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Foreword




This is the Author's Edition. This particular book has gone through a wealth of variations as I've experimented with different mediums and publishing formats. The story itself has stood strong against the test of time. 

I hope you enjoy! 








  
  
DEDICATION 

To those who love people

who can't find it in themselves to love you back. 

Don't think less of yourself. 

You will find someone. 

They're out there. 

It might be a friend. 

It could be a coworker.

It doesn't matter, but stop investing in people

unwilling to give back to you without a purchase.

You know what I'm talking about. 

You're worth so much more.







  
  
Chapter 1



Hard-packed dirt floor. 

Symbols painted on the old wood wall of the restored slave cabin at the victim’s feet. More were carved on the east wall. 

A protection mandala chiseled into the wall at the victim’s head just under the single window. 

Nothing here screamed occult. These were just symbols and were all rather random. There wasn’t a cohesive placement. The rune for great energy, for example, was next to the rune for death, which was spliced with prosperity that had been thrown in next to a symbol that meant absolutely nothing but could be found on fan art from Buffy the Vampire Slayer. What exactly was this guy’s message? 

He wanted attention. That’s what the message was. “I hate it to say it, Chief, but I think this guy is out for kicks.” But even morons could get something right sometimes.

“This seems pretty extreme for kicks,” Chief Brian White said crisply. 

He’d reached out to her asking for help on this case because the killer had left what could be occult symbols at the two previous murder sites. After the Pilmner case in Texas over five years ago, she’d become rather famous. She could track down serial killers who sacrificed people to raise demons. 

However, that case had fallen into a weird gap of missing memories, and she couldn’t recall what she’d been tracking or why. She’d read the case file. Of course she had. She’d read her notes, but nothing in there had given her any clues on how she’d finally caught him. 

She’d looked at the pictures Chief White had sent to her and had initially said no. She wasn’t interested in digging into a case outside her jurisdiction—St. Francisville, Louisiana was far from Denver, Colorado—but her boss had told her to take a vacation. He wasn’t her biggest fan. 

Since she was here anyway, she could at least do her job and assist. The victim was male, early to mid-thirties, Hispanic, naked except for a pair of boxers. Someone had carved on his body. She slipped on one of her powdered gloves in the Louisiana heat and knelt beside the victim’s head. “What do we know about him?” 

“Eddie Lopez,” the chief said, kneeling on the other side of the victim near his shoulder. “Good guy. Owned the lumber store. Wife. Two kids.” 

“Picket fence too?” How did the chief see Eddie’s place in the community? 

“You laugh, but yeah.” 

Eddie’s was the sort of bad luck that had led her to looking into the existence of a nearby coven. They weren’t all bad, but she could tell when a group of “witches” gathered to better their luck because others would lose theirs. There were ways to keep that from happening, but they usually involved a lot of work, which most newbie covens didn’t know. 

Paige had found what she thought was a coven, though it was hard to tell from Denver. The internet was a powerful tool, but it still only told so much. From what she could tell, there were about four witches in the circle? Maybe? But she also suspected they were the targeted victims. 

Eddie Lopez hadn’t been on the list of potential witches, so how had he caught the killer’s eye? 

“The store hasn’t been doing so great lately. There aren’t many people renovating their houses, I guess. But it was still doing well enough. His daughter’s in soccer.” 

Her heart twisted with pain and grief the way it always did when someone mentioned children. She pushed that aside and focused. She didn’t have kids and probably never would. She didn’t want to see the type of mother she’d be. She preferred to focus on work. 

The killer had carved an X over each of the victim’s eyes. Bruising around the point of incision and the trails of dried blood indicated the man’s heart had still been beating. 

Well, whoever the killer was, he didn’t mind watching his victims suffer. 

Eddie’s wrists were clean, with no ligature marks. He hadn’t been bound. Or at least, he hadn’t struggled. Did that mean he’d been drugged? He’d allowed this to happen or passed out? 

The toxicology report would tell them what was in his system, but she was willing to bet there’d be nothing there, same as the first two. 

“This is new.” Paige stared at the victim’s chest, careful not to touch it. “Did he carve symbols on the other victims?” 

“Not like this. Does it mean anything?” 

Only if the killer knew what he was doing or thought he did. “I don’t know. They’re runes.” 

“I couldn’t make any of them out,” Chief White said. “My mam had a book, so I looked.” 

“You had time for that?” 

He looked at her and tipped his black, bald head to the side with a frank look. “I brought all her old books to my office. When Marge sent me the picture, I looked while I had time.” 

Which meant he wasn’t afraid of where this investigation might go. That was good, but it also meant that he might invite it to go where it didn’t make sense. “Well, these are spliced together, which could mean he meant to give them more power.”

“Okay.” The chief frowned. “What kind of power?”  

“This one,” Paige said, pointing to one like a diamond cut in half and then offset, “is Jera, the rune for rewards arriving at their rightful time. This one,” she said, pointing to one that looked like the Jesus fish, only standing up, “Is Opala. It means heritage.”

“What could that mean?” 

She wasn’t done. “There’s more. This is Fehu.”  The two-branched, lopsided tree was separated from the rest and lower on the chest. “It means wealth and new beginnings.” She shifted, trying out to make out others. “Jera shares a line with Lagaz. It means intuition, which is spliced together with Ehwaz, which represents abrupt change. 

“What does Jera mean?” 

“Harvest.” More sprang out. “This one’s victory in battle. This one’s time of change.” 

“That… means something.”

“Are you hoping or are you telling me?” 

He pulled the corners of his lips down as if to remind her nonverbally that he was still the chief of police. “He’s a serial killer. He has a reason. Something in here must tell us what the reason is.” 

“Unless he’s playing with us.” There was a very high likelihood that was the case. If she believed the killer wasn’t stupid, she’d say he was killing these people to inherit their rewards quickly to bring about new wealth. Further, she’d also conclude that he’d chosen to carve these symbols into Eddie while the man was still alive to provide more power to the runes. Fear and pain held a lot of energy. 

“Do you think he is?” 

Paige twisted on the balls of her feet and surveyed the walls again with a new perspective. What if someone threw up the stupid symbols to mask their actual knowledge of what they were doing? Slide-stepping closer to the wall at the victim’s head, she traced a few lines of the mandala, then a few of the other runes carved into the walls.

“You find something?” the chief asked. 

“No. There are simply too many bad symbols thrown in with real ones. This is from Supernatural. I mean, come on. That’s just pop culture.” 

“Do you have any ideas?” 

Turning in a slow circle, she shook her head. “I think we’ve got someone trying to be cool and thinking he’s summoning something.” 

“Like a demon?” 

She bounced her head from side-to-side, trying to figure out what she really thought. “That’s typically what we think of when we say summoning.” 

“You think it’s a man?” Chief White asked, his voice lower. 

“Probably. Statistics say it’s more than likely. Also, each person was killed separately. If the killer is summoning, that could replace the sexual drive most serial killers have in common.”

“Paige,” a deep, thickly accented voice said.

She looked over at the chief. “What?” 

His eyebrows rose. “What?” 

“You said my name.” 

“I didn’t.” He looked around, narrowing his brown eyes. 

She cocked her head to the side and listened. Someone outside? The officer she saw through the door shifted his weight from one foot to the other. She only saw the elbow of the other officer. 

“Did you hear something?” the chief asked. 

“You didn’t?” 

He shook his head. 

Licking her lips, her heart picked up a beat. “Probably just the heat. It was a long drive.” But what if it wasn’t?

He grunted. 

What if something else had tried calling her? 

She chased that thought away quickly. Her family were witches, but she wasn’t. She didn’t hear voices or have magick. She followed clues like the mandala. They could be used in spells. Each symbol added to the series of circles could bring new meaning to it. It was complicated spell work, rarely used, especially if someone had limited time. And they were weak, as far as spells went. A lot of work for little pay, which was another reason they were typically only used for protection. 

Could it be used to protect a summoner against a demon, though? Maybe?

She scooted her foot forward for a better look but tripped, catching herself against the wall with her non-gloved hand. 

The world rotated with a slow-churning lurch. The dust-ridden sunlight streaming through the slats in the window above her head dissolved into nothingness. Brutal heat transformed to bone-setting chill. 

Everything disappeared. Something slammed into her skull from the side. Pressure built inside her head until she thought her eyes would pop out. 

Silence. 

Stillness. 

Peace. 

The moon hid behind a thick blanket of clouds. Fog rolled in and gently away only to fold itself around her again. Trees rose from the earth like prickly fingers. The ground lay dormant beneath her bare feet. 

She pulled her black cloak tighter around her. Her earthbound form did not feel chill or heat, was unfazed by a strong wind. She felt the energy, the tug towards darkness. Her demon heart froze in fear.

No. She wasn’t a demon. She was Paige Whiskey.

The fog lifted barely enough to allow her sense of self to realize she wasn’t the demon. It felt like it, though. The sights. The smells. She saw them. She smelled them. 

A pentacle had been drawn in salt in the short, springy grass nearby. Candles lit each point of the star. A small cauldron reigned in the center. 

“Witch,” the male voice from earlier said. 

Fear overtook her. She turned to run, to flee. 

Soul-fire burned the side of her face. 

She staggered backward. A magickal ward glistened in the air directly in front of her. The witch. 

Wait. What witch? 

Trapped. 

Trapped by what? And why? 

Protect it. 

Protect what?

Something gleamed in the grass. An old and twisted knot-work of metal lay on the ground. Weak energy shot out like the light of a distant star. The key. 

The key. The thought took hold of her mind like claws and gripped her tight. The key. Protect the key! 

Hands grabbed her. Warm. Soft. 

Real.

She was stuck in a memory. A demon tied to the earth. She couldn’t move. This wasn’t her world. This wasn’t her dimension. She belonged somewhere else, not here. The witch and the angel had chained her to this spot, helpless to keep the gates closed. She had to find a way out, had to get away. She had— 

Wait. She had to know. She let the memory reel through again. 

Fleeting images of white wings. Wings so white they almost glowed in the darkness of the night. Fingers. Fingers blackened from sacrificing others for gain. Light and dark mixing, co-existing, making a cage, a tether. Symbols of earth, air, fire, water, life, and death linked together. “You must protect the key. You shall be the lock. Stand here—” A slap across the face brought her back to reality. 

This reality. 

Her reality.

Paige sat sideways in the passenger seat of Chief White’s unmarked car. The door was open, and he knelt beside her in the dirt, a hand on her arm, supporting her. He stared up at her with concern. 

Bile rose in her mouth. She shoved him out of the way, collapsing on her hands and knees, retching. She heaved until nothing was left. Smoke rose from the spilled contents of her stomach and the stagnant smell of sulfur penetrated her nostrils.

She wiped her mouth with a shaking hand. What the fuck had just happened?








  
  
Chapter 2



Paige pulled herself back into the passenger seat of the car, fighting to wrap her head around what she’d just experienced. 

Sulfur. 

Sulfur? From what she remembered, sulfur was a telltale sign of demons, but here? It had to be demons. Right? Real demons? What did she need to protect against that? 

Shit. She didn’t know. Understanding symbols was one thing, but the Whiskeys didn’t deal with demons. Spells, sure. Ghosts, sure. Herbs. Yeah, absolutely. 

Real demons? This had to be a joke. 

But was real. That—what she’d just lived through had been real. Right? The vision? Throwing up sulfur? 

All she had to do was follow the clues. They were right there.

Her notes said the clues had been there in the Pilmner case, too. Had she followed them, tracked down a real demon, and then lost her memories because of it? Was this a dangerous path she was walking? 

She could call Leslie. Maybe her sister would know something. She’d been practicing magick a lot longer than Paige had. 

Has she? 

That wasn’t the demon’s voice. 

That had come from somewhere deep inside her. The question didn’t even make sense. She was just thrown off center because of the demon. Great. She couldn’t even trust her own mind.

Besides, Leslie was about to have a baby any day now. She was not the right person to call. So, who else could Paige call? 

Dexx Colt. He was a demon hunter. He’d been by a few times in the last five years, working on cases in the Denver area. They’d become fairly decent friends, but he never got close. 

Still. Maybe she should call him. 

She got to her feet and stumbled. 

“What happened?” Chief White stood away from the smoking vomit, his face pinched in concern. 

“I don’t know.” It was the best answer she had. Magickal crap happened to the others in her family. Not to her. This was totally new territory. 

Was it though? that voice asked again. 

Of course it was. She’d know if she had magick.

But what about those missing years?

“I’m taking you to the clinic,” Chief White said, gripping her elbow. “I’ll call Dr. McCormick. Let him know to stay there a little longer.” 

She shook her head. The world spun, making her stomach lurch. “Isn’t he the coroner?” 

“Reading up on us?” 

“The reports.” He’d been the one to sign off on the autopsies.

“Yeah, well,” Chief White said, tipping his head to the side with a smile that said she was doing okay. “He’s also the doc. Small town.” 

She stopped their progress toward his car. “I’m fine.” She really wasn’t. “I just need sleep.” There was something about seeing a vision and then going to a doctor afterward that made it that much more real, and she didn’t want that. She didn’t want him running tests and seeing what they came back with. Probably nothing. But could she be sure of that?

What if sulfur showed up in the bloodwork? It had been in her stomach. How would she explain that away? She couldn’t.

“This is my jurisdiction. I’m having the doctor check you out.” 

“No,” she said forcefully. She took in a deep, steadying breath and gave him her full attention. “Look, Chief, the truth is, I had a long night before I got on the plane. The flight wasn’t that comfortable. Had a chatty guy sitting next to me the whole way and a bratty kid in front of me. The drive was long, and I think the heat is getting to me. I just need sleep.” 

His flattened lips and set jaw said he wasn’t buying it. 

She wasn’t either, but she couldn’t afford to go to the clinic and have her blood drawn. She didn’t know how to alter tests or how to get them thrown out or messed up. She didn’t have those kinds of contacts. She had never needed them before. 

Are you sure? 

No. But why would this be her first reaction? This was almost a muscle memory reaction. Hide the evidence. That was her first instinct. Why would that be if this was her first time? It didn’t make sense. 

Because it doesn’t, her inside voice whispered again. What about your missing years? 

Paige blinked. She looked over her shoulder to the slave shack. How certain was she that this was just some guy trying to get attention? 

White narrowed his eyes. 

What was going on? 

Why was she the only Whiskey without a gift? Why did Leslie act so weird around her? Why would certain conversations stop when she entered a room when she traveled home? 

Chief White took a step closer. “What’s going on?” he asked quietly. 

There was nothing to say.

“Look,” he said, leaning forward and glancing around to make sure no one else could hear them. “I read up on your family’s history. And my momma had a touch of the gift herself.” He licked his bottom lip, ducking his head. “She’d get that same look on her face sometimes, too. You saw something.” 

Paige couldn’t admit to it. She’d lose all credibility. This wasn’t the same world where spells were baked into cookies. This was the world where all that was child’s play bordering on make-believe. 

She listened to the insects working and playing in the tall, bowing trees. Moss dangled from the branches and swayed on the breeze that made the heavy, hot air bearable. Her button-up shirt clung to her shoulders, clinging with each breath in and refusing to release as she breathed out. The plantation house stood to the side, large and impressive like a lord surveying the lands. 

And the small shack watched, as if waiting for her next move. 

He glanced over her head. “You did see something. What was it?” 

She shook her head. She barely knew him. 

His brown eyes met hers and held them with a steely gaze. “Tell me what you saw, and I’ll take you to your room.” 

Bad idea. Really bad idea, but she couldn’t go to the clinic. “Something from the past. I think.” She clamped her jaw shut. What was she thinking? 

He could be an ally. 

Why did it suddenly feel as if she had two personalities battling inside her? 

Maybe you do. And this one has been buried for five…long years. 

Jesus fucking shit. 

Chief White nodded, his expression earnest. “Okay. What else? What happened?” 

Tell him. 

No! 

She felt herself open her mouth to answer. “I was a demon sent to Earth to protect mankind.” 

He nodded as if this made sense, his shoulders relaxing slightly. “Okay. From what?” 

“Themselves? There was a witch and an angel.” She shook her head, recalling the vision, terrified it might overtake her again. “I didn’t see them, though.” 

“Interesting.” 

“And a…special key. There was a key I had to protect.” 

“What was this key to?” 

She didn’t remember if the demon had said in the vision or not, but she knew. She just knew. “The Gate to Hell.” 

Chief White closed his eyes for a moment and then reopened them. “The key to the Gates to Hell is here? In my parish?” 

“Gate. As in singular.” 

“And that’s in St. Francisville, too?” he asked incredulously. 

“I—” She shrugged. “That I don’t know.” 

“Was there anything else? How are these murders tied to that?” 

She pressed shaking fingers to her lips. “The demon that got me. He’s trapped. In that shack.” 

Chief White’s face paled. He straightened and turned to stare at the building, his eyes wide. 

“This is where all the bodies were found, right?” 

He nodded, then turned back to her. “Should I be worried? About my men?” 

She knew next to nothing about demons. 

You don’t? Her own voice asked snide and superior. 

No. “I don’t know. But my first thought is that’s what the killer is trying to raise.” 

“You believe our killer is trying to summon a trapped demon to get possession of a key that will open the Gate to Hell that’s located in my parish.” 

“The demon is, for sure.” That was not a sure thing. 

Follow your instinct, her inside voice said, sounding frustrated. 

“The key, though? I don’t know. I got the impression”—From a vision. She still couldn’t get over the fact that she was having a conversation about a vision as a clue in a real murder investigation—“that the demon had failed to protect the key when he’d been captured and trapped.” 

“That, unfortunately, makes sense. Okay.” White flagged down one of the officers stationed outside the door. “Extend the perimeter. I don’t want anyone inside that shack unless it’s absolutely necessary. When Dr. McCormick gets here, help get the body moved as quickly as possible and then shut down the area.” 

The officer nodded. 

The other one stepped through the door. 

“Duke, please take Detective Whiskey’s car back to the Rose Inn. We’ll follow.” 

“Yes, Chief.” Duke turned, a tight smile on his face as he held out his large hand for the keys. 

She fished them out of her pocket and handed them over. 

“Let’s get you to the inn.” Chief White walked briskly around the front of the car. 

Paige sat down in the passenger seat of his sedan and shut the door, feeling like she was inside an oven. Chief White was handling the idea of her having visions really well. A little too well? Was there such a thing? What would he get out of playing along? No. He’d been spooked before. When his mother had visions, she’d obviously shared some, so he’d been brought up with the idea. 

He could make a good ally. 

Finally. 

That voice. Her voice. Paige didn’t understand what was going on, or why it had started now. 

Chief White started the car and the air conditioner shot out cooked air. He glanced at her with concern. “You’re sure you don’t want to go to the clinic?” 

“I’m sure.” 

“And you’re going to be okay if we just go back to the inn?” 

She wasn’t sure, but she didn’t know what else to do. She closed her eyes. 

The car stopped. The engine was cut off. 

Paige opened her eyes, blinking in surprise at a large white house. A sign in the front read Rose Inn. This was a much nicer plantation. Her car waited in another parking space.

“We’re here,” Chief White said. 

When had she fallen asleep? She nodded dully and fumbled for the door handle. 

“You don’t look good.” 

Bile rose in her mouth. A wave of dizziness assaulted her. She just needed to get to her bed. Wherever that was. She got out of the car, doubling over, her hands on her knees.

The driver’s side door slammed shut. Gravel crunched. She pulled herself upright using the open car door.

Sound traveled to her like she was in a tunnel. She opened her eyes but didn’t see…anything. No plantation. No sunshine. No trees, for that matter. Just…darkness.

“Whiskey, are you okay?”

“Chief White,” she said, her voice miles away. “Maybe I should—”

“What’s wrong?”

“Don’t kn—”

“Paige,” a familiar male voice called. 

“Dexx? What are you doing—” She stopped, unable to continue. She held out her hand, grabbing only air as she fell.

Fell.

Fell.

“What are you doing here?” the deep, British-sounding voice asked.

Paige recoiled, or would have, but she couldn’t move more than flopping her arms around. The voice wasn’t hers, wasn’t Bal—

The name slipped into the fog of her brain. 

“Dexx.” Paige’s head wobbled on her neck. She hadn’t fallen to the ground like she thought she had. She remained partially upright, but how? Hands held her up, pressed against her ribs, and dug into her arm. “Something’s—”

A vessel? the male British-sounding voice said. 

“No.” Her voice shook. 

A force pushed against her mind, searching for a chink in her soul, for a way in.

“Shit.” Dexx’s rough hands gripped her tighter, almost painfully, but a cleaner pain than the one in her head. “Help me get her inside.”

“I need to take her to the—”

Paige’s head fell back. A guttural roar sliced its way from her throat. Holy shit. 

That couldn’t have been her voice. Couldn’t…have…

“Now,” Dexx demanded. His expression softened as she looked into his eyes. “Damn it, Paige. What the fuck did you let in?”

The answer, of course, was nothing. She couldn’t. She didn’t have anything for a demon to want. 

The runes. The runes had to have been a trap. She tried to picture them in her head, but they slipped away from her.

What had they meant? Her mind slogged to a halt. Nothing made sense. The tall man in the suit. The office with expensive furniture. The… the… her mind went blank, then the nothing swallowed her.
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From the look of things, Leslie had been right to ask Dexx to look in on Paige’s case. He’d obviously arrived in the nick of time. He ignored the cop for a moment. The fun name game stuff could be handled later. “Fanny!” 

“Yes?” she shouted back as she opened the door. 

While he’d waited for Paige to show up, he’d flirted with the owner. Great gal. Quite the gab and without a doubt, she was the local gossip. “Be a dear and grab my bag out of the dining room?”

Alarm slashed across Fanny’s round face. “What’s goin’ on?”

“Just grab the bag and put it in my room.” He was going to kill Leslie and Alma. 

The cop stopped him on the second-floor landing with an iron grip. 

Dexx stared at the cop. Hard. They didn’t have time for this shit. 

Forceful concern filled the Black man’s face. “You will answer the question. Who are you?”

So, the cop needed this to happen right now. Okay. Yeah. This was time well vested. “Dexx. Colt. Demon hunter.” 

The cop didn’t even flinch. 

Huh. “This needs to be handled. Right now. She doesn’t have a lot of time left.” 

As if on cue, Paige’s eyes shot open. The rich, nut brown had been replaced by pure black. A grimace twitched across her face. “This vessel belongs to me.” 

The words might have come from Paige’s mouth, but the voice had too many layers to be human. And it had an accent that Paige didn’t have.

The cop’s eyes widened. However, to the man’s credit, that was his only reaction. 

“Her room is upstairs. Help me.” 

“She just drove in from the airport.” 

“And you made the reservation.” Dexx took her shoulders. “I just took the liberty of checking in for her. Would you bring her bags?” 

“Fanny wouldn’t let just anyone check in for her.” 

“I know, right? She’s a good girl.” Would he just fucking hurry up? 

The cop raised his eyebrows and grabbed Paige’s bags. 

Finally. Dexx hoisted her up and carried her like a child. “I’m her fiancé. Came to surprise her.” Wasn’t a complete lie. He had come to surprise her because Leslie had called. Thank goodness he had, too. The demon didn’t have full possession of Paige’s body. Odd. She was fighting it. Maybe it couldn’t get a full toehold. Maybe they had some time and half a chance. 

Fanny led the way down the corridor to the right and opened the third door on the left. She stepped back, Dexx’s duffel still clutched in her arms.

“Thanks, Fanny,” Dexx grunted. 

“Chief White,” she said, her voice hitched. “What in the name of the Lord is goin’ on?” 

Chief of Police, huh? Dexx dumped Paige on a chair. “Nothin’s goin’ on, Fanny,” Dexx said, adopting a slight twang to soften his words. He needed Fanny to relax, and for everyone to calm down. 

Her hand left the bag to cross herself. 

He took his duffle from her arms. 

“Look, Fanny,” Chief White said, taking her arm and leading her out of the room. “We just came from a crime scene. She encountered something down there.”

“Shouldn’t she be at the clinic, then?” 

“With Dr. McCormick dealing with the body?” 

Her eyes widened. “So, it is true.” 

Chief White nodded, his eyes closed for a moment. “Now, be a blessing and don’t tell anyone about it.” 

She wasn’t dismissed so easily. “It was Eddie, wasn’t it?” 

The chief gripped the door with one hand and sighed. “It was.” 

“It was them witches, Chief. You know that same as I do.” She crossed herself again, his time with a heavy nod to accent her conviction.

“We don’t.” 

“His store was goin’ belly up, and with his wife pregnant, don’t take a scholar to suss out what happened.” 

Whoa. Now that was a connection worth noting. Dexx interjected himself into the conversation. “You think he could have sold his soul?” 

“To the devil?” Fanny’s grey eyes lit. “Yes. Yes, I do. That man was crazed tryin’ to find a way to unload that store. He went to see them witches several times.” 

Chief White glanced at Dexx and shook his head, his lips tight as if to say, “Don’t rile her.” 

Yeah. Okay. Whatever. This was the best lead they had, though, witches. The Whiskeys, he knew. They were good people. Well, most of them, anyway. But others? 

Some others weren’t as nice. At least, not the two he’d met. 

“What about her?” Fanny asked, glancing at Paige. 

“She’ll be fine. Bring some lemonade?” Chief White closed the door firmly in the woman’s face. 

“Thanks for that.” Usually, when the police got involved, the situation turned into nine hells of gagglefuck.

“Don’t thank me yet. She’s just getting started.” The police chief stared at Paige, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “What’s the plan?” 

That guy had a seriously level head. Dexx didn’t know whether to be concerned or grateful. He dumped the contents of his bag on the bed. Holy water. Demon knife. Salt rounds—those weren’t going to help. Chalk. An old journal. 

He didn’t have what he needed for a devil’s trap. Crap. 

Well, he could at least protect the door. He grabbed a Sharpie and drew a few symbols along the doorframe. 

“Fanny is going to kill you.” 

“I’ll paint over it.” 

Paige’s head jerked to the side, her brown eyes wide. “Dexx,” she whispered. “Oh, shit.”

Dexx took two steps and knelt beside her. “Is he gone?”

Paige shook her head. “Still here.”

“How did he get in?”

“What is he?” Paige was pale, her skin clammy.

Dexx pursed his lips in surprise. “You don’t have your gift back?”

“Don’t.” She ground her teeth. “Have one. Wha—”

Fury leapt in his chest. “I’m going to strangle that woma—”

“She is my vessel,” the demon said in a thick British accent. 

Dexx scrambled away, his hand over his mouth. 

Alma, Paige’s grandmother, had bound Paige’s demon summoning gift and had made her forget. They’d all agreed her ability to raise demons at will was too dangerous, especially after the Pilmner case. But that wasn’t the real reason her gift had been bound.

No. In a fit of wild rage, she’d traveled all the way from Texas to New York to kill her mother, using a demon to assist her. Dexx’d been there for that and had seen it happen. He was the only reason Rachel was still alive. 

There were a few things he could do, but most of them were dangerous. Not all humans survived demon possession, and with her gift? Who knew how it even worked? Could the demon get a hold of it while possessing her? Was that the reason for using her? Without containment. If the demon discovered who she was—What demon didn’t know who she was? She was the talk of Hell. How many other demon summoners were there? There were none.

Shit. Shit. Shit. “Did she summon it?”

The police officer pulled his attention away from Paige, startled. “What?”

“The demon. Did she summon the demon?”

The cop shook his head. “She thinks maybe the killer is trying to.” 

Just like the Pilmner case. Dexx didn’t like this. “Did someone touch her? Someone who might have already been possessed?”

“She touched something at the scene.”

“Could you be more specific?”

The other man shook his head and shrugged. “There are a lot of symbols there. She touched one of them. I don’t know.”

Well, things were about to get serious. “Okay, Chief. You don’t want to be here.” 

“Maybe I do.” He stood and squared up to Dexx, his bulk blotting the doorway.

“You really don’t.” Dexx opened the door and pushed the police chief into the hallway. “If you think of anything else, call. I can handle this, but me. Alone.”

A guttural roar filled the room as Dexx slammed the door.

With the door closed, he crept toward Paige.

Her lips curled. “You do not want to get in my way, little man.”

“Maybe I do, and you don’t want to get in mine.” Dexx slammed his fist into her jaw. 








  
  
Chapter 3



Dexx had knocked out his fair share of people. In his line of work, being polite could get him killed. Or worse. So, he knew what he was doing. Paige was out cold. He maneuvered her onto the bed, then sat beside her, grabbed his flask of holy water from his bag, and poured some into her palm. 

Nothing happened. 

It proved a theory. Or did it? Demons were naturally drawn to her. It didn’t matter if her gift was working or not. 

Recapping the flask, he grabbed a ballpoint pen. 

So, maybe, when the demon had attempted to possess her, she’d been able to fight back somehow. 

Or maybe the son of a bitch was just hiding. 

What demon had he heard of that could hide inside a host from holy water? 

He dug out his phone, thumbed through his recent calls, and hit Leslie’s name. 

“Hey, Dexx,” Leslie Whiskey said in her soft Texan drawl, her voice full of laughter. “No, Mandy. Please, I’m on the phone.” 

Dexx heard the girl in the background but couldn’t make out what she said. 

“Later. Okay.” Leslie’s Texan drawl softened. “Sorry about that, Dexx. What’s up?”

“It’s a demon.” He started a protection sigil on Paige’s wrist.

“What happened?” Leslie asked, all distractions erased from her tone as panic rode in. “Is she okay?”

“For now.” He studied the blooming bruise on Paige’s jaw. “But I don’t know for how much longer.”

“Where is she? What happened? Did she summon?” With each question, her voice rose another octave.

Which question was he supposed to answer first? The last one? “No.”

“Then what happened?”

He filled in the outlines of the mark. “Les, who else knows about her gift?”

“No one outside the family.”

Not entirely true. “I know.”

“You’re family. Dexx, what’s—”

“There was a trap spell.” He couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t a witch and didn’t know much about spells. “At least, I think. That’s the only thing that fits here.”

Silence on the other end of the phone call. “It could have been for anyone.”

Seriously? She was going to play dumb. “Why weren’t there any trap spells before this? Our guy murdered two others prior to Paige being brought here.”

“It could be that this guy just didn’t know what he was doing and set something up on accident.”

“How many times does accidental magick happen? On this scale?” 

“Accidents happen all the time.” 

“Demons, Les. This is Paige. We’re not after some kid searching for magick spells on YouTube.” Dexx gripped the pen too tight in his frustration, digging deep into Paige’s skin. “This is not an accident, Les. Someone knows. The first two murders were to get her down here. This one was for her.”

Leslie was quiet on the other end of the line. 

He needed to lighten up. Leslie was his best bet right now. He just needed her to quit refusing to see what was right in front of her face. They were out of time. Paige, for whatever reason, had always been a player in the magickal realm. Demons. Angels. Those fucking assholes wanted to take over the damned world. 

“I’ve seen would-be practitioners,” Dexx said, forcing his voice to level out, “do some pretty dumb things, but this? People who kill people are serious about something.” 

“Gah dang it!” Something clunked on the other side of the call. 

“Such language.” Dexx grinned. He knew from experience that the woman could make sailors blush.

“Don’t make fun. How’re the shields on her gift holding?” 

“Damn it, Les.” Dexx pressed his lips together as he fought to refrain from saying what was really on his mind. “Why haven’t you taken the memory blockers down? Don’t you realize how open to attack she is now?”

“Do not blame this on me. I released them before she left, but…” He heard her take in a deep breath. “It was worse than last time. If you want to place blame, start with Grandma and Balnore.”

On one hand, Dexx was glad Paige couldn’t summon. She’d tried to kill her own mother with her gift, so, yeah. But on the other hand, it might have been best to keep her on the board, but on their side. She was powerful. Helping her, supporting her? Wouldn’t it be cool to have a demon summoner on a short leash? “It’s the gift she was born with. There has to be a reason it was given to her.” His hand jerked the pen in anger along Paige’s wrist, creating a line that didn’t belong on the sigil. 

“She’s dangerous and you know it. She summoned demons to kill, Dexx.” 

“Just one demon and just one person.” He brushed the pen across the sigil to repair the damage, not quite believing he was making this argument because he’d been the one to save Rachel in the first place.

“My mother.”

“You have met the woman, right?” She wasn’t the nicest person on the planet, and after the day Paige had driven all the way up from Texas to kill her, something had shifted for him. Before that day, Rachel had been the woman who’d helped him. Granted, his mom was still alive and wasn’t a bad person, but Rachel had saved him. She’d given him the attention he’d needed after his brother had committed suicide after his demon possession. She’d been the one to keep him on the straight and narrow. She’d pointed him toward demon hunting. 

But something about that day just didn’t fit right. Paige had gotten out of that car with hope on her face. She was happy. 

The anger hadn’t shown up until the police did. 

Dexx’d started really started watching Rachel after that. She manipulated Nick and Dexx like they were stringed instruments and controlled every single waking moment of Leah’s life. Had she really saved Leah from Paige when she’d taken custody and moved the girl from Texas to New York?  

Getting to know Paige in Denver had only made this fight worse. Paige wasn’t a bad person. Dumb sometimes, but not a bad person. The more he got to know her, the more he realized he might be on the wrong side of this custody case. 

After getting to know Paige and Rachel, it wouldn’t surprise him to know that Rachel had set up the entire situation, wanting to drive Paige to raise a demon to kill her, to prove that she was right. It was a card Rachel had played a few times, but when she did it to help him, it made sense. This might be what it looked like to be on the other end, though. 

Leslie sighed heavily in his ear. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“How’d you manage to wipe Leah from her memories, anyway? And get her to forget all about her abilities? She can’t even summon fire.” 

Leslie was quiet for a moment. “It isn’t easy. She keeps breaking through.” 

“Yeah, well, maybe now’s the time to stop. What if the next time the damned thing gets in and strips away all your protections? What if it gets a hold of her gift?”

“Which demon is it?”

He ran a hand over his head. “No clue. Not yet. He talks like a Brit.”

“Lots of demons do, Dexx.” 

“I know, Leslie.” 

She sighed, not adding anything for a long moment. “If only she had stayed. I could have helped her.” 

“Except that you let her get shipped off to Denver.” 

“When she visited, the house woke her up.” 

“Because it’s a witch house?” 

“Because all of her memories of Leah are here,” Leslie said, as if talking to a child.  

“Yeah.” Not that he knew much about that. His mother had been good at supporting him and his brother, but he hadn’t paid much attention. His father left and never came back, and he’d taken it out on her. It hadn’t left them with much of a relationship, though she had tried. 

Dexx let the silence linger until he finished the sigil on Paige’s wrist. “Any more thoughts? Like, uh, I don’t know. How I’m supposed to keep your protections in place?”

“I don’t know. Just—hold on a sec.” 

Dexx knew what was coming, but his hands were busy so he couldn’t pull the phone away from his ear. 

“Grandma!” Leslie’s voice shrilled in his ear. 

“You could have moved the phone away from your mouth.” He bit his lip, surveying the temporary tattoo. Not a real tattoo, just an ink drawing. If this worked, he’d talk Paige into making it permanent. 

“I did, you dolt.” 

“Again, with the language.” 

“Shh. Grandma, I’ve got Dexx.” 

He heard Alma in the background. Things clanked and clamored. She was either in the kitchen or in her workroom. 

“Dexx?” her voice crackled over the speaker. “What happened?” 

“I already told Leslie. Don’t make me repeat myself.” 

“You’re a pain in my ass, boy.” 

“I do what I can, ma’am.” 

“Do you need me there?” 

If this was just a demon, he could handle himself. He was a tried-and-true demon hunter. Well-practiced, even. But with her? She was a demon summoner who would be really, really pissed if the thing woke her memories. 

“I hear your silence.” 

“Alma, I could reall—”

“Don’t go anywhere,” Leslie interrupted. “Whatever you do, don’t let her go back to any crime scenes. We’re on our way.”

“But the kids—”

“What do you think their dad is for? You have protections up?”

“How stupid do you think I am?” he asked. “But how good are they going to be if it’s using the back door to get in?”

“You tested her, right? You said she wasn’t possessed.”

“Yes, I tested her and, no, she’s not possessed,” he said tightly. “But how do I test for a bond? Will it show up with holy water?”

“I’ll ask Grandma. Maybe she can come up with something.”

“We can hope so.” He hung up the phone and looked at the sleeping woman. “I told you I’d kill you if you lost control of your gift.” He blinked and rose from the bed. “I just don’t know if I can.” 

Her bags lay in the corner, moved from where the cop had put them neatly on the bed. He checked her computer bag to see if she had any files. It was heavy enough to have a massive laptop, but what he found instead was a tablet and three inches of paperwork. 

The papers had nothing to do with this case. To be honest, he didn’t know why she had them, though he didn’t invest much time in deciphering them. 

The tablet was password protected. After three failed guesses, the screen locked up for thirty seconds. He sighed, racking his brain for something. This was Paige. She wouldn’t choose her family’s names, or birthdates, or even random numbers attached to names. Her pet wasn’t an option because she wasn’t an animal person. 

She was, however, a huge fan of Queen, and her favorite song was “Bicycle Race.” He replaced a couple of letters with the numbers he knew her logical mind was likely to use. Still blocked. 

Holding his breath, he did it again but added Leah’s age. 

He was in. 

He closed his eyes, expelling a heavy breath. Even with her memories wiped, she still remembered. 

Paige startled violently enough to shake the bed and emitted a gut-wrenching cry. He looked over at her, trying to pry his heart from his throat. 

Her eyes were open, her white-knuckled hands gripping the comforter beneath her.

Dexx scrambled to the bed, grabbing his flask of holy water on the way. “Pea?” 

“He’s here,” she whispered. She closed her eyes, her whole body relaxing as if she had suddenly fallen asleep. 

He unscrewed the cap and sprinkled a bit of water over her. It lay against her cheek, on her bared arms, on her exposed belly. Nothing. Hollywood made it look so easy. Throw some holy water, spout some words in Latin, and presto, instant dead demon. If only.

“Pea, you’re dreaming.” He set the water on the table next to the bed. He grabbed her shoulders and shook lightly. “Come on. Wake up.”

“Leah,” she sobbed. Her clawed hand raked at her heart, tugging the V-neck of her tank down. Blood welled in the trails her nails left. 

“Oh, shit.” If the memory blockers were coming down and Leslie had already attempted to give her memories back but had bound them again, it meant things could get rather… bad. Dexx pinned her wrist to her side and slapped her face. Nothing. 

She convulsed, her body twisting in pain as grief ravaged her face.

“Not good. Not good. Very pissed off woman with the ability to call demons. Not freakin’ good.” He reached up to slap her a bit harder, but stopped at the sight of the sigil on her wrist glowing a fiery red.

“Oh, God.” He grabbed the holy water off the table and glared into the flask. “Richard, if you shyster'd me, I am so gonna kick your ass.” He poured the rest of the flask on her arm where the rune burned. It sizzled and evaporated instantly. “Oh…shit.”

His mind scrambled, coming up blank. Trained demon hunter. Honed instincts. 

Scared shitless.

Her eyes shot open. The chocolate brown was gone. Black filled her eyes. 

“Paige!” He jumped on the bed and straddled her, pressing her shoulders in his hands.

Her lips twisted as she grabbed hold of his wrists. “Hunter.” The voice that came out of her resonated with a thousand different tones. 

Demon. Not Paige.

“Let her go,” Dexx growled.

The thing just smiled with her lips. “I will protect the key at all costs.” 








  
  
Chapter 4



“Paige?” Dexx had to get through to her. “Wake up!” 

The demon raised itself onto an elbow. “Look what you did. See how you helped.” It pressed the burning rune to Dexx’s arm. 

Power from the temporary tattoo surged up Dexx’s arm, up his neck, into his head. Was his flesh burning? Nine hells, it had to be.

“Paige,” Dexx roared, trying to make it stop. 

The fire in his arm stopped. Or maybe he disconnected from his body. Visions passed through him, along with emotions that didn’t belong to him. He stared at a familiar kitchen table. That was Alma’s. But he stared at Paige’s hands. 

He felt numb. It was like an empty well inside him. No love. No hurt. No anger. Just numb.

Concern shone in Leslie’s brown eyes. Why would Leslie ever look at him like that? “How about you call Leah early today?”

Leah? Wait. Was he reliving Paige’s memories? 

Oh no, he was. What was going on? “Paige.” Dexx fought to get his real hand to push against her, to break away from the rune. That had to be where the bond was, why he was seeing her memories, though how he didn’t know. “Paige. You’ve gotta wake up. Fight this.”

She seemed to ignore him. Maybe she couldn’t hear him. Maybe the banished memories were too loud to stay buried. 

She walked to the phone with doom blooming in her heart and as she did, Dexx slipped deeper into her existence, becoming her, feeling what she felt, seeing what she saw, thinking what she thought.

It was the same every time. She knew what to expect. She knew what she would hear, what would happen. She knew the pain she would go to bed with. She bit her lip as she dialed her mother’s number and choked down the rising tears of desperate frustration. She wouldn’t stop. She would let Leah know she loved her now and forever.

“Hello?” Rachel’s cheerful voice said as she answered the phone.

“Rachel,” Paige said, her tone devoid of emotion. 

“Paige?” Rachel asked in surprise. “You’re calling early. Do you have a date?”

Guilt flared in Paige’s chest. Was she being selfish for calling early? She just wanted to take a bath, let some of the pain ebb before she went to bed, maybe push the nightmares aside for a night. “No. Just calling early. That’s all.”

“Well, Leah’s in the middle of something right now. I could interrupt her if that would make you happy.”

Paige ground her jaw. What could she do? Argue with the woman? What good would that do? Every time she stood up to her, Rachel used Leah as a hostage, buying Paige’s submission. “Fine. I’ll call back later.”

“Wait,” Rachel said quickly, before Paige could hang up. “I actually wanted to talk to you about something without Leah here.”

Paige raised an angry eyebrow. “What? Need more money?”

“What did I ever do to you?” Rachel admonished. “All I ever did was love you.”

That woman had never done anything for Paige. She kept herself silent for fear of losing her chance to talk to Leah later that evening. 

“I want you to come up some weekend. Soon,” Rachel said.

That threw Paige completely off guard. “What?” Hope flared painfully in her chest, poking at the numbness she so desperately needed to make it through each day.

“Leah misses you and I was just thinking that it would be really good for her.” Rachel paused. “I didn’t want to mention it in front of her. You know how you are. You’re never on time and were never dependable.”

She was as dependable as anybody. Sometimes traffic or work on a new case would interfere, but she tried to—she shook her head. Paige always tried to be dependable. 

“It hurt Leah more than she let on that you didn’t come home when you said you would.”

“But—”

“Just because you gave birth to this little girl doesn’t make you a mother. There’s more to being a mother than having a job.”

Guilt pounded through Paige like a gilded hammer. “I did the best I could.”

Rachel’s tone turned silky sweet. “I know you did, baby. I should have been there for you more when you were growing up. I should have shown you how to be a better mother.”

Paige leaned up against the wall, crossing her arms over her chest, and said nothing.

“Okay. You don’t need to say anything.” Hurt laced Rachel’s words. “I understand.”

“What do you want me to say?” Paige asked, her voice slipping. “You abandoned us when I was a kid.”

“You just had to throw that in my face, didn’t you?” Rachel asked, sniffling. “Can you be up here this weekend?”

“That’s tomorrow. I can’t afford the plane ticket with that little advance notice. Even if I got in the car now, I doubt I’d make it in time to get up there and come back in time to get to work.”

“Work. It’s always work taking first priority, and not your family. This is what I’m talking about.”

“Someone has to pay the bills. You don’t.”

The line was silent for a few seconds. “I’m trying to help you.”

Why did it feel like a trap? “How about next weekend? Gives me time to talk to my boss, get an extra day off. I’ll drive up there and then drive back.”

Rachel clicked her tongue. “Sounds fine. You can’t stay here, though. I can’t run the risk that you’ll steal her in the middle of the night.”

Like Rachel did? “Of course. I expected nothing less.”

“Paige.” Dexx fought to regain control of his body. Something bound his arm to hers. The rune? The demon? Why would the demon want him to see this? Dexx had to get her to wake up. Had to get her back. Just…fucking…how? “Come on! Wake up.” He stroked her face gently, knowing the hurt of the memory he hadn’t known existed. How did she function after something like that?

“Dexx?” Paige asked, her voice tight with tears. “What is this? What’s happening?”

“I need you to wake up.”

“Is this real?” she whispered.

He grimaced, refusing to lie to her. Whatever happened, she’d know the truth. “Yes.” 

Her eyes widened. “Oh, God.” She closed her eyes. 

Her vision gripped Dexx again, shoving him into her pain and giving him no choice but to relive her worst moment with her. 

She had driven straight without stopping for more than gas and sleep. She called Rachel to let her know she had made it into town and to ask if it was okay to come right over. Rachel had been cheerful when she’d agreed. Too cheerful. A sinking feeling filled Paige’s stomach, but she pulled up in front of her mother’s house, a tall beast built onto the side of the round and rocky mountain itself. 

Hope loomed heavily in her chest as she walked up the steep concrete stairs to the front door, gripping the handle of the gift bag. Would Leah be happy to see her? Would Rachel allow them to play games or sit and hold each other? Would they be allowed to talk? How tall had she grown? She was almost nine. What size pants was she wearing? Was her favorite color still pink? 

She clutched Leah’s early birthday gift a little tighter. She’d spent two hours trying to pick it out, not knowing when she’d be allowed to see her daughter again. It had to be perfect, something Leah would want to keep with her, to remember her by. She took a calming breath and knocked on the door, pasting on a hopeful smile. She heard footsteps and the doorknob rattle. Nervous excitement shot through her. Did Leah still like daisies? Had she grown out of soccer? Was she into Barbie yet? Did she like Care Bears or maybe Rainbow Brite? It was trying to make a comeback. 

“Ms. Paige Whiskey?” a male voice said. 

Paige looked up in surprise to see a uniformed officer standing in the doorway. “Yes.”

“What are you doing here?”

Paige’s mouth opened and that sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach grew. “Rachel invited me up for the weekend. She said I could spend some time with my daughter.” Although she knew. She knew what was going on. She saw the trap for what it was now.

“Please don’t do this,” she whispered, her eyes filling with hopeless and heart-broken tears. “Please.” 

“Ms. Whiskey,” he said matter-of-factly. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave now.”

Silent sobs racked her body as she shook her head. “No. Rachel told me to come. She said I could see my daughter. Please, don’t do this.”

“I have a restraining order. You were supposed to have been served yesterday.”

“I was on the road yesterday. Rachel knew this. I called her when I left.”

“If you don’t leave now, I’m going to have to arrest you.”

Paige looked up at the sky as tears fell from her eyes. “Can I—can I just see her?”

The police officer’s dark eyes filled with sympathy as he shook his head. “You know the law.”

She tried to still her sobs as she attempted to look behind him. “I’ve been driving for almost two days.” She looked him in the eye. “Please. Please.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Whiskey,” he said, opening the screen door and taking her arm. “Really, I am.”

As soon as he stepped through the door, Paige was able to see her.

Leah’d grown. The top of her blond head was even with Rachel’s chest. Her hair cascaded over her shoulders in a blond waterfall.

Her baby.

Rachel wrapped her arm around Leah’s shoulders. The woman’s expression was smug. 

Leah’s expression was…crushed. 

Paige broke. She reached for the door even as the officer pulled her away. “Leah.”

“Momma!” Leah screamed with all the sorrow and heartache one little girl could muster. 

“Leah!” Paige cried, trying to fight the officer, trying to get one last glimpse of her girl. “I just want to hug her. Please, just let me hold her.”

“I’m sorry,” the officer said, taking his arm around her middle and practically carrying her down the steps. 

“Momma!” Leah screamed again.

“Leah,” Paige cried. “I love you.” She twisted in the officer’s arm. “I got you a present.”

“Stop. Paige.” Dexx ran up to the officer holding her, though he was watching himself through Paige’s eyes and not his own. He looked so angry and so self-assured. “I’ve got her. I’ll take over from here.” 

“Just keep her away from the house,” the officer said. “Or I will have to arrest her.”

“Yeah,” Dexx said, fighting her resisting, sobbing body. “I’ve got her.”

She knew what she had to do.

The vision stopped. 

The link between their arms broke with a sudden repulsive pressure and Dexx pulled himself back into his own mind, grateful that the experience was over. 

Dexx rolled off the bed and stood, crouched, in the middle of the room, breathing as hard as if he’d gone rounds with the demon. 

Instead, he’d lived with Paige through one of the worst moments of her life. 

A sick pit widened in Dexx’s stomach. 

The demon was using those memories as his door, the chink in Paige’s armor. 

The demon was going to strip her of the wards and memory blockers. It was going to use her rage as his way in. 

And then he’d have control of a woman capable of summoning any demon she wanted. 

They were so screwed.








  
  
Chapter 5



Dexx had a decision to make. Leave her alone and hope she managed to fight the demon off or give her a little external help. 

After a brief but furious internal debate, he decided to tranquilize her. He didn’t know what she would do, how she would react, but the demon had gotten too close. 

He grabbed his duffel and rummaged through to the bottom. The lonely plastic bottle he pulled out rattled with two pills. It would have to do. He stuffed them in Paige’s mouth and chased them with water. She managed to swallow without drowning and settled again.

Leslie, and hopefully Alma, were on their way. He just had to buy time until then. 

For him to help, he needed a few things in town. First stop, the vet’s office. 

Locking the door behind him, he moved quickly to his car. “Come on Jackie, we got some people to schmooze.” He pulled open the door of his ’70 Challenger. Rachel had found the listing, and had even helped him buy the car, financing most of his hunting demons trips. She cut him off when he’d started hanging out with Paige in Denver. It’d started out as him checking in on her, making sure the protections were still in place. Eventually, though, it had shifted to more of a distant friendship. He’d always known Rachel was manipulative, but now that he had Paige’s version of the moment she used to keep him in check, he realized why she’d cut him off. She knew he was starting to like Paige over her. 

Truth be told, it wasn’t hard. 

He pulled the Challenger up to the vet’s office and shut off the rumbling engine. Taking a moment, he pinched the bridge of his nose before sliding his fingers along the bottom rim of his eye sockets. 

How could he call himself a friend if he’d never understood how she felt? He hadn’t even cared about her side of the custody battle. For years. He’d sided with Rachel—who’d practically raised him—thinking Paige was a danger to her child. 

Until Denver. 

After Alma had stripped away Paige’s memories of Leah, she’d moved to Denver. Her old boss found her a job, and she just moved. 

Demon cases followed her. 

He’d gone out there. Hunted the demons down. Did her job for her. 

One day, he’d decided to drop in, to see how she was doing. 

He discovered she was a pretty cool chick and a rather empowering woman. They’d become friends of a sort. 

Up until that point, he’d assumed she was cool because she wasn’t the demon summoner anymore. The “evil” had been banished. As long as her gift remained buried, she’d be fine. 

But over the past couple of years, he’d begun to wonder. Would she be any different with her gift? Would her abilities really change who she was? 

And, then, he’d started questioning Rachel. Had she been right about taking Leah? 

Oh, boy. She hadn’t appreciated that. She’d kicked him out of her house. She’d told Nick—his best friend and her son—to stop talking to him. 

And Nick had. 

That gave Dexx a little more insight into the woman. Maybe the angel whisperer wasn’t so pure…

What he’d experienced with Paige was enlightening.

Swallowing, he got out of the car. The hot, muggy air greeted him gently, beckoning to him with the promise of shade from the nearby tree. He walked through the door. The dinging of the bell heralded his arrival, and he waited at the counter. 

A teenage girl in a black T-shirt and jeans entered from a door in the back. “Can I help you?” 

Dexx plastered on his charm. He had a face that could get him anything, and he used it. It was his weapon of choice when dealing with the mundanes. Wait. Muggles. That was what the Harry Potter crowd called them. The smile it put on his face brought a similar one to the girl. “I’m getting ready to go on a long trip, but my dog doesn’t handle car rides well. I’m out of diazepam, which is what I normally give her. I was wondering if I could get some?” 

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” the girl said with a smile. “What’s her name?” 

His eye twitched. “Doxxie.” 

“And what breed is she?” 

“She’s a Saint Great Dane.” Mix a couple big breeds, and voilà, about the weight of one possessed Paige.

“Oh, she’s a big dog.” 

He nodded, keeping his expression relaxed and genuine. “We’re actually getting ready to leave right now. I was about to give her the dose so we could go when I discovered I was out. I just forgot to reorder. It’s so silly of me.” 

“Have we seen her before?” 

“No. I’m traveling through.” 

She winced. “You have to have a scrip.” 

“You’re absolutely correct. Can you call the boss and let me talk to him? See, she gets really anxious and tears up the back seat of my car.” He hooked his thumb over his shoulder. He’d parked Jackie right in front of the doors.

She peered over his shoulder at the parking spaces, returned her attention to him, then did a double take. “Is that your car?” 

Pride surged through him. The older car had been a good idea when he rebelled against his mother, and Rachel had a ready checkbook. His hands had needed something to do and rebuilding the old junker had been ideal. Now, with all the time he spent on the road, a car with better gas mileage would be more cost effective, but then he’d have a harder time fixing it himself. Also, there were the reactions. He’d never get over that. 

“Well, um, I’m sure Doctor Tom will understand.” She blinked, probably not even realizing she was flirting, and went to the rear door. “I’ll just be right…back.” 

Dexx thumped the counter with his thumb. “I’ll be right here.” 

Paige, of course, was his Saint Great Dane, and she was the one he’d given his last dose to. She’d be out for another few hours or so. A normal person would be out the rest of the day with the dose he’d given her, but she had a demon trying to get in. The idea of what that thing could do scared the crap right out of him. 

With the filled prescription in hand, he exited the office and moved on to the police station. 

St. Francisville wasn’t that small of a town, but it was quaint. Downtown had a real earthy feel to it and even had more than a few white picket fences. The police station wasn’t much to look at. Most really weren’t. Dexx walked up to the front desk. 

A man in a police uniform sat behind it, reading a comic book. He put it away, offering a smile. “Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Chief White.” 

“Is he expecting you?” 

“No, but he has questions for me.” 

“Name?” 

“Dexx Colt. I’m with Detective Whiskey.” 

The police officer frowned but picked up the phone and spoke into it. After a brief moment, he nodded and gestured Dexx back. 

Chief White was a big, Black guy who dwarfed the array of desks. In a straight up fist fight, Dexx wouldn’t necessarily lay money on himself. This guy looked like he had strength and know-how. 

Dexx offered his hand. “Dexx Colt. I’m with Detective Whiskey. We were sort of rushed last time, and it's still kind of bad timing, but I have a few minutes.” 

“Follow me. Shouldn’t take long.” 

The chief’s office looked like just about every other one Dexx had ever visited. Desk. Files. A lamp. A computer. Awards and plaques on the walls. 

The chief closed the door behind Dexx, making the blinds tap against the glass. “I hope you’re here to explain a few things, Mr. Colt.” 

“Dexx, please, and, yes. I am. What do I call you?” 

“Brian. Or Chief, or White. Whichever you prefer.” 

Dexx had never understood why Paige preferred to address her colleagues by their last name. “How much of the truth do you want to hear?” 

Brian gestured to a chair and sat behind his desk. “All of it. I already know some about Detective Whiskey and the Whiskey Witches. I know about her investigations, her knowledge of the arcane. I’m even aware of some of the more, shall I say, delicate aspects of her Dallas investigations, and some of the events that led to her to Denver. What I don’t know is what you do for them.” 

“Them being the Whiskeys?” 

Brian nodded. 

Dexx paused. How far could he trust the Chief? He let Dexx do what he needed earlier, and with what he already knew about Paige and her cases, he decided for the full Monty. “Well, let’s start small. I’m a demon hunter.” 

Nothing moved on Brian’s dark face. His eyebrows didn’t twitch. His fingers didn’t flex. He didn’t wince or flinch. After a moment, he nodded. “Who asked you to be on the case? Detective Whiskey?” 

“No. Her grandmother was notified Paige was coming. We did some quick research. Paige isn’t called out of her jurisdiction for small things—if ever. When she’s requested, something unnatural is going down. We both decided Paige could use some backup.” 

A slight frown furrowed Brian’s forehead. “What happened yesterday?” 

“More truth?” 

“I’d prefer it.” 

He’d handled the hunter bit rather smoothly. Perhaps he could handle the rest. “I think she was attacked by a demon.” 

Brian didn’t even flinch. “Why do you suspect that?” 

However, no matter how well the other man handled things, there were aspects to a paranormal existence that just didn’t lend well to a civilian life. “There are some jars that, once opened, can’t be resealed. Are you sure you want to know?” 

Brian lifted his chin, then dropped his gaze to his desk. “My mom had the sight. It wasn’t much, but she could see things sometimes, things we couldn’t explain to the rest of the world. I’m not saying I completely buy into demons and whatever else might be out there, but I do know this. I’ve got a killer in my town who’s bringing the devil with him. I don’t have the leisure to fear what doesn’t make sense.” 

Dexx leaned back in his chair. “That, sir, earned you a lot of respect.” 

The chief lifted one beefy shoulder, sunlight from the high window glaring brightly on his white button-up shirt. 

“Okay, well, I’ll read you in.” Dexx had always wanted to say that. It sounded like he was a spy.

Brian raised an eyebrow. 

Dexx grinned, then grew somber. “We have a bad situation. Paige is a demon summoner.” 

“She’s a what?” 

“Yeah, difficult to swallow, but true.” 

Brian ran his hand along his bald head slowly. 

“It gets worse. Alma—the matriarch of the Whiskey Witches, if you will—put a shield around her abilities. She had her reasons. They were valid at the time. However, having Paige here is a risk. Whatever this killer is doing allowed a demon to slip through Alma’s wards.” 

“I don’t completely follow.” 

Dexx placed his elbows on his knees. “Your killer might not be summoning a demon like you thought.”

“How’d you—”

“Trust me. I have my ways. Your murderer might have been luring Paige here to use her to summon for him.” 

Brian sat back in his chair, his fingers steepled in front of him. 

“I know you need help with your investigation, but you’ve got to send Paige away. For her safety. For yours. For your town.” 

“What if it’s too late?” 

“Let’s hope it’s not.” 
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