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Valeria walked briskly through the busy corridors of Boston General hospital, her black Versace heels clicking on the floor in rhythm with her determined strides. Her hair was pulled back in a professional yet simple black ponytail with a red ribbon tied in a slender bow, which matched the thin red wire frames of her glasses. The fluorescent lighting of the hospital didn’t do any favors for her pale complexion, but with her porcelain doll-like features, her flawless skin didn’t really need flattering lighting to look its best. With a trim, form-fitting black blazer over a red blouse and a matching black pencil skirt, she was all business. That didn’t stop the lewd stares from the men she passed in the hall or the suggestive snickers as she passed. Being a succubus, her presence was like chum in the water to the endless supply of desperate and crude males human society seemed to churn out like lemmings. If she had more time, she would have eagerly fed on one of the simpletons, gorging on their organs in a delectable feast, but today she was here on a mission. 

She had been called by Malek, her demonic patron, for an important assignment, and given her recent failures to collect souls, it was imperative that this meeting went well. Valeria had been in the Earth Realm for nearly a decade already, but since she had crossed from the lower infernal planes, her soul collection had been... lackluster. She was far behind her peers, which was embarrassing considering the ripeness of the humans occupying the United States of America. She was pulling numbers one would expect from one stationed in Sweden or Iceland. They were perfectly respectable for a small, humble population, but this was the United States of America—the epicenter of free will. The entertainment industry itself was a boon for demonkind; thanks to the brilliant creation of reality television by the current North American arch-demon, even talentless slobs had a chance at fifteen minutes of fame, which made for easy pickings for her kind. 

Valeria had gone hungry after being assigned to a lowly government social services division. Unlike the better positioned scouts in politics and entertainment, she was left with the socially inept dregs of society, the people who lacked ambition, and generally speaking, those who lacked ambition seldom made deals for their souls. It was outrageous, the number of vessels just moping around the Earth Realm in a foggy haze, lost to the tedium of the daily grind. Humanity made her sick deep down in her bowels. All the potential of souls, but few ever harnessed their abilities. Most just went about the monotonous grind of their lives, burning out their lives until the final flickers of light were extinguished. They seemed perfectly content to soak up the lies and live in a mundane haze. They marveled at their science and technology, which allowed them to become fat, lazy, and further isolated from each other.

Her stomach rumbled as she navigated through the busy hospital corridors, making her way to the elevators in time to catch the nearest one just as the doors were closing. A young man dressed in faded blue scrubs nearly tripped over his cart of breakfast plates to hold the door for her. He smiled awkwardly and scooted to the side of his meal cart to allow her to enter. 

“Sorry about that,” he clamored apologetically. “Breakfast run for the patients.”

“Smells delicious,” she replied through a smile as fake as her acrylic nails. “Floor 13, please.”

The young man clumsily pressed the button for the thirteenth floor and chuckled nervously to himself. His smell of weed and hormones filling her senses, causing her stomach to knot. He was in his early twenties, not particularly handsome, with short brown hair and light stubble. She pondered if the stoner’s black crocs were standard issue like the scrubs or if he genuinely enjoyed smelling of sweaty feet. He was a loser, born and bred. She could smell the sweet hint of desperation and failure wafting off him like a heavy perfume.

“You a shrink?” he finally asked, his voice cracking on the last word. 

“A social worker,” she replied with a half-smile. “A word of advice, however: Shrinks don’t like being called shrinks.”

“Of course,” he said with another nervous stoner chuckle. “Do social workers like dinner? I mean, of course you like dinner... would you like to get dinner together?”

“That’s sweet,” she replied, eyeing the young man like a predator seizing up its prey. He caught her eyes. Obviously misunderstanding her intentions, he blushed and flashed a school-boy smile that probably worked wonders at the local dive bar. “Yes, I’ll join you for a bite. Want to meet down at the lobby when your shift is over? Maybe I can bring you back to my place for a home-cooked meal?”

“Ye... Yeah.” The boy smiled from ear to ear, practically brimming with pride. The elevator dinged on the tenth floor, and he looked at the corridor as if it had betrayed him. “Tonight. Six o’clock.”

“It’s a date.” She smiled as the boy hastily pushed his cart down the corridor, so very pleased with himself that he never stopped to even offer his name. So much the better for Valeria; her dinner didn’t need a name. The elevator lurched into an ascent once more as she debated broiling his heart or sautéing it with some garlic and butter. She made a mental note to pick up more oregano on the way home as the elevator dinged, signaling arrival on the thirteenth floor. The heavy doors slid open, and she entered into another corridor and proceeded to the open area ahead. 

She stopped for a moment in the waiting room, taking in the area with a deep breath. It was sterile looking, with bland furniture and matching bland end tables littered with magazines that were months old. The television glowed and flickered from its high perch on the far wall, left on the local news channel. The receptionist sat behind a plain white desk, busily typing away on a computer terminal in the empty waiting room. She wore a thin black pair of wireframed glasses which only seemed to highlight her plump face in the most unflattering way. With a short brown pixie cut and clothes obviously purchased from the clearance rack at the local big box store the succubus found the pedestrian woman’s ensemble woefully unrefined and struggled to suppress a sneer of contempt. The sterile smell that seemed to linger in the hospital filled Valeria’s nostrils, and she longed for something more pleasant. 

“Excuse me,” Valeria beckoned. “I’m here from the State Department.”

“Oh, you’re here for the pickup?” the receptionist replied from behind the monitor, never stopping for a moment from her work to even make eye contact. 

“Yes. Has my associate already arrived?” Valeria asked with a sticky-sweet voice. She hated this part, being nice to your food source. It was humiliating. She could split the woman asunder with barely an effort and gorge on her organs in delight, so weak and frail were these humans, mere sheep. Instead, she was exchanging pleasantries and smiles, engaging in the charade. 

“A Mr. Stillwater checked in a short time ago,” the receptionist answered curtly. “Through the door and then to your right. Third door on the left. Observation room three.”

“Thank you,” Valeria said with the same sticky-sweet tone as she made for the door.

“Don’t forget to sign in,” the receptionist reminded her firmly, finally looking up from her terminal to reach for a clipboard and slide it to the end of her desk. 

“Of course,” Valeria replied with a hint of frustration showing through her false smile. She quickly signed the next available visitor slot and spun the clipboard around, sliding it back to the receptionist. The woman eyed it before reaching into a drawer and producing a bright orange tag with the word “visitor” written in bold black text. Valeria reached down, retrieved the tag, and clipped it roughly to her black blazer before passing through the door. 

The hallway was nondescript, looking identical to all the other hallways in the building. It had the same dull glow of fluorescent lights bouncing off eggshell-white walls, which were marked with scuffs here and there from gurneys. The occasional scenic painting hung on the wall in some vain effort to make one remember that there were things of beauty beyond this bastion of death and disease. Hospitals were a foreign concept to demonkind. They didn’t gather their sick and dying in some vain attempt to prolong the inevitable. Instead, in the infernal planes, when a demon was sick or dying, it was common courtesy to devour the creature before its frailty and weakness spread. 

Valeria passed quickly to the third door and grabbed the latch. A pulse of dark energy shot up her arm, setting her nerves ablaze in tingling bolts. Already from the hall she could feel the overwhelming presence of her patron, Malek. He had been in the Earth Realm since the witch trials in Salem, in which he had been instrumental, culling the herd of covens that had immigrated to the New World thanks to the false promises of religious freedom. He was now responsible for demonic affairs for the entire New England seaboard. As was the demon way, he eyed advancement in the hierarchy of the dukes of hell and was always entangled in a myriad of schemes and plots to ruin a rival. She could feel his impatience oozing through the door, a seething, malignant evil, and she knew it was going to be a rough encounter. With a deep breath, she turned the knob and entered observation room three. 

It was dimly lit in contrast to the neon lighting of the corridors. Four chairs were lined up against a table before a large one-way glass window. Standing in front of the chairs with his back to the door was her patron, Malek. His jet-black hair was cut nearly to the scalp in the back and slightly longer on the top of his head. Dressed in a black power suit, he appeared like a Wall Street tycoon, complete with a chiseled frame and a gold Rolex watch. He was taller than most men, with broad shoulders and a natural aura of strength that made other men shrink in his presence. Without so much as a turn in her direction, he extended his hand to his side, outstretched in a motion for Valeria to join him before the viewing glass. She stepped forward quickly, looking through the glass to the observation room beyond. It looked like every other room in the psych ward, with soft white padded walls and no decorations. A brown-haired girl sat slumped and bandaged in a white plastic chair at a matching white plastic table. 

“This one,” Malek began, his voice smooth as velvet with a deep resonance. He could coax a nun into his bedchamber with that voice. It resonated within her being, carrying the full weight of his infernal power. She could feel each word in her chest reverberating as if it were being bellowed into her by a speaker at a heavy metal concert. “I want to add her to my collection.”

“Okay,” Valeria agreed, not seeing anything of value in the brunette waif slouched over at the plastic table.

“Not for eating, Valeria,” he corrected, and the words echoed with magic deep within her. The command of the infernal being became an order engraved in the very core of her essence. 

“Not for eating,” she repeated. 

“This one, the girl, will do nicely,” he continued, never taking his eyes from the brown-haired girl. “You will be responsible for her upbringing.”

“I am to be her nursemaid?” Valeria dared to ask. It wasn’t an insult, rather a clarification of what role was expected of her. 

“You have been in the Earth Realm for quite some time now,” Malek mused. “Yet, your collection of souls is comparable to the meager imps and lesser beings of the area. Why is that?”

“A failing on my part, my lord,” she replied quickly with a bow of her head. “It has taken me longer to get acclimated to the Earth Realm than I had anticipated.”

“Is that so?” Malek mused, bringing his hand up to rub his smooth chin. He turned, looking her over. His eyes were ruddy brown, at least for today, and he appeared no older than a human in his mid-thirties. He was attractive, with perfectly smooth skin and chiseled features. Malek could have easily been a model or an actor in this world, but he was so much more than that. He was a patron, the scion of New England, the head demon. He could unmake her with a snap of his fingers and banish her back to the Infernal Realm with a mere thought.

“I am improving,” she added quickly. “Malek, I can do this task.”

“I believe you will,” he replied with a smile, turning back to observe the battered brunette woman in the room beyond through the one-way glass. 

“What shall I be upbringing her for, my lord?” she asked boldly, looking at the whelp before her. Malek didn’t usually engage in this type of behavior, having far more important matters to attend to than picking up human strays.

“Do you not see it? Her potential?” Malek asked inquisitively. “You haven’t developed the sight yet, have you?”

“No, my lord,” Valeria said, embarrassed. Higher-level demons like Malek could see a person’s true nature and lineage, allowing them to gauge the value of a soul. “I am afraid I am still too young to possess the sight.”

“She’s a bit of demon blood in her,” he replied dismissively. “Trace amounts to be sure, somewhere on the mother’s side it appears, going back generations. They manifest in her nature. She’s a Baku.”

“A dream eater?” Valeria questioned skeptically. “Those are rare, but seldom of value; the dreams have probably driven her mad. That’s the problem with Baku. Few can withstand the horrors, and they become useless, gibbering idiots. It was much better when humans used shock therapy and insane asylums. At least that was entertaining. I wish I could have been here to see that, but now it’s all drugs and therapy. A shame, really.”

“She fought a werewolf,” he added, turning to see Valeria’s reaction.

“That explains the bandages,” Valeria replied. “Lucky to be alive. It let her go?”

“She killed it,” he answered with a grin. 

“This runt?” Valeria asked skeptically. “She barely looks able to stand.” 

“The girl saw the lone wolf in her dreams,” Malek continued. “She hunted it down and killed it by harnessing the nightmare energy.”

“Harnessing nightmares?” Valeria inquired. “So she has a bit of magic in her as well? Something in her blood allowing her to control her Baku nature?”

“Her father is a druid, a gate guardian, here in the Boston Grove,” he finished with a knowing smile. 

“Well I’ll be an angel’s tail-feather,” Valeria said, taking a closer look at the girl before them. 

“Precisely,” Malek grinned devilishly. “I want to add her to my collection.” 

“It’s a rare piece,” Valeria nodded. “What about the father? A grove of druids could be trouble.”

“He left her here to teach her a lesson,” Malek laughed. “She was dragged in torn and battered, but victorious. In her delirium, she told the doctors she had killed a werewolf. Next thing you know, she is here in the psych ward on enough tranquilizer to knock out a pachyderm.”

“And he left her here,” Valeria shrugged in disbelief.

“No doubt he figures the tough love will deter her from hunting the things that haunt her slumber,” Malek replied. “He undoubtedly knows she can manifest the nightmare energy.” 

“It’s a part of her,” Valeria continued, seeing the potential. “She can’t stop, can she?”

“No,” Malek agreed. “The Baku side of her consumes nightmares; the druid heritage stores the energy and allows her to access it. She is the most curious creature. More importantly, she can be shaped into something of more use to me. I want you to take her to Maine.”

“Maine?” Valeria nearly choked on the words. “There’s barely anything but pine trees and lobsters up there.”

“She’ll be isolated,” he added. “Away from the Boston Grove and yet still nestled nicely for safekeeping in my territory. You see to it she enrolls in a school. Make it look like she learned a lesson, and her father will be content.” 

“Pine trees,” Valeria sighed.

“Maine is still rural,” he continued, ignoring her discontentment. “Plenty of ley lines. It’ll be a good place for her to grow into her abilities. You’ll be able to feed her a steady stream of things to hunt there.”

“If that is your desire, my lord,” Valeria answered as the infernal bond to Malek tugged at her insides, compelling her to want to please him. 

“It is my desire,” Malek answered forcefully. “I will continue to send more specimens your way, Valeria. I want you to gather them, allow them to grow, until my need for them arises.”

“As you wish,” she answered on command. Her lack of free will stopped her from saying no. She dreaded how long she would have to wait for the fickle arch-demon to remember his playthings in Maine. It was possible this one’s children would be dead of old age before he came back with a need for his latest toys.

“Don’t sulk,” he snapped, feeling her resignation through their bond. “It won’t be long; I seek to reassert my claim in that area. There is an upstart usurper rankling things up in quiet little Maine. I can’t allow that to continue, but the whelp has important ties to those I would rather not make enemies of. He plays a dangerous game.”

“So you pull a lowly succubus like myself from obscurity,” Valeria asserted, coming to terms with her role in his plan. “Send her to the area with a couple of misfits, and let us take out the trash? If things go south, you are only out a lowly succubus who was acting on her own anyway.”

“They won’t go south, Valeria Furtul DeSuflete,” he commanded with authority. The power of his voice was magnified by the use of her full name. His words were like a hot knife wrenching in the core of her being, compelling her to obey the command. The sheer power of his will knocked the breath out of her and brought beads of sweat to her brow.

“They won’t,” she panted in agreement as her synapses overloaded with a burning sensation. If he but willed it, Malek could ignite her essence, burn away her flesh and bones, and banish her back to the depths of the infernal planes, where she would burn as a cinder for a hundred years or more. She would suffer in a blazing torment until he found the need for another expendable whelp and allowed her body to reform. She would not fail him. 

“See to it,” Malek said dryly. “Take good care of my new pet. When the time is right, mark her. Now I think it’s time for you to meet her.”

He motioned to the door adjacent to the large one-way viewing glass that led into the room. Valeria took just a second to regain her composure before heading to the door.

“Thank you for this opportunity, my lord,” she said with a slight curtsey before opening the door and walking through to meet her new Baku pup.
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The Lost And Forgotten

––––––––
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Xlina’s hand drifted to her face, subconsciously wiping away the thin lines of blood dripping from her nose. The normally pleasant smell of the ocean was masked in the alley by a noxious odor of trash and decay. Her guard was up now, her back against a solid brick wall that showed its age, covered with graffiti and divots. She was tall, five foot nine inches, with an athletic build and long flowing brown hair that danced down her back in the cool autumn night. She dressed the part of a girl on her way home from the local night club, wearing black leather pants with a tight blue halter top. Everything about her feigned mannerisms cried “victim,” alluring bait for the prey she hunted this night. It was a dark night, the hour well past midnight, with no moonlight sneaking between the buildings into the alley, which was only dimly lit by a flickering streetlamp at its north end. The pale, incandescent light cast long shadows down between the two buildings, shadows that were perfect for one wishing to remain concealed. 

“Come on out,” she taunted to the darkness with a nod of her head as her fists clenched defensively in front of her. She wouldn’t be caught unaware a second time. “You started this, sleazebag; now let’s get on with it while I’m still young.”

A slender man emerged from the shadows—her assailant. He was wearing a stylish black suit with a deep wine-red shirt, which had allowed him to blend in with the shadows. He certainly didn’t look dangerous with his pallid complexion and a black mustache that curled up at the ends like the villain in an old cartoon. His hair was black, cut short, and mostly obscured by a wide-brimmed black hat sitting at a cockeyed angle on his head. It was his eyes, however, that screamed danger. They were just black orbs; staring at them was like looking into the abyss itself, empty and soulless. He had landed the first blow, striking from the shadows and staggering her with unexpected force for such a lanky man. Her hunch had paid off in spades. The creeper couldn’t resist a young girl. 

She had expected to find something dangerous within the proximity of Pandora’s nightclub, and as luck would have it, on her second night of staking out the place, she had. It wasn’t him precisely she was expecting, of course; her divinations lacked that level of specificity. Xlina had seen the creature’s hunting grounds in her dreams. The missing girls from the nightclub. The dark alleyway. A shadowy assailant. Normal people had nightmares all the time. They tossed and turned, lost a decent night’s sleep perhaps, but the next day they continued with their mundane lives, oblivious to the wider world around them. Perhaps “blissfully ignorant” was a more suitable term? 

Xlina Dar’Karrow was not a normal person. Her dreams teemed with nightmares every night and always had for as long as she could remember. She was what her people called a dream eater, a rarity within her Celtic lineage. Japanese lore had called her kind Baku, supernatural beings who could devour nightmares from children. It was a cautionary legend, however; if a Baku was not satisfied with the nightmare, it would continue to feed on the child’s hopes and dreams. 

As far as she knew, she had never fed on anything but nightmare energy. It was insurmountably tough combing through the various myths and legends that resulted from humanity’s many encounters with visitors from the Otherworld to determine the truth of a being’s nature. Human accounts of monsters, demons, ghosts, and other strange creatures from beyond the Mist were always mixed with a healthy dose of fear and sensationalism. Like many cultures around the world, the Celts believed in a world beyond their own. In Celtic mythology, this place was called the Otherworld. Whether you called it the Bardo like the Buddhists, the spirit world like the Native Americans, or the Slavic Vyraj, all the cultures and religions of the world shared the common theme, a realm beyond ours, a spirit world. The Christian belief in Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory was too simplistic an explanation for her tastes, a cunning ethical trap designed around black-and-white morality for the masses to follow, it had become the majority belief in America and many places around the world. You couldn’t throw a hex down main street without hitting a religious zealot. 

Not her, however; she had grown up an outcast daughter in a long line of druids, a fraternal order steeped in Celtic mysticism. Her brother, Arrivan, had assumed the family practice when he had turned thirteen and joined the male dominated Order of Druids, where he was a keeper of the Mist. Arrivan, her father’s pride and joy. It made her want to vomit. Xlina and her sister, however, were incapable of joining the Order. Imagine finding out that all the creatures recounted in hushed whispers around campfires were real, that myth and legend are as inevitable as death and taxes, but due to the equipment between your legs, you get excluded from it all. Perhaps the witches that had fled to America in the 1600s had done so due to their desire to break ways with the fraternal orders of the Old World. Sure, there were the witch trials in Salem, but overall, they had found a better life in America than in the Old World. 

She was not a witch, nor was she a druid. Xlina was merely one of the awakened, a human sensitive to the flow of magic in the world. She knew beyond any doubt that beyond the Mist, there was a place unlike our own, for she had been there, to the Otherworld, and she knew full well the dangerous things that would often seep into the human world to feed. Over the ages, they had refined their hunting. With magic aiding them and the ability to cross the Mist to disappear back into the Otherworld, they were the best-kept secret in the human world. Perhaps humans just chose to stay in the dark, or perhaps the institutions and power structures of the human world would come crashing down in an instant if the wider populace knew the truth. No, there were far too many people in positions of wealth and power to allow that to happen. There were even whispers of black ops agencies within the government whose sole function was to conceal the paranormal. Americans were obsessed with the idea of visitors from another world, drumming up alien stories and encounters and clandestine government sites like Area 51, all just a convenient cover for the truth.

The slender man paced anxiously, clearly not expecting the woman before him to shrug off his attack. He couldn’t have known that the energy from her nightmare fed her reserves, lending her strength, power, and resiliency. 

“What are you?” he asked slowly, as if he had to concentrate greatly to form every word with his mouth. 

“Just another pretty face,” she taunted with a smirk before advancing. Her footwork was smooth, sliding her into striking range like a professional boxer, exactly as it had been drilled into her for the past several months. Footwork and timing are a fighter’s advantage. She could hear the voice from her instructor beaten into her over countless hours of rigorous training, all for moments like these. Closing the gap between her and the slender man, she threw with her left, but it was a mere feint designed to elicit a reaction from the creature. He was too confident, having spent too much time stalking hapless women who couldn’t fight back. His arm reactively came up to block a strike that never landed. She pulled short, shifting her weight to her right side and thrusting with all her power toward his chest. Nightmare energy gathered and crackled in raw power around her fist as the agony and torment of the victims from her dreams were released in a powerful blow. His eyes were tracking her left hand and never saw her right, even as it crashed heavily into him. The stored nightmare energy released like a shock wave through his chest. Instead of finding ribs, her blow met a squishy, wet mass. 

He recoiled from the blow, staggering a step back with his cartoonish face scrunched awkwardly. It looked like pain, but it was hard to tell. She didn’t think she had hit anything important with that attack, but the release was exactly what she needed. Xlina had felt like hitting something after two nights at Pandora’s fending off college frat boys who were all too friendly and touchy for her tastes. She drove on, advancing to keep pace with the staggered man; she followed now with her left for real. The man’s hands had retreated to cover his chest defensively, predictably, and far too slowly for her polished left cross, which landed squarely on his jaw with a resounding thud. Again, instead of finding a jawbone, it was a sickening thud, like she had punched a bowl of tapioca pudding. 

Not giving the man a chance to recover, she turned into her punch with a pivot. She spun and dropped to waist height, flinging the point of her right elbow out as her body completed the revolution and added the force of her spin to her strike while simultaneously dropping her defensively under any counterattack. She connected solidly in what would have been a knockout blow had the man been human. He staggered back another two steps under the power of her strike until he came to rest against the opposite building’s wall. Her attacks had backed him into a corner, a tactic she was hoping would force the man to reveal his nature. A clue, any clue as to what was beneath the glamor concealing his true form would give her an inkling of how to defeat him.

The strange man stood tall once more, seemingly out of place in the alley. A blur of his features washed over him as he shifted his form under his glamor. He was about to attack for real, and Xlina prepared herself. He lunged forward with his right, his lanky hand balled into a fist. It was a clumsy attack, appearing awkward from the moment he threw it. She had little trouble bringing her arm up defensively to parry the strike, but on impact, his arm blew apart into pieces. She was splashed with a mucus-like slime that clung to her hair and coated her flesh. The man’s arm had split into several tentacles; writhing and squirming, they lashed around her parrying arm like a vice. She screamed in pain as the tentacles crushed her arm like a boa constrictor squeezing its prey. Worse yet, the mucus the tentacles secreted burned. Wisps of acrid smoke rose from her entrapped arm, and the smell of searing flesh filled the air.

The man’s lower jaw and mustache burst apart, revealing shorter but no less dangerous tentacles surrounding a maw that looked like a dome-shaped, hooked beak. No doubt about it: This thing was a cephalopod. She had heard stories of their kind, predatory mollusks from beyond the Mist who enjoyed brain matter. They had occult followers in pockets of human civilizations across the globe. They represented the darker things that dwelled beyond the Mist, inhabiting the lower planes. What on earth had brought such a creature to a small town in Maine to hunt? 

“Next time I have calamari, I’ll give it your regards,” she spat from behind clenched teeth, lashing forward with a thrust kick designed to put some distance between the awful maw and herself. But the squirming tentacles around her arm tightened on the attack, pulling her close enough to smell the foulness of his breath. It was a combination of rotting death mixed with low tide that turned her stomach. Her bravado and snappy taunts aside, Xlina’s heart raced. This was so much more than a stray ghoul. Cephalopods were solitary predators from the lower plane adept at hunting prey far more intimidating than mere humans. She had even heard stories of a sole Cephalopod feeding on a pack of werewolves. She was in real trouble. 

The creature let loose a feral, high-pitched squeal that hurt her ears as it opened its maw wide and lunged at her. Out of sheer desperation, Xlina kicked again sharply, her heel coming up in a straight line and landing just below the gaping maw of the creature. It shuddered from the blow momentarily, offering all the time she needed to swing with her free arm, aiming with her fingers in a knife hand strike directly into the beast’s eye. It let loose a wail as the black orb gave way to her fingers, her hand knuckle deep in ichor. The creature’s hold on her parrying arm relaxed just enough for her to pull free and allow her a quick retreat down the alley, putting some distance between herself and the cephalopod. 

“All that training and what works is the women’s self-defense course from the local YMCA,” she taunted, flicking her parrying arm in an attempt to cast off some of the acidic mucus. Her arm was in rough shape, with quarter-sized circular burns tracking up her flesh. The searing pain tracked down her arm from her elbow resonating in a throbbing numbness in her fingers. She wasn’t sure she could use it again as she brought it weakly to her side. The creature turned its head, bringing her directly in line with its remaining good eye. It was a grotesque visage, with the bottom half of its face split into tentacles and the top half a loosely affixed flap of skin that flapped like a tattered rag in the breeze. With its remaining human hand, the creature unbuttoned its shirt, exposing a quivering mass writhing beneath pale human flesh. It looked like a hundred worms were trying to escape through its belly button. 

“Woah now, fella,” Xlina quipped “I’m not that kind of girl.” 

A circular pattern beneath the skin suddenly emerged, and the belly button opened in what she imagined the Greek’s legendary whirlpool of Charybdis would look like had it been six inches wide and made of human flesh. A black spray of ink shot forth, covering Xlina, the wall, and half the alley in a thick mist that burned her eyes and lungs. She coughed up the substance, dropping to her knees and retching violently at the tarry taste of the foul ichor. Xlina could hear its footsteps running down the alleyway, its fine shoes clapping on the pavement. She wanted to pursue; she wanted to catch the bastard to make it pay for all those missing girls, but the ink was thick in her lungs and eyes. Her body arched violently as she continued to empty the contents of her stomach in the desolate alley. Only the sticky black residue clinging to her flesh remained as evidence that the creature had been there at all.

Eventually, air returned to her lungs as she coughed and hacked. The taste of the ink in her mouth was bitter, and her left arm stung with dozens of quarter-sized burns. She picked herself up gingerly and made the slow walk down the alley and out into the night street. Covered in black sticky ink, she was relieved to make it down the twenty blocks to her apartment without running into any to anyone else at the late hour. Luckily, in small-town Maine, they practically rolled up the streets after dark. Save for the handful of nightclubs like Pandora’s, the nightlife in Portland was dull compared to the larger cities like Boston and New York. 

She pulled her key from her tight-fitting leather pants and unlocked the outer door to her apartment complex. It was an old brick building that had once been a courthouse. The city had abandoned it, and a local developer converted it into a three-story apartment complex with thirteen one-bedroom and studio apartments. It was a classical New England red brick building, with wide hallways and stone tile floors. Her apartment was quaint, and she had fallen in love with it the moment the landlord had shown it to her. Most of the gothic styling of the nineteenth century courthouse was preserved in the corridors and hallways, which added an eccentric flair to the building that gave it an elegant feel without being tacky. She took the stairs up to the second floor, passing the community laundry room filled with coin-operated washing machines and dryers, which hummed with activity even at this late hour. 

“Guess it’s never too late for laundry,” she muttered under her breath as she passed. Her door was at the end of the hallway on the left, and she wanted nothing more than a hot shower and a warm bed at the moment. 

“You’re out late,” a sweet voice called from behind her. Xlina turned to see Amber Sedgewick’s head peeking out from the community laundry room. She had a bronzed tan that you could only get from a bottle, with a platinum-blonde hair color only found in the palette of Revlon hair dye. She was sticky sweet in a way that Xlina thought was about as genuine as her tan and hair color. 

“Yes. Well, I’m about to turn in,” Xlina replied with a weary smile. 

“But look at this mess,” Amber chided, coming into full view as she entered the hall. She wore pink wool pajama bottoms with a powder-blue tank top that was a size too small and completed the ensemble with blue monster feet slippers. The girl was exactly the kind that Xlina couldn’t stand. With her perfect height and ideal weight, guys were drawn to her like moths to a flame. The only thing real about her was her daddy’s money, which had bought her perfect breasts, a stunning smile, and perhaps even a perfect personality sculpted by years of private schools and tutors. 

“It’s been a rough night,” Xlina said with a sigh, turning back toward her apartment door and hurrying away. 

“Now just stop right there, Miss Pudding Pants,” Amber said, placing a hand firmly on Xlina’s shoulder. “You’re tracking... what is that, paint? You’re making a right mess of the hallway.”

“I’ll clean it up,” Xlina retorted, turning to look the clueless college co-ed in the face. If Amber had any inkling of what she had seen tonight, the poor thing would piss her pants. The sheer thought of it brought a half-smile to Xlina’s face. “As soon as I clean myself up.”

“That’s all we ask,” Amber replied through a sweet smile. “These late nights are becoming a common occurrence. You know, many incoming freshmen who fall prey to the wild frat parties and college nightlife quickly burn out and soon after drop out.” 

“Thank you for your concern,” Xlina said sourly. When she had come to Portland, she had enrolled at the University of Maine; it had provided a suitable cover for her work, and at her age of twenty-two, it seemed to be a natural fit. But she hadn’t planned on Miss Cheerios living down the hall pestering her every moment and keeping tabs on her like she was the highlight of the school paper’s gossip column. 

“I am just trying to help, crabby pants,” Amber replied, her false personality practically gleaming through a smile. “Don’t take your guy troubles out on me.”

“It’s not guy trouble,” Xlina huffed in irritation. “Just tired and aching for a shower, but Barbie’s evil twin is holding me hostage in the hallway.” 

“Oh, you,” Amber said, patting Xlina on the shoulder and trying hard to avoid any of the sticky black goo. “That dour personality thing doesn’t work for you, dear; you need to make up for your lack of beauty with personality. Trust me, your looks alone are not winning you any pageants anytime soon.”

There it was; the mean girl that resided below the surface of the sticky-sweet persona. Perhaps the one bonus to letting the cephalopod escape was that it was still out there, and there was a chance it could solve her Amber problem. 

“I’ll take it under advisement,” Xlina said, pulling her shoulders away from Amber’s grasp and making a direct line for her door. Her key hit the lock, and the heavy clank of the deadbolt gave way with her turn.

“Don’t forget your droppings,” she heard Amber chime from down the hall as she passed into her apartment, closing the door behind her and throwing the dead bolt. She leaned against the door for a moment. Lost in her frustration, she loosed a deep sigh as the aches and pains of the night flowed through her. The promise of a hot shower was the only thing forcing her to keep moving. She finally pulled herself from the support of the door and lumbered into motion.

Her apartment was a studio. The kitchen lined the wall to her left with the typical appliances, all matching black on a linoleum tiled floor with a small wooden table. At the center of the room, the tile changed to hardwood and opened into the living slash bedroom area. On the far wall in the corner, a door marked the bathroom, where a hot shower beckoned. Her living area was sparsely decorated with a coffee table flanked by a sole chair that faced a TV stand and her couch, which housed a pullout bed. Her eyes blurred in the darkness as she reached for the light switch next to the front door, flicking on the ceiling fan and light. She was taken aback to see a lithe form sitting in her chair, fingers drumming impatiently.

“Not a great night,” the woman almost purred. Her voice was deep but sultry instead of masculine. Cross-legged and leaning back in the chair, she looked like she owned the place. She had shoulder-length black hair that was pulled back into a ponytail save for the three of four strands that fell perfectly from her bangs down over her face. Her ensemble included a black business suit jacket with a white blouse and a black pencil skirt that was cut slightly high on the side, displaying her shapely legs in black sheer stockings with matching heels. She looked like a chic Wall Street businesswoman.

“I didn’t get much help from you,” Xlina said, always amazed at Valeria’s ability to come and go as she pleased, doubting the ever-watchful Amber had even noticed her passing. “I could have used some support.”

“Indeed, you could have,” Valeria responded with a nod, motioning to Xlina’s injured arm. “That looks bad. I have to remind you, however, I am your court appointed social worker, not your personal bodyguard.”

Xlina smirked. As usual, Valeria referenced her cover in the human world. After a particularly nasty outing in Massachusetts, Xlina had been dragged in, half dead, to the emergency room at Boston General. Imagine their surprise when she had ranted about werewolves in the city. As a precautionary measure, she had been blue papered and spent four weeks under “medically supervised treatment,” which was far less medical and much more confinement. She had been grilled by shrinks, given a steady stream of sedatives, and abandoned by her father, who considered her predicament a lesson to stay out of the affairs of the druids and focus instead on her schoolwork. Then Valeria had showed up, her court appointed social worker appearing like a guardian angel in her time of need. 

Valeria had managed to get Xlina released and facilitated her transfer from Boston University to the University of Maine with no questions asked. She had been a blessing. Valeria wore a glamor, like the creature in the alley, that allowed her to move about among humans and act as one of them. She had a job, paid her bills, and for all intents and purposes lived a normal human life. Except she focused her practice on those who were like Xlina: the awakened. It was an odd choice for a creature to live in the human world. Some did it to protect the Mist between worlds, and some functioned as ambassadors, maintaining a fragile truce between the humans and the Otherworlders. Yet in Valeria’s case, Xlina suspected it allowed her the freedom to do as she pleased.

“Cephalopod,” Xlina shrugged, extending her arm to show the circular burns where the tentacles’ suckers had latched onto her flesh. “It got away, but it lost an eye for its efforts, and it knows I’m hunting it, so hopefully it will move on and find a safer food source.”

“Impressive.” Valeria shook her head in dismay. “Of all the humans I have met, you’re the second to so foolishly court death. Is existence that terrible?”

“Sitting on my hands is terrible,” Xlina shot back. “What am I supposed to do? Watch a horror show in my dreams every night and play Sally homemaker during the day? Find a nice guy, settle down, then when a good doozy of a night terror rolls through, I cook him like an eel in my sleep?”

“You will eventually learn control,” Valeria retorted. “Your daddy issues aside, there is no reason to go bumping against things that go bump in the night like some battle-crazy troglodyte... at least not in the way you have been going about it.” 

“Control? That’s your answer,” Xlina barked defensively. It was a familiar argument, like a comfortable old sweater that you pull out and snuggle in because it reminds you of home. “Always control. I have had these dreams since I was three. I incinerated my favorite Care Bear plushie when I was four because I dreamed about a vamp down the street. It’s been nearly twenty years. I would think I’d have learned some level of control by now.”

“Not with that attitude, young lady,” Valeria said dismissively with a shake of her head. “Listen, tomorrow after class, I want you to go meet another of my clients. I may not be able to help you in your foolish misadventures, but at the very least you could stop going out on these suicide missions alone.” 

“Well,” Xlina stammered, shocked at the turn of events. She had expected a long therapy session instead of actual help. “Thank you.” 

“See? Was that so hard?” Valeria teased with a smile. She had an alluring look about her that sent shivers through Xlina. She could be cold, nagging, and overbearing, but there was something exotic about her. Powerful. Confident. Xlina was secure enough in her sexual preferences to admit that Valeria was attractive—or at least her glamor was. 

“So where can I find this client?” she asked, turning to open the bathroom door and peeling her halter top off as she flicked on the light and partially closed the door behind her. She discarded the halter top into the laundry basket and drew a washcloth from the shelf behind the door. Xlina turned the sink faucet on, letting the water warm up before she began washing off the sticky black ink. She was definitely going to need a long hot shower. 

“The farmers’ market,” Valeria called from the other side of the bathroom door. “He’ll be selling cured meats and jerky. Don’t buy any and definitely don’t eat it if he offers it to you. He’s an odd duck, but tell him I sent you, and he’ll help.”

“Doesn’t this break your whole client confidentiality code you shrinks have?” Xlina chuckled, raising her voice so she could be heard in the other room as she scrubbed. Her arm was going to require something more delicate, a soak perhaps. 

“I’m not a shrink,” she called back defiantly. “I’m a therapist. One who has clearly overstayed her welcome. I’ll show myself out.”

“Sorry,” Xlina called back. “The smell of low tide is killing me. I have to get this squid juice off of me. He shot it from his belly button.” 

“That wasn’t his belly button,” Valeria chuckled. “Like the squid and octopi here in the Earth Realm, cephalopods store their ink in a fluid sack. When threatened, they flex their muscles and spray the ink from their anuses.”

The wave of nausea returned as Valeria’s words sunk in. Just when she thought she couldn’t possibly be more disgusted. She really needed that shower.

“That can’t be,” Xlina responded, her voice filled with disbelief. “It shot me from the front.”

“If you’re going to meddle in the affairs of the Otherworld, you are going to need to leave concepts such as all of creation conforming to human anatomy designs behind,” Valeria called back with a resounding chuckle. Xlina thought about the creature, about the lack of ribs she had noted on her first attack and how her elbow strike should have forced the air from its lungs but didn’t. She could only mutter under her breath and concede that the creature had used spray from its anus to make its escape. 

“Thanks for that,” Xlina said dryly. “I could have gone the rest of my life without knowing that I was bested by... butt spray.”

“Cephalopods don’t have buttocks,” Valeria quipped. “Perhaps I should have transferred you to a nice university in the Otherworld. Some anatomy classes wouldn’t hurt.”

“Not on your life,” Xlina called back through the door as she kicked off her ankle boots and peeled off her leather pants and bikini briefs. She reached beyond the shower curtain to fumble the stainless steel knob to hot and let the water run. “Will I see you tomorrow?”

“No,” Valeria’s voice came from close behind her. Xlina spun defensively, startled to see Valeria through the crack in the bathroom door. “I have other business to attend to, matters that require my direct involvement, and you need to heal that arm. No more hunting for you until you get full movement back. AND focus on your schoolwork. It’s only a cover if you don’t fail all your classes and manage to stay enrolled.”

“Yes, ma’am; it’s a promise,” Xlina said bashfully. She didn’t know how much of her Valeria could see through the crack in the door, but standing nude in her bathroom, she felt exposed. She reached the door and pushed it shut. Leaving her alone at last to her hot shower. Valeria would be gone before she got out. She was certain of it. She had a way about her, half teasing, half serious. Xlina could never tell what her true intentions were, but she had been nothing but helpful, and she was, after all, court assigned. 

“The hallway,” Xlina gasped, remembering her assurance to Amber that she would return to wipe up the mess. “Let the prom queen handle it.”

She shrugged her cares away, pulling the lever to switch the water from the showerhead to the tub and gently flicking the stopper in place with her foot as she eased herself down into the tub. She had earned a good soak.
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Chapter Two
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The Hungry

––––––––
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The farmers’ market was a staple for the trendy college students, providing a gathering place for vegans, vegetarians, and other assorted health nuts. Its setup, conveniently across from the University of Maine campus in Holder’s Park, was also ideally suited to drawing a throng of students, faculty, and random market-goers. It was always bustling at this time of day. Xlina’s last class, applied mathematics, let out at two pm—prime shopping time for the market. Due to the crowds, she tried to avoid the market at all costs, shopping instead at the corner market around the corner from her apartment. She didn’t drive, but it wasn’t a hindrance in a small place like Portland, which prided itself on sustainability and boasted a plethora of natural gas-fueled buses and bike rental kiosks. One could easily get around without the luxury or expense of a car. 

She strolled aimlessly, browsing the collected stalls and trying to look like a casual shopper. Her oversized University of Maine sweater was bulky and hot on the uncommonly warm autumn day, but it hid the damage to her arm and avoided any uncomfortable questions. The last thing she needed was a rumor spreading about the emo girl who liked to hurt herself. Her hands hung by the thumbs from her blue jeans, and in stark contrast to her outfit from the night before, she appeared like the typical Maine girl next door. One would never guess she was searching the farmers’ market for an awakened.

“Sheep,” came a friendly male voice to her left. She turned, startled from her thoughts, to see a small stand set up with a rotisserie and a dehydrator used for making jerky. Lengths of pepperoni and sausage hung by the link from the top of the multicolored stand. It resembled a cross between a butcher shop and a flea market. She noted the sign hanging from the market stall. Cut into a heart shape, it was painted deep red with black cursive lettering that read Food from the Heart.

“Excuse me,” she said, making eye contact with the vendor as she took a few steps in his direction. The man had a pale complexion, with long black hair that he kept well-maintained, along with a matching goatee. He donned a jacket that was nearly black, but dark red, resembling that of a carnival barker, paired with black khakis and shiny dress shoes. He leaned on a black cane that had an ivory head carved to look like Dracula. The man would be perfectly placed in a Victorian setting, but from behind the market stall selling meats, he couldn’t have looked like more of an oddity. 

“Them,” he replied, pointing his cane to the throng of students assembled around a stall across the parkway featuring the latest trends in vegan foods posing as meat. “The sheep follow the fad, they eat the grass, while the wolves prowl, sustained by the sheep. Such is the nature of life, is it not? You, my lady, look like a wolf.”

“Are you calling me a dog?” Xlina asked coyly, coming to stand in front of the strange vendor. He was handsome in a peculiar way, and for a moment she let her girlish desires flood over her, just taking the moment to appreciate the attention. After a rough night, a little harmless flirting was just what she needed for a pick-me-up. Besides that, this had to be Valeria’s client she was here to meet. How many jerky vendors could the farmers’ market possibly have? He definitely looked the part of an awakened. 

“Ahhh, the derogatory connotation made popular by your rap music,” he replied with an accent that sounded Eastern European. “No. That’s a filthy word meant to demean and degrade; you are powerful. The alpha wolf stalking the market searching for her prey while pretending to be a sheep.” 

“What makes you so certain?” she replied quizzically. The man certainly was an oddity. 

“A wolf can recognize the difference between the sheep and other wolves,” he remarked with a sly, knowing grin. “And Valeria has good taste in clients.” 

“Awww, and here I thought we could play this dance a while longer, my mysterious meat man,” Xlina cooed. She allowed for a hint of disappointment in her voice, hoping it didn’t make her sound desperate.

“Ahhh, the wolf likes to play,” he continued with a twirl of his hand. “Well, chérie, please indulge me, and try my wears.” 

With a sweeping bow, he gestured to his stand, following with a flourish as his hand swiped invitingly across his display. Xlina had remembered the warning from Valeria to avoid the food, but that could just have been a personal preference of the sleek woman, and she hated to disappoint the man before her, who was obviously struggling to make sales given his products’ lack of popularity with the “meat is murder” crowd. He was fortunate he didn’t have protestors picketing his stall. She reached deep in her pockets, producing four crinkled dollar bills, a scuffed quarter, and a dime that was half covered in a sticky substance. She dumped it on the counter with an awkward smile. 

“What can I get with this?” she asked, looking at the display nervously. She had used most of her funds for the week already during the stake-out at Pandora’s and was running a little tight. Had she nabbed the squid the night before, she might have gained something of value on the black magic underground. Given her failure, however, she would have to wait until her next shift waiting tables at the Sea Shanty and hope the tourists were good tippers. A certainty in the summer months, but unlikely for late autumn. 

“Hmmmm.” The man stroked his goatee, drawing it down into a point below his chin. He seemed deep in thought, almost as if he were considering the meaning of life itself. Then, as if struck by a flash of insight, he fished into his rotisserie with a pair of greasy tongs and produced a four-inch-long homemade sausage.

“I’ll take it,” Xlina smiled, not wanting to be rude. The man slapped the sausage into a roll and wrapped it in a sheet of foil before handing it over. 

“First customer of the day.” He beamed. “Surely people will see how much you enjoy the food and give it a try themselves.”

“Surely,” Xlina agreed, though she doubted it. “If you really want to sell fare like this, you should set up in front of one of the frat houses. The jocks would really go for this kind of stuff.” 

“Oh, surely. If only it were so,” he responded dryly as if the thought had never occurred to him. “The city will only grant a street vendor license to temporary mobile stands. I’d need to invest in a cart at the very least. The best Valeria could do was pull some strings to get me here in the park with the farmer’s market. It’s not much, but it’s got a splendid view.”

“I see.” Xlina nodded. He was an odd one indeed, but charming in a weird kind of way. She was glad Valeria had made the connection for her. Perhaps the friendly conversation was just what she needed to lift her spirits. It was hard being awakened in a small city like this. Sure, there were bound to be some witch covens she could associate with, perhaps a wizard here or there hiding in plain sight. But all of those groups would keep to themselves, and she was an outsider, new to the city. “So how did you come to meet Valeria?”

“Oh, straight to the point,” he mused with a grin. “Direct and to the point. You want to know how it is that I came to her attention, no? What kind of man am I?”

“Now who is the hunter,” Xlina asked defensively. Of course she wanted to know. Better to know now if she was dealing with a stark raving loon than to find out in some dark alley. 

“I think the lady doth protest too much,” he responded with a hurt expression, his hand coming up to cover his heart. He flashed her a wounded look. “I didn’t get caught killing anybody, if that’s what you are thinking. I promise you that.”

“Well.” Xlina silently cursed herself. Always with the foot in the mouth. Some girls possessed a natural ability to be coy and flirt. She was like a bull in a china shop, awkwardly thrashing about leaving disaster in her wake. Girls like Amber made it look easy; they understood the art of social interaction. “I wouldn’t say that. I mean, before I take you out with me, I gotta be sure you’re not some kind of creeper, right?”

“Me?” he said incredulously, feigning another hurt expression. “Simple old me who is peddling my wares in a quaint farmers’ market? You’re the one who strolled up and started talking about taking me out without so much as offering your name. How do I know it’s not you who is the alleged creeper?”

He was a wolf; she decided right then and there. The way he played with words, reversed their meaning onto themselves. This guy wasn’t just your ordinary street merchant. He was a player, a mover, a shaker, and possibly a con man all rolled into one. He was the type that played the long game, carefully considered every angle, and acted with pragmatism instead of emotion. It was clear from the curling warmth she felt welling in her stomach that this stranger had the upper hand in their playful duel of wits. 

“I am a creeper,” she replied coolly, attempting to flip the narrative from coy and flirty to humorous. “But it would be weird having two of us creepers out at night.”

“Isn’t that just so,” he laughed in agreement before extending his hand. “Oxivius, but my friends sometimes call me Ox for short.”

“Xlina,” she said, accepting his extended hand. “I don’t have any friends, but if I did, they would call me Xlina.” 

He laughed, shaking his head slightly from left to right and keeping a nervous eye on the crowd and passersby. 

“Well met, Xlina,” he said, dropping his voice to a low whisper that was barely audible over the conversations of the crowd behind them. “And what assistance is it you seek?”

“Huh?” she said. “Valeria said you could be my backup.”

“Backup?” he asked curiously. “What, pray tell, would I be backing you up for precisely?” 

“I have dreams,” she replied, pulling her hand back and crossing her arms. “Bad dreams.”

“Unfortunate,” Oxivius shrugged. “But outside of my realm of expertise.”

“They come true,” she continued her voice dropping to a bared audible hush. “The things I see happen. I need to stop them. Or at least I need to try and stop them.” 

“Why?” Oxivius asked, leaning closer over the counter and placing his elbows firmly down before putting his chin on his hands. He looked like a child eagerly anticipating a story. 

“It’s better than doing nothing,” she responded. “At least it’s acting.”

“Acting for the sake of acting sounds like a fool’s errand,” Oxivius insisted. “Action merely to prevent one from inaction with no defined goal or purpose? That, my dear, is bumbling.”

“I’m not bumbling,” Xlina came back fiercely.

“No,” Oxivius smiled, encouraging her to continue. When it was clear she was not going to offer more, he continued instead. “So what’s the plan? We go out, like the dynamic duo, stop creatures you don’t know from hurting people you haven’t met? To what end? What is the point? Why?”

“Because we are good people,” she said solemnly. 

“No,” Oxivius said flatly in rebuttal. 

“No, you won’t help?” 

“No,” Oxivius smiled. “I’m not one of your good people.”

“Really?” she questioned, unable to tell if he was being serious or just playing the devilishly charming bad boy. “There would be profit. Enough to buy your vendor cart, maybe even a restaurant. The things I hunt, they are valuable to magic users. Think of the possibilities.”

“Close, Xlina,” he continued, squinting slightly as if looking into her soul. “So very close, but no. You had to ruin its purity with greed.”

“What do you want me to say?” she asked in exasperation. “You clearly know, or think you know, the right words, and I am not getting there. Are you going to help me or not?”

“The things you hunt,” he said, smiling, standing tall, and lifting his cane before him. “You’re not doing this out of a sense of nobility; you’re not trying to be a hero. You’re hunting. You hunt because you are a wolf. Because it makes you feel powerful, and it allows you to use those ‘bad dreams.’ It gives you an illusion of control over that which you have no control.” 

His words landed like an anvil in her chest. If he had reached inside and plucked at her very heart, he could not have laid her feelings out so openly for any to see. Obviously, Valeria had told him a great deal more about her than she had conveyed to Xlina about him. 

“That’s a nice theory,” Xlina responded, retreating to her defensive habits, putting up walls, shutting him out. “But you don’t know me, and you don’t know what makes me tick.”

“You are right.” He flashed another of those devilishly charming smiles with those deep blue eyes. “I apologize if I have offended you. I only wished for an honest reason for our excursions.”

“So you are going to help me?” she questioned, not wanting to admit that his words had struck her hard. 

“Why should I?” he asked again with a shrug, setting down his cane and returning to his work tending his meats and rearranging his wears. 

“Because,” she relented. Admitting Oxivius was correct in his read of her intent didn’t necessarily make it true; she just wanted his help after all. “I am a wolf, hunting alone.”

“Then I will help you,” he said stoically from behind his rotisserie. “Let me finish my day here and get situated, and I’ll meet you at Pandora’s. That is where Valeria said the thing that escaped you last night was last sighted, correct?”

“Yes,” Xlina replied, chiding herself for perhaps showing a little too much excitement. “But it knows I was hunting it. It’s not going to come back.”

“I understand you wounded it,” he continued, not taking his eyes off his work. “It’ll need to feed and heal before it journeys back through the Mist. It’s our best chance to track it and dispose of it.”

“Right,” she nodded. “I’ll meet you at Pandora’s at seven.”

“Excellent,” he replied, still focused on tending and arranging his meats. She turned to walk away, a half smile spreading across her face. “One last thing.”

“Yes,” she responded, turning back to see him standing at the counter once more, staring her down intently.

“Are you going to eat that?” he asked, looking at the foil-wrapped sausage sandwich in her hand. “Or were you just waiting for a convenient place to discard it without hurting my feelings?”

It was definitively the latter; she had planned on ditching the meal in the waste basket at the other end of the park. She looked back at him, his icy blue eyes, his jet black hair. He was handsome. She reached down, pulled the foil from the sausage sub, and took a decent-sized bite, bringing a smile to his face. 

“And what do you think?” he asked intently. It was definitely not pork or chicken. It was unique. It wasn’t that it was a bad flavor, just different.

“It’s different,” she replied after a thorough chew and swallow. “What is it?” 

“Sheep,” he replied with a menacing voice that didn’t seem to match his demeanor. “Grass fed naturally.”

She laughed and shrugged before turning away and briskly walking down the path leading out of Holder’s Park. As she reached the far end of the park, she moved to discard the sandwich but thought better of it at the last moment. She took another bite and continued down the sidewalk toward her apartment complex. 

“What a funny guy,” she said, shaking her head in dismay. Time was of the essence. Despite Valeria’s warning, she would hunt again tonight. She needed to get some sleep; she needed the nightmares to come so she could draw on their energy and be ready again. Perhaps Ox was right; perhaps she was just a wolf hunting for no other reason than because wolves hunt. 

*   *   *
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Her sleep was restless, as it always was. She found herself in an alley, perhaps the same as the other night, perhaps different. It was hard for her to tell, but something was there with her in the shadows. She was ready this time, but in her dream state, she was just a watcher, not a participant. A girl walked down the street; it was late. She had been drinking, and she stumbled. Her male friend caught her eagerly, taking the chance to wrap his arms around her as she giggled playfully. 

“Damn,” Xlina cursed, seeing the girl’s face as her gentleman friend, adorned in a football jacket and jeans, lifted her back to her upright position. “It’s Amber.” 

Beneath the mop of platinum blonde hair, which had been disheveled by a night of drinking and most likely dancing, was an all-too-familiar face. A little black dress wrapped about her figure, leaving little to the imagination. It was cut low in the front and high on the sides, causing her to nearly pop out of her dress every time she stumbled. Given her level of inebriation and the stiletto spike of her black heels, it seemed stumbling was the best she was capable of. Sure, Xlina had cursed co-ed Barbie the night before. She had mused about the cephalopod snacking on her, but that was different from seeing it, from watching it happen. 

“No, Amber,” Xlina pleaded, standing in front of Amber and her beau like a specter. They couldn’t hear her. They couldn’t interact; they just passed right through as if she were an apparition. “Where are you going, you idiots?” 

“Right down here, babe,” the man said, pointing down the side street. “Across the way through there and two streets down is my place.” 

“No, Amber, you fool!” Xlina screamed from behind her. “You’re not going back to this meathead’s place, are you?”

Amber only giggled in reply, pulling the burly football player in for a sloppy, wet kiss only to miss in her drunken haze, smearing her lipstick on his cheek before finally making contact and locking into a deep, open-mouthed kiss. 

“Okay,” Xlina huffed. “I didn’t need to see the PDA either.”

“Come on,” the jock urged. “My roommate will be home soon.” 

“Yes, that would be terrible,” she slurred back, following with another giggle.

“You’re a damn annoying drunk,” Xlina chimed in despite the couple not being able to hear her. A loud clang rang from further down the side street, like trash cans being knocked aside. It drew their attention for a moment. Xlina was hopeful it would scare them off. 

“Damn cats,” the jock replied, half dragging Amber down the side street. “When did the fog roll in?”

Thick layers of Mist appeared almost out of nowhere. It was a humid autumn night in Maine. Fog was commonplace, but so was the Mist. The barrier between the human world and the Otherworld always appeared when there were few humans around and a creature lurking. It was so commonplace in fireside monster stories it had become a movie trope of the horror genre, a menacing fog that limited visibility and concealed the road ahead. Sometimes the stories got the details right. 

Xlina’s eyes darted left and right, desperately trying to get her bearings, a detail, anything that would give her a clue as to where exactly they were, but it was too late. A shadow blurred on the far wall and lashed out, taking the jock’s head clear from his shoulders. It was always just a shadow; she could never see the details. Xlina could only assume it was the cephalopod from before. The jock’s body, having not registered the blow, took another step before collapsing to the ground, fresh blood spraying the street from the cleanly exposed neck as the dull thump of the severed head hitting pavement echoed in the alley. Amber let loose a bloodcurdling cry that no one would hear. It was the way the Mist worked. They were now between worlds, a foot in each, but occupying space in neither. It was like a protection mechanism for the Otherworld, the Mist swallowing up all sights and sounds. If a passerby happened within ten feet of them now, they would not see anything but an empty street and the Mist, a typical foggy New England night. 

Amber started to run, tears streaking down her face. She made it three steps in those stiletto heels before crashing down to the pavement in a drunken, horror-filled stupor. She was probably too drunk to feel the pavement tear her nylons and skin her knees. She was probably too scared to feel embarrassed. It mattered not, for she was neither drunk enough nor scared enough to not notice the shadow appendage as it burst through her chest, spraying organs and gore toward the end of the side street. The shadow continued, enveloping her head with a sickening crunching sound that echoed down the alley before being swallowed by the Mist. The sound of bone collapsing beneath a predatory maw was gut wrenching. If she hadn’t been in her dream state, Xlina would have retched on the spot. The two college-aged corpses cooled on the ground as the shadow stalked toward the Mist, letting loose a guttural growl before disappearing into the Otherworld. 

The bodies would rot here in the Mist, between the human world and the Otherworld. Back on campus, missing person fliers would go up, and after a period of time, they would come down. Just another case of unsolved missing persons. Some would believe they ran off together to elope, never to return. Some would say they were abducted by aliens. Others would just assume they moved on. Sure, the police would investigate, but they wouldn’t find the Mist. They wouldn’t find the decaying, headless corpses, and eventually the case would be closed, filed away as an unsolved mystery. 

Xlina cried in anguish. She dropped to her knees and let the wave of despair flood through her. It was always like this: every dream a nightmare feeding her spiritual energy and revitalizing her body. Fortunately, these were monsters she could do something about. But when the nightmares came of lost children and human predators... those were the worst. Those dreams showed her all the horrors of humanity.
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Chapter Three
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Hunting The Hunter

––––––––
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Xlina woke in a tumble of scorched sheets and blankets, her hands teeming with fresh energy from her recent nightmare. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth softly until the pulsing blue energy retreated into her body. Resting her hands on her stomach, she could feel the sweat beading on her corded abdominal muscles. Her frantic and wild dreams ensured that every muscle in her body was toned and tight; she got a full-body workout with every dream. It saved her on a gym membership, but it was hell on her sheets and ensured she always slept alone. It was the major drawback of her abilities; any partner sharing the bed would come under her thrashing blows enhanced with nightmare energy, a dangerous way to wake up, as her first and only boyfriend, Mark Delany, had discovered when she had fallen asleep cuddling down watching television on her dad’s couch. His surprise had been overshadowed only by his injuries as she had begun to thrash wildly, clawing at the invisible monsters in her dreams. The screams of terror and pain had brought her father running just in time to pull her off the poor lad. Her nightmare infused hands had pierced the flesh on his face as if she had been squeezing an overripe tomato. He had survived the attack with four finger holes in his left cheek, a burned out left eye courtesy of her thumb, and second-degree burns covering the left side of his face. He probably would have fared better if he had chosen to snuggle a live bug zapper. She had been 14 at the time, and her dad had cleaned up the mess, dealing with both the local authorities and Mark’s parents. It took nearly all the influence he could muster to smooth things over with the authorities and he eventually committed to relocating the family at great personal expense. Mark’s face was another matter entirely as even the curative magic of the druid couldn’t fully restore the features of the disfigured boy. Mark had dropped out of school, and she had never heard from him again. Soon after, rumors had spread about what had become of her boyfriend. A short time after that, her family had moved to a suburb of Boston, where her father had been relocated to a New England conclave of the Druidic Order. 

She carefully swung her legs over the side of her bed, allowing the momentum to pull her upright to a sitting position. A lone bead of sweat trickled down her forehead and stung her left eye as she adjusted to see the red flashing digits of her alarm clock situated on the end table. With a quick draw, she bunched her wine-red camisole up in her hands, lifting it over her head and stopping momentarily to dab the sweat on her forehead before rising to head toward the laundry basket in her bathroom and the call of a hot shower. 

She casually tossed the garment in the hamper, which was nearing capacity, but she dreaded getting stuck in the common laundry room with Amber chattering away like a squirrel on energy drinks. Shaking her head resolutely, she decided the laundry could wait for tomorrow. She stripped off her matching wine-red bikini briefs, adding them to the overflowing hamper before turning the shower to hot. She hesitated only a moment to view her arm in the mirror and note that the magical nightmare energies, while destructive to her sheets, had already begun repairing the burn damage from the day before. The blistered spots from the morning were now scabbed over and shrinking to almost half their original size. The nightmares not only fed her body strength but also allowed for regenerative healing that would make most TV superheroes jealous. Clenching her fist tightly, she could feel her strength returning, and she smiled at her form in the mirror. She wished her breasts were larger. Not as large as Amber’s, which screamed “plastic enhanced,” but at least a size bigger would expand her options; her small athletic build often left her searching the young adults section for garments that would fit correctly. There were only so many options that didn’t include hearts and unicorns on the front. 
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