeped from dozens of cuts and into her robes, but she didn't seem to pay it any mind.

      “You ladies here to admire the garden?  I'd recommend staying away from the roses.  They have thorns.”

      Taking deep breaths, gently swinging the flail from the end of its chain, and using focus to clear away all the pain, I prepared myself for what was coming.

      Both Sisters charged me at once. I swung The Night Flail in a wide arc, letting it cut a swath in front of the knife-wielder and forcing her to leap back.  I followed through with the swing, carving at the space behind me, and she ducked, but not in time. The flail crashed into her mask.  Ivory shattered and the featureless face underneath cracked and sizzled from the collision with the weapon that is their bane. She stumbled back and fell into a patch of rhododendrons, and in a flash, I wondered if immortal ash was good for flowers.

      Guess we’d find out next Spring.

      With a loud cry, the first Sister rushed me, one knife angled for my throat and the other my heart. The flail went up and down in a rapid series of parries, keeping the knives out of striking range and putting the Sister on the defensive. With a snap, the chain cracked out and the flail collided with the Sister's right hand, crushing and burning it, leaving it a mangled remnant of what it once was. The knife in that hand fell from her powerless grasp, blade flashing as it spun harmlessly away.

      Behind me, the other Sister rose back to her feet. Some of the flowers stuck to her hair, creating a twisted image with her seared cheek, broken jaw, and featureless face.

      I went into a spinning dance braided of instinct and rage, unknown to me before that instant. I knew as both Sisters renewed their attacks that my ability was unfolding, and I was becoming something different, and perhaps, I hoped, better.

      They came at me from both sides, but the chain seemed to be at every angle at once, foiling their attempts to move in closer. The knife-wielder was roaring at this point in her, cutting at the flail like it was an angry snake trying to bite her. The other Sister ducked and dodged and weaved to try to get around, but I couldn't find an opening large enough. She spat hissing moans at me through her mask, the muffled sounds taking on an animal quality as her anger grew.

      There was a moment of elation as I felt I really could win here. With each pass, the Night Flail was getting closer and closer to landing a serious hit, and once I took out one I could focus on the other.

      That all came to an end when the knife slipped past my guard.  The chain had snagged for just a fraction of a second at the end of the cast on my wrist, and that was all the opportunity the Sister needed. She darted past and stabbed her knife in my torso, directly below my ribcage. I stepped back, trying to pull my body off the knife, and the Sister pulled, opening a gash along my side.

      I clutched at it, trying in vain to stop the rapid flow of warm blood that was now spilling out of me. With the other arm I tried to bring the Night Flail up and found my legs swept out from under me by the Sister with the broken jaw. I scrambled, desperately putting space between us, and reached the wall. Summoning my reserves of strength, my will to not die here, I pulled myself back up to my feet.

      Which I only kept for a moment. Right as I turned around, I felt an impact in my head, followed by a penetrating darkness. Flickering images battled for supremacy in my vision as it cleared, while my body dropped like a sack to the ground.  I saw a metal ball. The Sister with a sling, perched atop the garden wall like some of songbird. The Sister with the broken mask stepping slowly toward me.

      Darkness.
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      I was dead.  Or, I was pretty sure I was dead.  At the very least, I was dying.

      They say some people see a white light when they do. Others have their lives flash before their eyes.

      Me, all I could see were the faces of the people I had failed. The people who had put all their faith in me only for me to die with our work unfinished.

      Lyanne, who had willingly given up her power, joined me on my quest, and had been not only my lover but my closest confidant and friend. She would fight to the end, but how could she defend herself against these monsters?

      Eve, who had struggled to come to terms with the loss of her curse, the return of her humanity. All she wanted was to make up for the things she had been forced to do by circumstances outside her control. Now she would again be victim to the one who had turned her in the first place.

      Sara, an innocent victim of an Incubus who just wanted to repay me for saving her. She was full of energy and ideas, but her brains might not be enough to find a way out of this one.

      My mother, who had entrusted this mission to me, came to me in visions when I was at my lowest and asked me to seek out the Night Flail. I may have failed her the most of all.

      Was that why my image of her was lingering? It was so clear. Just like those visions I had half a year ago. Only this time I wasn't in a drunken stupor, but knocked senseless.

      She was still smiling at me. Her faith in me had not diminished a single drop.

      “But I lost.” I spoke at the vision. “What more can I do?”

      Use your vision, son, and hunt well.

      My vision. Did she mean the danger-sense?  It was useless against these things. They turned everything to static.

      Use YOUR vision.

      The emphasis of the statement suddenly became clearer.  I realized where I’d made my mistake.

      Ever since I had received the Night Flail, I had come to rely on it, not just as a weapon but for the power it provided. It gave me skills to fight that I never knew, it let me sense where my enemies were, and it moved as if it had a mind of its own. Sometimes it felt like it was the hunter and I was just the host.

      But I was the Hunter, and the Night Flail was just a tool. I had to be in control. There was a reason I was chosen as the Hunter. My vision. I just had to use it.
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      The world came back into focus just as I was being lifted off the ground by the unmasked Sister. My sudden struggling shocked her and she released me, drawing her hands up in a combat pose as the shock of my revival wore off.  I stumbled back, stepping over Lyanne's petunias, and steadied myself back against the wall.

      Everything was pain. I gritted my teeth and pushed it all away. There would be time for me to collapse from agony later. If I survived.

      The three sisters watched me with curiosity. They had clearly thought me finished--not that they had been far from the mark. Slowly, they began to converge on me, taking their time, enjoying the suffering of their cornered prey.

      I needed my vision. My vision. My senses were clouded with the static the Sisters produced. I focused, forced that away, pushed it down with my pain, my fear, and my hopelessness. It was just one more distraction keeping me from seeing.

      And I saw it. The sickly dark power that permeated them, surrounded them. The black ooze that flowed through them like blood. I saw it as it pulsed with each step they took, as it flared as they prepared to attack.

      The unmasked one reached for me, but the pulse of darkness came first, warning me of where she intended to strike. I was dodging long before that hand came within reach of me, and I started to bring the Night Flail around. The next pulse told me that she intended to jump to the right to get out of my reach, so I stepped right as well and lashed out.  The flail wrapped around her back, across her shoulders, and settled on her chest. Her whole body flashed, as if a million matches had been lit at once, and she was gone with an incendiary eruption, leaving only ashes behind.

      The knife-wielder roared and flipped her blade in her hand. As menacing as she was, her darkness was steady, with no sign that she was about to attack. She was a distraction.

      I saw the pulse from the Sister on the wall right before she flung another of her metal balls from her sling. The Night Flail swung horizontally like the world's strangest bat and I redirected the ball toward the closest enemy. It smacked her dead in the face, blasting the ivory mask to pieces, and sent her stumbling into the rose bushes. The flail struck again, and a second later the Sister's ashes were fertilizing the roses. Ashes must be good after all.

      The last remaining Sister stood on the wall, suddenly still, as if she was a gargoyle statue that had always been there.  Then she dropped the sling and kicked off the world toward me.

      The darkness showed me the exact path she would take as she sped at me like a missile.  I dropped to one knee and swung the Night Flail up in a vertical slash right across where I knew she would be. The flail caught her in the mid-section and seared her body straight in two. Both halves lingered in the air for a moment, then turned to ash as they fell toward the ground.

      I felt like I could have collapsed then and there, just fallen in the garden and hoping someone found me before I bled out, but I couldn't stop yet. I had to check on the women in the house and make sure they were safe.

      The gash in my side wasn't as bad as I had feared, but it was still bleeding freely. I tore off a piece of my shirt and used it as a makeshift bandage, hissing in pain as I pushed the fabric in place. Lyanne might scold me later for treating such an expensive piece of designer wear like that, but at least now I was slightly less likely to bleed to death.

      My steps toward the house were labored, slow, and riddled with pain. I wasn’t entirely sure I was going to make it.

      Then I heard a scream coming from inside. My own pains seemed to dissolve as a new wave of energy burst through me and I rushed toward the front door.  I just hoped the three of them remembered the plan to retreat to the wine cellar if the danger was too much, then a chill raced over my skin as I thought of a weakness in our plan.

      The fucking wine cellar. The one place away from our eyes, where we were susceptible to Tandi’s greatest trick.

      A portal.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I burst into the house and entered into absolute chaos.  The Sisters of Pain seemed to be everywhere, and the three women, instead of retreating, were putting up a fight, and giving a damned good account of themselves, too.

      Eve was at the first barricade, swinging a shotgun around by the barrel as if it was a club.  Several oozing black holes in the Sister's chest and stomach told the story of what had happened to all the gun's ammo.  The creature lumbered at her, clearly slowed by the damage she had taken, and Eve got several good hits against her.  The butt of the shotgun slammed into the Sister's face and put a decent crack in the ivory mask.

      In the foyer, Lyanne and one of the Sisters were having a strange staring contest, Lyanne focused intently on the spot on the mask where the eyes should have been.  With my vision, I saw the flow of energy between them and realized that Lyanne was holding the Sister back with the remnants of her Succubus power.  The thrall effect would not hold the creature back for long, however, as I could see the difference in their powers was enormous.

      Off near the staircase, Sara had somehow gotten on one of the Sister's backs and was holding her tight around the neck.  The Sister flailed around, confused and unsure what to do against this strange tactic.  It spun around in rapid circles, attempting to use the power of its speed to throw the small woman off, but Sara held on with all the skill of professional cowgirl in the rodeo.

      A fourth Sister came from out of the kitchen and charged toward the foyer and Lyanne.  I rushed between them, leaving Eve, who seemed to be doing alright, to herself for the moment.

      The Sister had a long, black blade that curved at the end.  I could sense the power behind it and knew instinctively that this weapon had been used to harm and kill many people.  She pointed the tip of that wicked blade toward me and made a sound like a baby cooing.

      My vision warned me of where that blade would land, but that Sister was fast, very fast, and the warnings gave me just enough time to move the Night Flail into position to deflect.  Part of it was my weakness from blood loss, pain, and the broken wrist all working together to create a symphony of misery. The rest was the Sister's skill. Her fighting style left little to no openings, even with the knowledge of exactly when and where she would strike.

      At least, not with a traditional attack. I waited for a short thrust, backing up just enough that the it would fall short of my sternum, and struck upward with the flail, above the creature's head.

      I had watched the repair work on the house pretty closely, partly because I wanted to know how to perform the repairs myself, partly out of boredom, and I knew exactly where certain things had been shored up, and what areas would be still be weak if exposed to sudden pressure. Such as the Night Flail tearing into it.

      Part of the ceiling collapsed, wood and plaster raining down upon the Sister and covering her.  She tried to pick herself out of it, but the Night Flail was there first, striking her in the chest and reducing her to ashes that spread out among the rest of the debris.

      “And fuck you very much,” I said to her ashes, turning to rejoin the fight.

      There was a pained grunt and I whirled to see Lyanne struggling physically with the Sister who had managed to break free of her thrall. Lyanne was strong but nowhere near a match for the Sister's strength, and she was being driven down to her knees. I moved around the pair, trying to get at an angle where I could strike the creature without harming Lyanne.

      I ended up being accidentally crashed into by the Sister that Sara was riding. She had been running backward, trying to find a wall to scrape Sara off on, and the three of us collided and went down together in confused heap.  We rolled across the ground in a chaotic flurry of fists and elbows, and I think a few bites. We had descended into an animalistic state for this brawl, and there was no end in sight.

      Somehow I wound up on the bottom of the pile, with the Sister atop me and Sara at the top of the heap.  The Sister pressed her forearm down on my throat and cut off my air, and with the way my arm had been pinned beneath me I couldn't fight her off.  I tried to gain leverage with my knees to either free my arm or roll, but I couldn't get the inhumanly strong creature to budge an inch.

      Sara reached around the Sister's face and yanked off her mask.  The creature squealed and released me. She reached behind her and grabbed Sara by the hair to pull her closer and retrieve the mask. Sara tossed the mask with a grunt and it landed at the base of the stairs. The Sister flung herself from the pile and scrambled across the ground toward her ivory security blanket, mewling sounds coming from her tiny, twisted mouth.

      I found my feet just as the one struggling with Lyanne had her pressed her almost flat against the ground.  Lyanne slipped one of her hands free just enough to flick her wrist. The knife hidden under her sleeve shot out and buried itself into the Sister's neck. She reared up as black ooze squirted out of her throat. I took the opportunity to lunge in with the Night Flail and reduce the Sister to ash.

      “I had it under control,” Lyanne said between heavy breaths.

      I managed a faint grin. “Yeah, but you were getting creeper-blood everywhere. You know how hard that is to get out of the carpets?”

      Eve came crashing into the foyer and sprawling to the ground. The shotgun in her hands was snapped into two. The Sister came in after her, the front of her body still slick with the tar-like blood. I could see the attack she intended to make, a lunge straight for Eve's neck with the intent to snap it.

      I sprinted with all the speed my body could still manage, winding up the Night Flail to strike before I even came in range. It took all my remaining energy to leap the remaining distance, lashing out as soon as the flail could reach. I struck the Succubus as she was only inches away from her target. The momentum carried her forward and she crashed into Eve, turning to ash atop the woman's body.

      Eve let out of disgusted groan as she tried to brush the mass of ash off her. “Gross.”

      The last remaining Sister had gotten her mask back on and turned to face the group. She noticed the four of us, noticed all her Sisters were gone, and did something that required a level of logic I didn’t know the Sisters of Pain were still capable of.

      She ran.

      I knew I needed to pursue, but first my body demanded a moment to rest. The level of exhaustion I felt surpassed any I had ever known, worse than the shock of Hell Week back in Basic.  The gash on my side had bled through my makeshift bandages and was hurting as if someone was holding a hot poker to me. My right eye, near where I had been hit by the metal ball, was swelling shut and making it hard to see.

      Lyanne put a steadying hand on my arm. “Jesus, Kurt, what happened to you? You look like you got into a fight with a tractor.”

      “You should see the tractor.”

      Eve was already hurrying for her first aid kit, muttering something about how she wasn't sure we even had enough bandages and that I needed to go to a hospital. Sara was looking at me with wide eyes that she was trying to not let tear up. I must’ve looked bad. Should probably avoid a mirror for a little while.

      As much as I would have liked to wait around for Eve to patch me up and have an extra minute to catch my breath, a heavy presence in the air demanded my attention. It was as if the air suddenly had weight, making it hard for me to breath. It was the oppressive air of being trapped in a small cage, of being cornered by a vicious predator, of being alone in the dark—all of these things at once, filling my senses to the point of breaking.

      Lyanne sensed it, too, her eyes fixed in the direction of the living room. “She's in there.”

      I didn't have to ask who she meant. We all knew, as we knew that this confrontation could not be put off any longer.

      The woman in the living room wore robes similar to the Sisters, though hers were black and purple, fringed along the ends with lace, and tied tighter to hug her form more, accentuating the curves of her hips and breasts. Her hood was up but her face was instantly recognizable all the same. I had been seeing those icy blue eyes, that olive skin, and those lush lips in my dreams since the first time we talked. Well, more like my nightmares.

      Tandi was looking over the classical impressionist paintings Lyanne had purchased to adorn the walls. I didn't understand art too much, and if you asked me to define what made a painting impressionist, I couldn't tell you, but Lyanne claimed she’d spent more on these paintings than she had the entire rest of the estate, so they must be good. Tandi, for one, seemed impressed.

      “It's rare to see such taste in this day and age,” the Succubus commented. She flowed like water from one piece the next, the definition of serenity, not showing the least bit of concern for our presence. “Refreshing.  Too often, those with wealth don't know how to use it, spending it on sculptures made out of trash or paint splashed on a canvas and called modern art. This collection, however, is quite impressive.”

      I declined to mention that, had it been up to me, the room would be mostly bare, barring a few Iowa Cyclones banners, a flat screen TV, and some memorabilia from my army days. “I'm glad you like it. Maybe you'd like to sit and admire it some more over a chat? I could put on some coffee.”

      Tandi's face soured, which at first I thought was a reaction to my obviously sarcastic invitation, until she muttered the word, “Coffee.” She shook her head. “I will never understand the modern American obsession with that dirt water. You know who used to drink coffee?  Soldiers.  Cowboys.  Frontiersmen.  The kind of commoners who didn't mind the taste of bitter mud if it would give them the energy to get through their miserable days.  I don't know who started this gourmet coffee trend, but they've tricked many people who should know better into spending vast sums on that swill.  No, no coffee for me. Tea, if you have any. Lady Grey, preferably.”

      I tried to laugh, but the pain in my ribs caused it to come out as a choking cough.  “Sorry, think we're fresh out.”

      “Pity.” She turned away from the paintings and faced me.  Her expression was passive, somewhere between bored and indifferent, and yet I felt a sense of dread I couldn't shake. This was looking into the mouth of a chasm, leaning over it on shaky ground that threatened your balance. This was staring into the flames that enveloped the world around you and would consume you next. This was facing death, the inevitable, the end of all things.

      I tried to speak, but I had no breath.

      “You know, it doesn't have to end this way.” Her voice was honey-sweet, her words a beacon in the hopelessness I was trapped by. “We could be good for one another, Hunter. I actually owe my freedom to another of your kind, did you know that? Oh, this was way back when. My master was dragging me west across the country in pursuit of gold, as was popular at the time.  I don't know why, she already had such power, but I guess she desired wealth as well.  One of you Hunters stalked and killed her, and suddenly I was without a master and free to do what I wanted. I've always felt a certain debt to your kind for that act. Perhaps now is the time to repay it?”

      Anything she had to offer, I wanted desperately. Desires I never knew I had before dominated my mind, filling me with such longing I felt I would die if I did not fulfill them.

      “Of course, you have done some terrible things to my business,” she said, and I felt a wave of shame wash over me for making her hurt. “But I don't see why we can't move past that.  I will take your three women as repayment for the damage. They will become my servants, but do not worry, I will treat them well.”

      Such a small price to pay for the things she was offering. How generous Tandi was.

      “We can do great things together, you and I, Hunter. There are many who still oppose me, and you can be my weapon, clearing the path for my domination. With you by my side, nothing can stand in my way, and in exchange, I will give you everything your heart desires. What do you say, Hunter?”

      What an obvious decision. The only question was how I could phrase my acceptance in a way that properly showed my gratitude for the unbelievable opportunity being granted to me.  She was going to give me everything my heart desired, and all it was going to cost me was

      Sara…

      And Eve …

      And Lyanne …

      Wait, there was something about Lyanne. What was it? It seemed important, and yet I could not figure out what it was.

      I couldn't give up Lyanne. But why? Because she was important to me. More important than Tandi's promises?

      Tandi's promises. Sweet. Comfortable. I knew that if I accepted, Tandi would take all this pain, all this exhaustion. Life would be simple, good, and pleasurable.

      But life was already good. It was good because I had Lyanne. I had someone who was by my side, who I could trust with anything. Someone who enjoyed being in my bed and sharing pleasure with me.

      Not just Lyanne. I had Sara, too, and even Eve. There was no way I was giving them up for a promise of what could be.

      Tandi's promises. Sweet as overripe honey. Comfortable as a pillow over your face.  Lies.

      I realized I still wasn't breathing. In a panic, I forced in a deep breath through my mouth and nose. As my lungs filled with precious oxygen, my mind cleared. It was like waking up from a daydream, only this time when I woke up I was reminded of the aches and body blanketing me.

      Sara was shaking me.  “Kurt!  What's wrong with you!?  Don't just stand there!”

      Groaning from the pain, I waved Sara off.  “I'm fine now, Sara, thanks.  I'm not sure what happened.”

      Lyanne was holding her head in her hands and seemed wobbly on her feet.  “It was a charm.  Or something like it, but on a different scale.  I tried to fight it off with my own, but she is so strong . . . I don't think I even grazed your subconscious.  I'm not sure how you broke free.”

      So much for being completely immune to those effects, I thought. “But you did reach me, Lyanne. This thought came to me that you were important, and my mind did the rest of the work from there.”

      Eve stood a few paces back from us, a pistol in her hand aimed at ready. “Good. I didn't want to have to blow you away, too, if you suddenly became that bitch's thrall.”

      Tandi didn’t move as her attention turned to Eve. “Is that any way to speak of your former master?”

      “Bite me.”

      “Maybe later.” Tandi smiled and turned her focus back to me. “I take it you are turning down my generous offer?”

      I shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, got a lot on my plate right now. Kind of a hot commodity these days. If you leave your name and number, I can put you on the waitlist.”

      The Succubus's smile was a vicious one, revealing bright white teeth and sharp incisors.  She reached down to her waist and slowly began to untie her robes, taking slow steps as she did, making a show of it as if she was in a striptease. I stood warily, the Night Flail swinging lightly from its chain, waiting for the trick.

      Tandi's words did not match the erotic nature of her actions. “Do you know the problem with modern media? Back in the day, when there was a story to be told, there was always a lesson to be learned from that story. Very often the lesson was about wariness, the cost of arrogance and pride, the price of violence. These days, with television and what passes as cinema, people have grown to celebrate the fallacy of an action hero, a lone warrior who can come out victorious from the most impossible of situations. It fosters the belief that violence and perseverance can overcome all odds. The real world does not work that way. Violence will only get you so far, and sometimes odds cannot be overcome. Let me show you.”

      The robes fell to the ground, revealing a body that, at some level, I recognized was completely perfect. Just the right amount of muscle, the right perkiness to the breasts, the right thickness around the waist. However, with my vision opened, I saw her body for what it really was.  Dark corruption permeated every inch of her skin like billions of toxic ants crawling over and into her.  Glowing pustules of the stuff, stores of her power, throbbed and spit forth tiny black clouds into the air. It fostered a revulsion in me at the cellular level, and my mind screamed at the sight of her true self.

      The darkness pulsed all at once and I swung the Night Flail out to meet the charge I knew was coming.

      Other Succubi I fought were fast enough that I sometimes only saw a blur when they were moving. Tandi was so fast I didn't even see the blur.

      I felt Tandi's movements more than I saw them, the blast of displaced air as she ran by me nearly taking me from my feet. She reappeared in front of Eve, who didn’t have time to pull the trigger on her gun before Tandi struck her backhanded across the face so hard that she was launched off the ground. Eve crashed into the wall covered in the paintings Tandi had been admiring just minutes ago, and crumbled to the ground, her consciousness fading.

      I swung the flail around and lashed out Tandi, but before it even came close the Succubus was moving away at impossible speeds. She stopped in front of Sara, just a few steps away from me. Sara reflexively tried to batter her attacker away, but Tandi caught the woman's fist with ease. There was a crack as Tandi crushed Sara's hand like you might crush an empty soda can.  I sent the Night Flail soaring over Sara's head but again Tandi was too fast.  Sara collapsed to the ground, weeping over the ruins of her hand.

      There was no need for my vision to know where Tandi was going to attack next.  I swung the flail around toward where Lyanne was standing, hoping to make it in time—

      Tandi was already there.  She grabbed Lyanne from behind, putting one arm around Lyanne's throat and the other on the back of her neck.  Lyanne struggled but was powerless in Tandi's inhuman grip.

      “Tandi!” I yelled at the top of my voice, though doing so made my throat raw.  “Your fight is with me! Release her-- now.”

      “Now, now, Hunter, that is hardly fair.”  Tandi took the tone of someone lecturing a small child on the rules of sharing.  “How many of my girls have you killed? We will finish our fight, I promise, but first I think it is only right you understand the pain you put me through. Don't you agree?”

      I snarled as I swung the flail around, trying to imagine an angle I could attack at that didn't hit Lyanne. “It's hardly the same and you know it!  Your ‘girls’ were monsters, created by you to be used as slaves!  You took everything that made them human away from them!”

      “Is that right?  And I suppose what you are doing is so noble, taking power away from those that have it with that weapon of yours, binding them to your life by leaving them with no place to go?  This poor girl in my arms, once she would have been strong enough to put up a fight against me. Now, look at her. All it will take is tiny twist to break her neck.  You did that to her by taking her power, and left her no more than a common whore to suck your cock when you command it. How, exactly, is that freedom?”

      I remembered my first encounter with Lyanne, my first trial with saving a Succubus from her curse.  She hadn't even tried to resist it; she wanted to be cured. I wrapped the Night Flail around her, and then—

      The idea came to me suddenly and I acted before the chance was lost. The Night Flail shot out, not at Tandi but at Lyanne. The flail wrapped around her, crossing around her waist and over her chest.

      Tandi screamed as the Night Flail burned into her arms, and she let Lyanne go.  I pulled, bringing Lyanne to me and away from that monster's grasp.

      The Succubus rushed at me, her corruption flaring to the point that I could barely see the person inside. I unraveled the chain from around Lyanne and whipped it in a broad arc through air.

      I couldn't hope to keep up with Tandi's speed, even with the benefit of my vision. But I had reach, and I intended to use it. However powerful Tandi was, whatever she had turned herself into by stealing so many lives, she was still vulnerable to the Night Flail, and that meant I could win. I spun the flail overhead, protecting myself from every possible angle as an enraged Tandi circled around me at blinding speeds.

      Tandi reappeared at the other end of the room and grabbed a poker from the fireplace.  She rushed at me again, leading with the poker, and tried to use it to knock my flail aside enough for her to get through.  I flicked the chain into a rapid parry, denying her the satisfaction of my death.

      We fell into a rapid exchange, Tandi using the fireplace poker like a fencer's foil and me using the length of the chain to keep her out of reach. My vision gave me the edge I needed to keep up, and I struck sometimes before my conscious brain even registered the threat. The room filled with the clangs of metal on metal as Tandi and I performed a deadly dance, one false move possibly meaning death for either of us.

      I was gaining the advantage. The flail whipped out, slipping past the poker and toward Tandi's head. She just had time to lean out of the way, and the flail grazed her cheek, leaving a seared streak. I brought the flail back around for a low sweep, putting more force in despite the protests of my wrist, and when Tandi blocked it the poker snapped in two at its base.

      Throwing down the remaining half of the poker, Tandi shrieked, an oddly bestial sound for someone who had spoken like a society dame only moments earlier. My vision told me she was going to rush straight at me, and I brought the Night Flail back for a decisive strike.

      She didn't even try to dodge it. Instead she caught it on one arm, which seared and burned right down the bone, and kept on charging.  I was hit with a freight train's level of force as her body collided with mine and sent me hard to my back.

      Had we always had that many chandeliers on the ceiling? No, the world had split into three separate, identical copies of itself, then decided to spin counterclockwise just to confuse to me. Three different versions of Tandi bent down over me and snarled.

      “You should have taken the deal,” she hissed. “Now I'm going to enjoy this.”

      She leaned in and pressed her lips against mine.  In my confused state I briefly thought she was kissing me.  But then I felt something leaving, something that I could only describe as an essence of myself.  It wasn't something I was aware I had but it was something that was a vital part of me, something that made me who I was, the spark that made me me.

      Tandi was stealing my life.

      I struggled but Tandi had all of her force pressed down against me. I couldn't dislodge her lips from mine any more than I could bench press the Earth. The Night Flail was there, itching to reduce this monster to carbon, but I couldn't get the force in my arm to strike out with it.  I would just gently lift my arm and Tandi would swat it away like one would swat a fly.

      My life was almost gone. I wasn't sure it was enough to keep me alive anymore. If Tandi chose to get up right now and walk away, I would likely fade away. But Tandi was greedy and wanted every last drop of my life, and through the connection of our lips my body was sustained until she finished.

      The connection.  I wondered if it could connect our lives, could it connect other things?  It was a gamble, but I was as good as dead anyway.

      I couldn't strike out with the Night Flail, but I had just enough energy to move my arm so the Night Flail would cross over my chest. I held it near my heart and called upon the connection we shared.

      The sudden influx of power was overwhelming. The Night Flail became connected to Tandi through my life, but she could not steal the power of that which was made to destroy her.  Instead, it stole the power from her, restoring my life and then some, until I was ready to burst from the energy.  The power of the dozens, hundreds, or maybe even thousands of women Tandi had stolen the life from coursed through me.

      Tandi screamed and tried to break away from me, tried to keep what power she had to herself, but I was too powerful now. I stole power until my body could not possibly take any more, stole until she had no more to give.

      And then I released it.

      There was a flash of light and shadow, and the world went a million shades of white and black, until no forms could be distinguished and the only sound that could be heard was Tandi's fading screams.

      Then the world went silent.

      And a darkness that felt eternal descended, and then—nothing.
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      For one brief, glorious moment I was filled with more power than I had ever thought possible. It was the greatest feeling in the world: greatness, terrible might, a storm that could sweep away civilization itself and leave only shattered remains. My pain was taken away, along with my worries and my fears. There was nothing I couldn't accomplish, and that included the complete an utter destruction of the mother of Succubi.

      Losing that power . . . well, it was like crashing from a massive sugar rush, while simultaneously coming down with a massive hangover, and also coming off an all-nighter. And of course, there was the return of all the aches and pains of my body, which felt like I had just been run through a juicer. Mortality sucks.

      I opened my eyes to Lyanne looking down at me.  “Are you just going to lie there all day.”

      Somehow I had found my way to lying on the floor.  The world was far too loud and far too bright for my liking, but at least I didn't sense Tandi anymore.  Seems I had really killed her.  “I was considering it.”

      Eve was on my other side, applying a compress to the gash on my side.  The slight sting told me she must have been using some kind of disinfectant, but with the rest of the pain in my body it hardly mattered.  “Might be for the best.  You're beat up pretty bad.  Lyanne, you want to use your freak-muscles to get him to bed?”

      Lyanne clucked her tongue.  “I'll take that as a compliment.”

      With a groan, I tried to force myself up, to Eve's protests.  “The last Sister.  Did anyone deal with her?”

      Sara took me by the shoulder to help me up.  “I saw her go out by the Sugar Shack.  But don't you think she'd be gone by now.”

      When I regained my feet, I felt like Hercules after he had completed his twelve labors.  “Without Tandi, they can't make portals, so where is she going to go?  She might be waiting for us to let our guard down.  Before any of us can sleep, we need to deal with her.”

      Eve frowned.  “Well, fine.  But afterward, we're taking a trip to the hospital.  Your body isn't going to get better with just bed rest, and Sara's hand is very broken.”

      Sara winced and hid her hand behind her.  “I've been trying not to think about it.”

      Lyanne, being in the best shape of our barely functional group, led the way as we limped around to the back of the house.  There we found the last remaining Sister of Pain.  Or, at the very least, we found what remained of her.

      She was on the ground between the Sugar Shack and the forest line, her robes soaked with the black ooze that she had in place of blood, her head and body crushed in, and her legs bent back in an unnatural position.  I felt a moment of pity when I saw her body was still twitching, her unnatural life unable to be ended by mortal injuries, no matter how serious.

      Standing not too far aware, grazing on some overgrown weed at the forest's edge, we saw her vanquisher: Handsome Teddy.  His hooves and antlers were both stained with the dark ooze, though he looked peaceful, like crushing a powerful demonic creature was just a regular part of the day of any moose.  And he didn’t seem to care much about the awe plastered on our faces.

      “Mother nature is a stone-cold bitch,” I said, but Teddy only flicked his ears in annoyance.

      Eve grunted as she stumbled on a twisted ankle.  “Okay, we'll find a way to thank him later.  Finish this bitch off, then let's get to the hospital before we all join her.”
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      The doctors wanted us to stay for a few days, but that risked us exposing ourselves.  Only Eve's Charm kept the staff of the hospital from asking too many questions, though I felt “which bear did you lose a fight to?” would have been appropriate.  They patched us up the best they could, gave me some blood to replace the massive quantity I had lost, and prescribed enough painkillers to get a horse high.

      We got back home and just slept.  And slept.  Lyanne, during her waking hours, would make the occasional recommendation that we should celebrate our victory, using a tone that suggested what her amorous intentions were, but even she was too exhausted to go through with it.

      It was a full three days before we began to rouse ourselves from our beds, get cleaned up, and go downstairs for a proper meal that was more than just whatever we could get delivered.  I was still aching, as I had chosen to wean myself off the painkillers to avoid an addiction, but at least the most searing parts of the pain were gone.  Now it was sort of searing pain.

      Sara made herself at home in our kitchen.  Her broken hand would be in a splint for weeks, but she proved quite ambidextrous and capable of providing an impressive breakfast one-handed.  We ate in silence, and only once the food was cleared and our bellies were filled did we feel like something approaching normalcy.

      I leaned back in my chair, finding a position that was more comfortable with my aching back and overfilled stomach.  “So, now what?  Tandi is gone, which feels pretty great.  But I have a feeling our job isn't finished.”

      Eve picked at her empty plate with her fork.  “Tandi's network contained dozens, maybe even hundreds of Succubi.  They're all out there, except now they don't have anyone controlling them.  Many of them will go feral, and some may keep their minds and become even more dangerous.  Let's not forgot Tandi started similarly.”

      Lyanne was downing her third coffee of the morning, which she had brewed with muttered insults at Tandi for daring to question coffee's superiority to tea.  “And the Succubi in New York are only a small piece of the puzzle.  They are everywhere across the country.  Across the world, actually.  And with my finances, there's no place that's out of your reach.  How does hunting in Paris for a few weeks sound?”

      Sara cleared her throat and shifted uncomfortably in her seat.  “I actually don't have a passport right now because—well, there was some stuff, and—it really doesn't matter.  Not that you’re not allowed to leave without me, but I would be—what I'm trying to say—”

      The sensuous laughter of Lyanne cut her off.  “Relax, honey, or your brain is going to burst.  Don't worry, I wouldn't want to deny Kurt any of his lovers.  There are plenty of scenic locations in the country we can take a nice romantic vacation-slash-hunting trip to.”

      “Think there are any Succubi in Iowa?” I asked when the idea suddenly struck me.  When I noticed the look I was getting from all three of the women around the table, I rushed to defend myself.  “I just mean, it would be nice to go back home at some point.”

      Now it was Eve's turn to laugh, a much lighter, more fairy-like sound compared to Lyanne's.  “I think he intends to introduce us to his family, already.  Things have really gotten serious.  They big on polyamory in Iowa?”

      I coughed and fidgeted in my seat as Eve and Lyanne exchanged barbs at my foolish suggestion to go visit my childhood home.  Lesson learned.

      Sara came to my rescue.  “Hey, before we start planning our next trip, shouldn't we make sure everything is settled here?  Like, with Tandi?  She's dead but there are still a lot of unanswered questions in my notes.  She kept referencing ‘her business,’ and if there was big money involved that's not going to just dry up because the boss is gone.  And also, what about the portals?”

      The portals.  That was something that had be bothering me for a while.  “Lyanne, didn't you say that only Demons could create portals?  Tandi was powerful, but she was still a Succubus.”

      Lyanne tapped her fingers on the table, her face turned up in thought.  “That is a very good question.  One perhaps we can still get to the bottom of.  We learned that she came into our home through a portal in the wine cellar, did we not?  That means whatever method of creating these portals she had must have been with her.  Perhaps it survived her destruction.”

      Eve was already on her feet.  “I'll get the broom.  We've been letting the ashes of those bitches just sit around for too long, anyway.  Let's sweep 'em up and see what we find.”

      When the Sisters had been ashed, their robes went with them, leaving behind just a pile of dust and their ivory masks.  Tandi's robes, on the other hand, had survived her emulation, suggesting to Lyanne that there may have been some special qualities to it.  But far more interesting was what we found tucked with the pile of robes and ash.

      The small silver wristlet set with a blue stone didn't look like much at first glance.  It was clearly well-crafted, unblemished silver all the way around with gently engraved lines forming swirling patterns around the wrist, and the stone itself looked as perfectly cut as any jewel I'd seen.  But I'd been shopping with Lyanne in some of the most expensive stores in Manhattan, and I recognized that this piece was pretty simple overall, the kind of thing that would be placed in the budget case for those husbands who wanted the box to show that they had gone shopping in designer store but didn't have the budget for it.

      Lyanne knew far more about jewelry than me, though, so when she spent some time carefully inspecting it, I thought I must have misjudged its value.  I had no idea by how much.

      “This is a portal stone,” she announced, saying the words carefully, as if even she wasn't sure of her discovery.  “Tandi never had the power to make portals, this stone did.  And now that we have it, we do.”

      Everyone was silent as we all looked in wonder, and a bit of trepidation, at the powerful magical artifact in front of us.  Sara couldn't keep quiet for long.  “So, wait, that means I can go—I mean, with the power of portals, all those places.”

      Lyanne tossed the wristlet to me.  “It means I do not believe your lack of a passport is an issue any longer.”

      I looked over the wristlet and could feel its magic with my instincts, the power that nestled within the stone.  And I knew I had just been given a tool to my hunting just as great as the Night Flail.

      The wristlet was a bit small for a man my size, though, so I went digging through our crafts box until I found a leather shoelace.  I tied the shoelace around the wristlet and hung it around my neck, stopping to enjoy the feeling of the power as it nestled against my chest and granted to me the power to be anywhere, at any time.

      I smiled at Lyanne, Sara, and Eve, my three assistants, supporters, and friends in this mission that had come to define my life.

      “Now the undead can fear us popping in unannounced.”
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      “So that's really all of them?”

      When I had imagined the collected works of my predecessor, I thought a great anthology of thick tomes with leather covers would illuminate all the secrets of the world of the immortals.  I should have guessed from the first book that what I would get was a pile of paperback novels that looked like they belonged in a bargain bin at a discount bookstore.

      The four of us were sitting around the fireplace in my study, drinking wine, which I was proud to declare I was finally getting the hang of understanding.  Lyanne told me it was an acquired taste, one which I was halfway to fully acquiring.  Laid out in front us were the twelve sequels to Wicked Seduction by Professor Arthur Liam.  They each resembled the first: a beat-up cover featuring a woman in some state of undress, some with abnormalities like wings or fangs, others looking far more normal, and a man cringing, or running, or lying still like he was asleep.

      I picked up the second book in the series and confirmed that the blurb was about Jack Johnson's continuing adventures.  Nothing that this series actually served as a guide to Succubus Hunters.

      Sara was beaming with pride.  “Yep!  It took four different online stores, two libraries, and one used bookstore, but I managed to track them all down.  I hope you don't mind, but I was excited and I started flipping through them—I'm a pretty fast reader—and I have a theory about them.  I think each one serves as a guide to a different kind of Succubus, the one that is alluded to on the cover, with specific information and tricks to beating it.  Except for the first book, which served as kind of a primer for novices and laid out the foundations for the rest of the series.”

      I laid the books side-by-side so I could see all twelve covers at once and suddenly felt a lot more weight to the books than I had a moment ago.  “All of them are about different kinds of Succubi?  Are there really that many?”

      Lyanne was refilling her glass for the fourth time.  I wasn’t sure if it was possible for her to get drunk.  “Did you really think we all fell under a single type?  That is actually a bit offensive.”

      Eve was refilling her glass for the third time.  I knew she could get drunk.  “What do you expect from a kid from Iowa?  They're all corn farmers.”

      I might have bristled from the insult to my home state if I wasn't so concerned with the books.  “I didn't mean it like that.  I just hoped the rules were the same for all them, I suppose.”

      Eve snickered, clearly feeling the effects of the alcohol already.  “Don't feel too bad.  I didn't even know there were this many kinds, and I was one.”

      Lyanne glanced over the covers as if noticing them for the first time.  “I was aware of three or four.  I will admit this is an interesting discovery, if what Sara claims is true.  Some of these look very . . . unique.”

      “So, what will we hunt first?” I asked, thumbing through the second book. On the cover, a redhead with small wings was doing unspeakable things to a businessman in the back of a taxi. All in all, the art was stellar, if disturbing.

      Lyanne pointed to the book I held. “We go after her first. Or her kind, anyway.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      She sniffed with dignity, then grinned. “I don’t like the ways cabs smell, and they overcharge me.”

      Pouring more wine, I smiled at her, then Sara and Eve, who toasted our decision. “Good enough for me. Next stop, the back seat.”
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      For updates about new releases, sign up for the mailing list below. You’ll know as soon as I release new books, including my upcoming new series, as well as sequels in the Succubus Hunter series.

      
        
        Click here to sign up.

      

      

      

      You can also join the Harem Nation Facebook group where I hang out with Joshua King and Mark Albany.

      
        
        Click here to join.
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