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Prologue
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September, 2023

The Hunter sat in the passenger seat of the old Moon buggy left over from Apollo 17, on the shadowy surface of the Moon. The lunar night was quite dark, but there was enough light coming from the Earth for her to see just fine; her unusually blue eyes had always adapted rather well to low light, reflecting it much like those of a cat.

She wore a black space suit with a transparent bubble helmet and a decorative skirt around the waist, beneath which her tail twitched back and forth, though it was enclosed by her suit, similar to her arms.

Her shoulder-length, brown hair bore streaks of dark blue and was tied up as a complicated arrangement of french braids, a necessity for visiting the moon. Everything was pinned in place at the back with a silver comb. The helmet was wide and low enough that a fairly crude-looking shark tooth necklace was visible around her neck. The suit was her usual shape-shifting clothing, which had altered its form to keep her safe, while she used Air magic to refresh her supply of breathable air, as needed. She appeared roughly eighteen years old and though her suit made it somewhat hard to tell, she was rather short and petite, only one inch taller than five feet.

The moon buggy wasn’t very comfortable, but it was better than the rocks and regolith of the lunar surface. It was an old contraption, little more than a lightweight frame, four tires and some equipment at front and back, with two seats. The equipment at the front was dominated by a communication dish on a pole.

She was deeply sad and had come to the Moon looking for a little perspective. She stared up at the Earth and thought about all the people living there, only to find her thoughts inevitably wandering to the one person that wasn’t.

Simmons was...had been...would always...

She raised her legs and wrapped her arms around them, then laid her helmet on her knees, getting as close as she could to a fetal position.

Simmons had abandoned the Hunter by dying, though she knew that was a selfish point of view. Considering how slowly she aged and the typical lifespan of demons, which wasn’t limited, unless she died in combat, she wasn’t going to see him again, at least not without busting her way into the afterlife, just so she could track him down to have a word. She suspected that wasn’t a good idea, though it was very tempting.

Despite the hard-as-nails outer shell she portrayed, the man’s wife was a mess of tears in private, a fact the Hunter could smell on the woman every time she visited. The Hunter was little better, having finally cried out the last of the tears she could produce for the time being on the lunar surface, though without resolution. Simmons had been the part of the world that made her want to save the rest. He’d been the Hunter’s best friend and almost like a father, because he looked after her needs, buying things for her, because she was functionally mute and it was easier for him to do the haggling.

He’d also been the moral compass of the team, the one that always stood up for the right thing, regardless of the circumstances. In contrast, the Hunter and Mashu’ra, the little demon that had been her mother’s familiar, had always been driven by revenge on demon-kind, over the loss of the Hunter’s parents. Without Simmons and his predecessor, Reggie, the Hunter would have remained little more than a vengeful monster, living only to slay demons, but with Simmons in her life, she’d become more. He’d made her more human and she didn’t know how to go on without him. She worried her humanity might slip away in the face of her half-demon ancestry and the inner demon she’d spent a lifetime suppressing.

Simmons had died a hero, to save a bus full of kids from a demon attack. He’d made a deal with a nature spirit to gain the power to protect them and it took his life, because that was the way nature spirits largely were: capricious and without remorse. The Hunter knew that extremely well, because she’d been forced to subdue three of them over the years and those she’d defeated lived inside her mind, where they bolstered her natural demonic and witch powers.

The Earth was too big and without Simmons, it seemed so lonely. The Hunter had other friends, but they...weren’t Simmons. Verda was a good friend and so was Lara, the widow of Simmons, but who was going to replace Simmons as the private detective of the Simmons Detective Agency? Who was going to be the brains behind the Hunter’s brawn? Would the agency close or would she and Lara go on in his name, without him?

She had no answers and largely, those vexing questions were going to be answered by others.

Who will take care of me now? The question rattled inside the Hunter’s head, with no answer forthcoming.

In her grief, Lara had largely retreated into her apartment, more or less consumed with caring for her young son and Verda was so busy filling the shoes of Simmons in the Order of Ash and Smoke, the clandestine demon-fighting organization Simmons had been in charge of, that she’d effectively become unavailable.

It was too quiet in the office and had been for weeks, but it was even quieter on the Moon. Still, it was better on the Moon, because it didn’t bring up memories she couldn’t bear, while the office was hauntingly full of them.

With the death of Simmons, old memories of Reggie had also come back to haunt her.

She’d never forget the day she met him, because it had forever changed the course of her life...
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Case 1

Untethered
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Chapter 1

Reggie
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May 5, 1922

Huffing and puffing as he ran down a back alley of New York City, Reggie Stewart wished he was still in his prime. He was forty-eight years of age and reasonably fit, but some old injuries were acting up, especially his right knee, which had required surgery after a particularly traumatic fight with a demon, just five years earlier. It didn’t help that it was raining, because the damp always made it ache worse.

He wore a long, dark coat and hat, but neither had done much to keep the rain out. Beneath his hat, his hair was starting to thin and he was frustrated to see a little more scalp in the mirror each morning, though the pace at which it moved was allowing him to hide it, just by combing his hair, a daily act of defiance that would only go so far.

He had a pistol in each hand, twin Colt M1911s, because he expected trouble and intended to be the source of it.

He’d been out to get a warm dinner, minding his own business, when he’d accidentally stumbled into another man as he went around a corner. The man had been a massive bruiser in an expensive, gray suit that looked poorly tailored, despite the price, because he had too much muscle for any suit to look good on him.

Reggie had immediately apologized, of course, only for the other man’s eyes to flare orange, the sure sign of a demon with temper issues.

Reggie was fast on the draw, but the demon had been faster, grabbing him by the neck!

As he held Reggie in the rain, the monster growled, “The boss ain’t happy with you, mister. The boss is tired of you killing his guys.”

He could only have been referring to Michele Popwell, known on the streets as ‘Silver Dollar’, who had a claw in just about every shady thing imaginable. She’d gotten the nickname through her calling card: every time she killed someone to send a message to the criminal underworld, she left a silver dollar in their mouth, which not only advertised her wealth and influence, but also who’d done the deed. She was most certainly a demon, but with a rare level of self-control, because she often left the corpses on purpose, when most ate the evidence. The cops were rumored to be in her pocket, paid in silver dollars, of course.

The one thing that had kept all other investigators from connecting Silver Dollar to Popwell was the fact her men all said their boss was male, very publicly speaking about ‘him’, whenever they discussed their boss.

Publicly, Popwell was an upstanding citizen, who paid her taxes and operated a gentleman’s club, but anyone that dug into her affairs soon discovered the club was a brothel and she the madam in charge. The only reason Reggie knew she was actually Silver Dollar was due to having followed the most simple-minded of her enforcers as he went to the club and directly reported to her, which had gotten them killed and dumped in the street, with a silver dollar in their mouth, a warning to the rest of her men. Reggie had watched from the shadows as she put the dollar in place, then did some further investigation, turning up more breadcrumbs that connected Popwell and Silver Dollar.

Reggie had been killing Popwell’s street-level enforcers for months, because they were all demons with anger issues, one of which had badly injured the father of a client. He’d been trying to draw the demon mobster out by killing so many of her men that she’d take a personal interest. It was a huge gamble, but Reggie was a gambler by nature and he liked his odds against most anyone. After all, he was a very successful demon exterminator, a profession he had to be good at, or the demonic underworld of New York would have eaten him alive, quite literally.

“Silver Dollar or Popwell?” Reggie coughed and managed a smile as he laid his hands on his pistols, under his coat.

The demon growled back, “You can shut your trap. The boss-”

Tired of dangling from the brute’s fist, Reggie drew his pistols from their shoulder holsters, pressed one to the demon’s heart and the other to his crotch.

“No! Don’t do-”

Reggie pulled the trigger on the lower pistol, leading to a howl of pain from the brute as his grip loosened and black demon blood spattered all over Reggie’s legs! With a pull of the other trigger, he put a bullet through the monster’s chest, further ruining the expensive suit. The demon dropped him and stumbled backwards, until he bumped into the wall of a building and tripped over a garbage can. Despite the rain and general damp, the monster’s blood began evaporating as a black mist.

Reggie aimed both guns at the brute’s head and hissed, “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Either you go tell Popwell I want a meeting, or I shoot you in the head a few times, then pin that nice suit of yours to her door, just like I’ve done with the last twenty of her men. It’s your choice, of course.”

The demon appeared to work on the difficult task of thinking for a time, then bolted sideways.

Reggie sighed with frustration and ran after him, of course. It never failed: he gave them a simple choice of two options and they opted to run scared. Why couldn’t they act sensibly and accept being a messenger?

* * *
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The Hunter sat quietly on the edge of a rooftop. She was a small and slight girl that appeared ten years old, dressed in a dirty, stained, black dress that had been expertly stitched back together after being rescued from the trash. She had a battered, elderly top hat on her head, which really didn’t fit or suit her very well, seemingly kept in place with a pair of black socks that had been tied around her head, like a headband. She was extremely short for her apparent age, at an inch shy of four feet.

She liked the rain. It felt good, pouring through her hair. It also made her feel clean, a sensation she rarely had, because she was constantly getting covered in the blood of prey. The rain also gave her a rare reprieve from her bloody crusade, because it washed the prey’s scent from the air, making tracking near impossible. So, she sat and enjoyed the weather, which cleaned the city of filth, much the way she tried to wipe away the evil of demon-kind.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying the smell of the water. Taking a second, deeper breath, she frowned. Blood and decay, the scent of prey.

Her eyes snapped open and she looked down, into the alley, four stories below, where a huge brute, the prey, was running from a sheep. That was an amusing reversal of fortune. Usually, the sheep were totally helpless in every way, easy victims. The prey was wounded and the sheep had a pair of pistols in hand. Unfortunately, the prey was faster than the sheep.

The Hunter’s face twisted into an evil expression that should never have graced the face of a child, a malevolent look of psychotic fury, as she leaped from the building and stretched out a hand! Black mist appeared in the air, condensing into a scratched and damaged butcher’s knife, which had been discarded, due to a bad notch in the blade. She’d carefully ground and sharpened it until it was nothing more than an unusual curve in the edge.

She landed in front of the demon and looked up at a brute nearly twice her height as he stopped six feet away!

He stared with naked terror as he exclaimed, “No, no, no! Not you!”

The girl’s lips parted to produce an insane giggle as the demon turned down another alley, to avoid dealing with her, while she stepped into the shadow of a trash can and vanished!

* * *
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Reggie wasn’t sure why, but his target stopped for a brief moment, then turned.

Passing the corner, he saw the brute stop again, as if hesitating, before taking another turn. Whatever was going on, it was slowing his target down, which was a help. Reggie wasn’t running as fast as he’d like, because his knee was really getting agonizing.

He followed, always inching closer, while the demon ran in circles, though he hesitated before each turn.

Reggie charged round another corner and practically barreled right into the demon’s back, who blubbered, “Please, don’t kill me!”

Reggie put one pistol to the brute’s torso and the other to the back of his skull, before answering, “Just deliver my message and I’ll let you live.”

“Okay, okay! Whatever you two want!” The demon raised his hands in a gesture of surrender!

“Two?” Reggie asked, surprised.

He was further surprised to hear insane, girlish giggling from the other side of the monster, so he peered around the demon, without moving his weapons.

There was a small girl there, with eyes so blue, they practically glowed! She had an elderly butcher’s knife in hand and it finally dawned on Reggie that it wasn’t him the demon was most scared of. The girl’s top hat was far too large for her.

She launched herself into the air with inhuman strength, slashing the demon’s neck as part of a twirl! After a complete revolution, she turned it into a forward thrust, ramming the knife into the demon’s eye so hard, the tip cracked through the back of his skull, before her body weight hauled it right back out! Reggie was hit by a splatter of demon blood, which washed away in the rain, before evaporating.

Meanwhile, the girl lightly landed on her feet and took several steps backwards, allowing the demon to splash down into the water at her feet. Reggie met the crazed girl’s gaze, unsure what to do, because she was clearly a demon, though she’d just killed one of her own.

Even when the girl’s knife vanished as a puff of black smoke, Reggie kept his pistols ready and aimed at her. She cocked her head to one side, as though curious.

“Who are you? Why did you kill that demon?” Reggie asked.

The girl shrugged, “It’s a secret.”

Reggie fired a warning shot, sending a bullet within one inch of the girl’s ear. Curiously, she didn’t even flinch, revealing an incredible level of confidence.

“You better answer me, or I’ll shoot you!” He warned, then demanded.

The girl raised a hand above her head, then slowly raised her middle finger, while she smiled up at him and chuckled.

Reggie had looked many a demon in the eye. He’d also sized up humans the same way, but the girl gave him the strangest feeling as he tried to peer into her soul, as if she were completely mad. There was an intensity of obsession there, comparable to that of a mass murderer.

“Why won’t you answer me?” Reggie growled.

The girl sighed, removed her hat and reached inside, producing a hissing, black kitten, which was clearly quite upset at being hauled into the rain.

When it was calm, the animal spoke, “She can’t.”

Reggie reasoned the kitten was a juvenile demon in animal form, more commonly known as an imp, probably the girl’s familiar.

Pointing one pistol at the girl and the other at the kitten, Reggie asked, “Why not?”

“It’s a curse.” The kitten answered in a Jersey accent, “As for why she killed that demon, it’s because we both hate their kind.”

“But you’re demons!” Reggie protested.

“I am, but she’s only half demon. She’s also half human.”

“I don’t believe you!”

The kitten rolled his eyes, “You think I care what you believe? I told you the truth pal, so you can take it or leave it.” He turned his head to the girl’s face, “Can I get back in the hat? You know I hate the rain. It’s gonna take forever to get my fur dry.” He looked back at Reggie as the girl nodded and lowered him back into the hat, “If you’ll take a bit of advice, you should stop pointin’ guns at her, because nothin’ good will come of it.”

Reggie’s mind turned over the kitten’s words, until something from twenty years before came to the surface, when he’d first been recruited into the Order of Ash and Smoke. He never found out who’d been involved or why, but according to rumor, the Order had hunted one of their own for a dalliance with a demon that produced a child.

Looking on the girl, Reggie shuddered and knew the imp had told the truth, because no demon would dress and act the way she did. Still, half-human or not, the spawn of evil was always evil.

His face turning steely, Reggie aimed and pulled the trigger of his left pistol. Nothing happened, other than the girl’s face twisting into a smirk. Reggie ejected the malfunctioning round and cocked it to fire again, pulling the trigger, producing identical results. The odds were not in favor of such a malfunction happening twice in a row and a third time was next to impossible, so he tried yet again. The gun fired, but the bullet barely had enough power behind it to slide out the barrel, before dropping on his shoe.

“What the-” Reggie cursed.

* * *
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The Hunter was amused. Her little friend had warned the sheep, but naturally, he had to find out for himself. The man was just lucky he wasn’t a demon, or something far worse would have happened to him. Still, if he was going to play with such dangerous toys, perhaps she should take them away...

While the man pointed his other gun, the Hunter stepped sideways, into the shadow she’d originally emerged from, and vanished into it, reappearing from the shadow of the building, over the man’s head. He dashed forward to see where she’d gone, so she pushed off the building and twirled in the air, turning her fall into a light kick to the head!

The man fell face down in a muddy puddle and his pistols slid away! Standing on his back, the hunter grabbed one of them, while he shrugged her off and grabbed the other! She tumbled away, coming up standing, while he turned and aimed from a prone position!

* * *
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Reggie looked down the barrel of one of his own pistols, which the girl held in both hands, because the M1911 was a little large for someone so small.

There was a long, silent moment as the girl giggled and met his gaze. The murderous look was gone, replaced by something more playful, like a cat toying with a mouse. There was still a dangerous edge to it, however.

“Okay, you got me beat.” Reggie admitted and lowered his gun, while the girl did the same.

When he raised his pistol again, because he’d been trying to trick her, she did exactly the same, clearly not fooled. She laughed and smiled.

Reggie shook his head, lowered his gun and rose to his feet, bothered by the idea of a young child playing with one of his guns. He experimentally waved his pistol in the air, a gesture mirrored by the girl, proving she was playing a game.

Reggie holstered his pistol in the hopes the girl would put the weapon down, but instead, she took her hat off and put it inside.

“Clearly, I’m never getting that back.” Reggie grumbled.

The girl smiled and eagerly nodded her agreement.

“I’ll have to replace it with one of my spares, once I get back to my office.”

She shrugged.

“You know, you got right in the way of my plans for that bruiser.” Reggie sighed, “He was going to arrange for me to meet his boss, another demon. I’d like to kill her, because she and her men have killed plenty of people.”

The girl gave him a sheepish grin and shrugged, apologetically.

“You ever hear of Silver Dollar?” Reggie asked.

The girl nodded, her eyes smoldering with anger.

“What would you do if you got hold of her?”

The butcher’s knife appeared in her hand from a condensing, black mist and she grinned, evilly, waving it with general menace. It was quite the disturbing expression for such a young face. Reggie was terrified of the girl, but at the same time, wondered why he’d never heard of her. The Order had files on major demons and if he was right, she was strong enough to be classed as one of them. After all, he’d seen her vanish, only to come at him from above. That was extremely strong demon magic, that few ever mastered.

“Well, have a good night, little one. I’m off to find another of Silver Dollar’s flunkies, since I can’t even get dinner without being attacked.” Reggie said the last in a sour tone.

* * *
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The Hunter watched as the sheep turned away. He was obviously mad. No sheep should have been fighting prey, let alone one as powerful as Silver Dollar. He was going to need help and as the only shepherd around, that task fell to the Hunter...

She followed her new favorite sheep at a distance, while he walked the rainy streets of the nighttime city.
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Chapter 2

The Assignment
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Reggie found his new ‘partner’ annoying and yet, also endearing, like a homeless kitten following him through the street, though if she was a kitten, she was a feral one with dangerously sharp claws and teeth. She’d been following him everywhere and even went so far as to patrol the streets outside any building he entered, including his detective agency’s office and the apartment building he called home. She wouldn’t follow him indoors, because buildings seemed to bother her, almost like a street cat that had never been inside.

He tried to shake her in the first few days, so he could report to the Order’s local branch office, but she was tenacious and faster than he was, ultimately treating the whole affair like a chase game, laughing as she turned up from random shadows.

In the end, he settled for calling in from his office, for a verbal report. He was eventually directed to call Master Lagrow directly, which was unusual. When he finally got the Master on the line, he looked out the window at the girl, who skulked around in the alley behind the building.

After telling the Master of the Order everything, Lagrow’s only comment had been, “That’s...very interesting. Please keep me apprised of everything she does. That’s now your primary assignment.”

“Anything else, Master?” Reggie asked.

“Not for now.”

With that, the call was over and Reggie felt as if the Master was hiding something, because his tone indicated he already knew about the girl.

With the call over, Reggie went out and finally introduced himself, because it seemed like they were stuck with each other, each for their own reasons.

After three weeks without anything other than demons dying near him, Reggie took a small risk and hired a few street kids to spy on the girl from a safe distance, leading to a discovery: she never slept, though she occasionally took breaks to play. She produced old, but serviceable toys out of thin air, like a magician’s trick, including a baseball and bat, a wooden yo-yo, some jacks and a filthy Raggedy Anne that really lived up to the toy’s name, because it was in such bad shape, it should have been in the trash.

Currently, Reggie was on his way back to the office, after another fruitless day of killing demons in an attempt to get a meeting with Silver Dollar. It was evening and he was tired. He would normally have gone home, but he wanted to look over his notes before turning in for the day, because he felt like he’d missed something.

At the threshold of the building, a high-rise in Manhattan, he was surprised as his partner stepped in front of him, sniffing the air. She growled and stepped inside.

“What do you smell?” Reggie asked.

The girl looked up at him and paused, before putting one finger of each hand against her forehead, like a pair of horns. When they showed their true faces, demons often had horns, so Reggie immediately understood.

He asked, “You think it’s a trap?”

The girl nodded and spoke in an affirmative tone, “A.”

“Okay. It’s probably Silver Dollar’s doing, so will you do me a favor?”

The girl shrugged, clearly unwilling to commit herself, just yet.

Reggie requested, “Let me go first, because I want to try talking, but if I yell, you come running.”

* * *
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The Hunter didn’t like Reggie’s plan, because it put him at risk. On the other hand, observing him for the past three weeks had revealed he was both a decent fighter and a better thinker, on top of the fact she’d screwed up his plans, so the least she owed was a little trust.

She nodded her agreement and let him go first.

Entering the building made her feel...confined and claustrophobic. She didn’t like buildings and wasn’t sure how sheep could stand having tons of what was essentially solid rock hanging over their heads, ever ready to fall. On the other hand, they didn’t seem to die in a building collapse on a daily basis. She tried to ignore the vivid visions of being crushed alive that her imagination supplied.

After a few minutes, Reggie reached a booth-like room, where a young man in a black uniform opened an accordion-style metal gate for him.

Reggie stepped inside and asked with a grin of amusement, “You’re coming, right?”

The Hunter nodded and stepped inside.

“Floor, sir?” The young man asked and closed a door, sealing them in, before closing the metal gate.

“Six, please.” Reggie answered and stared at the Hunter.

The whole room shook as a result of the young man pushing a button, leaving the Hunter with a terrifying sense of upward movement! Beyond the gate, doors and concrete rolled downward and she pressed herself bodily into one of the corners, to get as far away as possible from the moving wall of the elevator!

“It’s...a...secret!” She hyperventilated and grasped a railing on the wall for stability!

Reggie spoke in a soothing voice, “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Miss. This is normal and safe.”

The young man glanced at Reggie, “Sir, if she needs to get off, I can stop at another floor.”

Reggie looked down at her, not unkindly, “What do you say? Can you tough it out a little longer?”

The Hunter took a deep breath, reassured by Reggie’s tone. She nodded and calmed herself, certain that if Reggie rode in such a death trap, then it must be safe, because he handled himself almost as well as the Hunter.

They finally reached the desired floor and stepped onto the thankfully solid and immobile sixth floor. Neither they nor the elevator operator noticed, but she’d left an imprint of her hand in the railing.

The sixth floor of the building stank of prey. There were too many distinct and unique scents to count, making it at least ten.

The Hunter growled. She didn’t like the odds, not with a sheep in the mix. Alone, she could tear them limb from limb, but she worried Reggie might get hurt.

* * *
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“How many?” Reggie whispered, after hearing her growl.

She shrugged, but held up all the fingers of both hands.

“At least ten?”

Nod.

Reggie chuckled, “This should be fun.”

He was looking forward to the fight. He’d been itching to meet Silver Dollar and was certain she was sufficiently irritated that she’d be there to see the results, if she’d gone so far as to set a trap.

* * *
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The Hunter stared at her brave, favorite sheep incredulously, because he really was mad. On the other hand, he had an excellent point. With so many prey around, it would be hard to miss once the melee started. She’d always enjoyed throwing herself into a nest of demons, preferably after putting out the lights. It always made for some beautiful carnage.

She nodded and smiled at the crazy man, finally realizing she’d made her first human friend.

She followed Reggie down the hall to a particular door, where he paused and whispered, “This is my office. Are they inside?”

The Hunter sniffed and nodded.

Reggie smiled, “Remember, I want to talk before we kill them. Let me do that.”

The Hunter nodded, though she still didn’t like Reggie’s plan.

He used his key to unlock the door and stepped into a dark room.
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Chapter 3

The Dollar Owed
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Reggie stepped into his office with the rare kind of thrill he got from walking into a demon nest. He was entirely relaxed, because he’d been fighting demons for more than twenty years and was always at his best when out-numbered, because it was harder to miss.

His colleagues thought he belonged in a funny farm, at least behind his back, a fact Miss Moss, the telephone operator at headquarters, had made a point of telling him, because she hated seeing rumors spread. That went a long way toward explaining why they refused to work with him, but that was no matter; Reggie preferred to work alone, because the others couldn’t keep up with him, even on their best day. He was starting to like having the little half-demon girl around, because she not only kept up, but was actually faster and stronger than he was. All she lacked were decent weaponry and financial support.

“Must have left the window open.” Reggie muttered to himself, certain in the knowledge he hadn’t.

Moonlight streamed through the obvious entry point to the office, illuminating his hardwood desk. Six floors up, no fire-escape, yet they came through the window. That meant they’d flown. It wasn’t too rare for a demon to have wings in their natural form.

He removed his jacket, revealing the shoulder harness for his pistols, and hung it on the back of his chair. He got comfortable behind his desk and opened a drawer, pulling out a bottle of hooch and a pair of glasses. He poured the cheap whiskey.

He took a glass in hand and pushed the other across the desk, saying, “Hello boys, Silver Dollar. It’s funny the way you think you can ambush me in my own office. Would you like a drink, Madam? I’m afraid I haven’t been able to get the good stuff since prohibition started, so it’s just watered-down rotgut.”

“No, but thank you.” The voice in the dark was female, with a breathy quality that was undeniably attractive.

Silver Dollar stepped into the light and sat in the chair Reggie kept opposite his desk, for clients. She wore a bright, red dress that hung to her knees and a matching head-hugging hat with a drooping brim that was popular among women. On her arm was a little, red handbag with silver trim and she wore a necklace made from five silver dollars, the center of which showed lady liberty’s face, while the other four showed the eagle. Her earrings were also silver dollars. She was far more attractive in person than rumor revealed, with top-notch gams and a fine, hourglass-shaped chassis. It really was a shame she’d eaten such an attractive woman from the inside.

“It’s nice to finally meet you, face to face.” Reggie smiled and sipped his drink.

Silver Dollar began, “It hardly matters, since we’ll be killing you in a few minutes-”

“You wish.” Reggie winked and smiled at the demon.

“-but why have you been killing my men?” Silver Dollar finished.

“Johan Mitchell.” Reggie answered, then took a deep pull from his glass.

His eyes were beginning to adjust to the gloom, revealing a number of figures lurking around the periphery of the office. Amusingly enough, he’d intentionally put his back to the light and was carefully avoiding looking at his brightly-lit desk, to avoid ruining his night vision, while the demons were likely staring at him and the light. Not all demons had eyes that easily shifted from light to dark.

Taking a moment to count, he noted six to one side and five to the other. Including Silver Dollar, that made twelve. For a brief moment, he wished he’d rented a smaller office.

“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

Reggie was suddenly furious on the inside, though he remained outwardly calm. Business was business, fine and understandable, but the least a mobster could do was remember who they’d been shaking down for money.

“One of your men beat him nearly to death several weeks back. He’s still in the hospital, with a mountain of debt for the bill and no ability to earn his keep while he heals. His son hired me to get you to pay up.”

Silver Dollar laughed, demonstrating how callous she was, “Do you really think I’d willingly do that? I don’t care who this person is or what happened to him.” She stood and took a few steps back, into darkness, “Goodbye, Mr. Stewart.”

“Now!” Reggie screamed and fast-drew both pistols from their shoulder holsters, leveling one on large figures that lurked in the shadows to one side, while he pointed the other at another dark corner, where more of them lurked!

He didn’t hesitate, immediately opening fire, alternating between pistols as the demons rushed him from both sides! He dropped four of them in less than a second with lethally-precise head shots!

* * *
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Peeking through the open door, the Hunter smiled. Reggie hadn’t turned the light on, leaving her with plenty of shadow to work with! Even better, Silver Dollar’s back faced the Hunter and the mobster’s men were all focused on Reggie.

When he shouted, the Hunter slipped inside and closed the door, deepening the gloom. She vanished into the shadows, reappearing an instant later behind Silver Dollar, more than halfway to the other side of the large office! She had her baseball bat in hand!

Reggie’s initial four gunshots masked the sound of the door closing, leaving the demon woman with no idea what hit her as a baseball bat struck her skull with demonic strength! Smoking demon blood and brains splattered all over the room, especially Reggie, as he fired into the dark, dropping another two demons! At the same time, the fragments of the bat evaporated as dark smoke that only deepened the shadows.

It was bizarre, but the man smiled as he worked to systematically eliminate their foes, laughing as he fired! He really was mad! The Hunter grinned at him, recognizing a kindred spirit.

One of the biggest demons shielded his head with his arms and charged toward Reggie, deflecting bullets with skin that grew black and shiny, like the exoskeleton of an insect!

Reggie cursed, but the Hunter had been expecting that turn of events, based on smell. She hauled an arm back, while her baseball formed in her hand from a dark mist! Hurling a one-hundred-eighty mile-per-hour fastball, she beaned the insect-demon in the side of the head!

She was surprised it didn’t kill the monster and frustrated by the way her baseball had been ripped apart by a level of kinetic energy it hadn’t been designed for. The leather cover exploded and bits of cork went everywhere, all of it evaporating like her bat. She’d have to find both a new bat and ball, but it wasn’t every day that people threw them away, intact.

“It’s!” She growled with frustration and shadow-stepped to the side of the insect demon, tackling it, even though it was almost twice her height!

* * *
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Seeing his partner focus on the bulletproof bruiser, Reggie ducked as a demon dove toward him, neatly letting the fool leap right out the window, though it smashed through the frame along the way! Reggie assumed it couldn’t fly and had been brought into the room by one of the others.

Against the background of his silent partner’s struggle with the armored brute, Reggie aimed both pistols at the remaining three demons, who’d been creeping toward the door, since their boss lay on the floor, effectively headless. They stopped moving, because he had them dead to rights and they already knew how accurate he was.

Reggie demanded, “Where do you think you’re going, boys?”

“Oh, you know, out.” One of them shrugged.

Another shadowed demon supplied, “Begging your pardon, but we got other business to attend to.”

“Ab-so-lute-ly!” The third added, “We’re ever so sorry to have intruded on your time, sir.”

“Weasels.” Reggie muttered, with distaste.

He’d seen demons with all kinds of personalities, but when the chips were down and their boss was dead, nearly all of them turned into cowards.

Reggie turned deadly serious, every last hint of humor gone from his face, “I still need that money, because I’ve got a client with bills to pay. So, I’ll make you a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity: the first to volunteer to lead me to Silver Dollar’s cash won’t be killed by me. The runners-up get shot in the head.”

All three of the demons raised a hand to volunteer.

“A real pity, that.” Reggie’s face became a mask of cruel delight as he continued to aim his pistols, “I’m afraid I only need one volunteer, so you’ll have to sort it out among yourselves.”

The three demons looked at each other and without a single moment’s hesitation, they became a whirling mass of limbs as they wrestled, kicked, punched and bit each other, each trying to come out on top!

While they fought, Reggie glanced at the other melee.

* * *

[image: ]


The insect demon was having a rough day, because the baseball to the head had left him befuddled. He’d dropped the illusion of humanity, revealing an armored body, with two huge, black eyes and a set of antenna, while an extra pair of arms unfolded from behind his back, around waist height. He resembled a huge, black, humanoid scarab beetle with iridescent chitin, because his first host had been such a creature, thousands of years earlier. Fortunately, his armored form was impervious to bullets, which was why the boss brought him, since Mr. Stewart had already proved he was an expert gunslinger.

The demon hadd tried punching the girl that tackled him, but she was never quite where he expected and stretching to hit her eventually strained the muscles in both of his right arms. Meanwhile, she hit him with everything she had, punching with strength like that of a demon, but his armor was good enough to protect him from almost anything. He tried kicking, but painfully caught a claw in the wood floor and snapped it off, just as he started to move! If his head had been more clear, he might have noticed probability-altering magic preventing his strikes.

Getting sick of the girl’s punches, which hurt, despite his shell, he rolled backwards and got to his feet, while she clung to his right leg, trying to batter his knee with repeated punches!

* * *
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The Hunter was bothered by how difficult her opponent was. He was tougher than any prey she’d faced before, with armor so good, she doubted she’d be able to penetrate it. Still, knees were pretty vulnerable and she kept trying to break the insect’s kneecap!

The demon growled and shook his leg, trying to shake her off, which made her mildly dizzy. She’d ridden in the back of trucks before and really didn’t like moving vehicles, because she easily got motion sick. Being shaken was almost as bad.

Still punching, she looked up as the demon’s growl turned into a downward lunge with it’s mandibles, for a bite!

The Hunter looked up into a fleshy mouth that wasn’t armored on the inside and grinned. Wrapping her legs around the prey’s leg, to keep herself in place, she raised her hands and put them together as her new, fully-loaded pistol formed in them!

She aimed into the brute’s mouth and upward, into its brain, firing three shots! There was a long, breathless moment as the brute continued to fall, twitching, while she rolled backwards! The creature’s awful wail of pain indicated she hadn’t completely destroyed its brain, a real surprise!

Nonetheless, it was seriously injured. She put a shoe on its neck and fired a couple shots through each of the creature’s eyes, at point-blank range! The corpse began to sublimate into black mist, confirming it was finally dead.

She looked over at Reggie and the other three demons, who were fighting each other. Reggie grinned and winked. Clearly, he had them under control.

“You okay, Miss?” He asked.

The Hunter nodded, “A.”

The scuffle between the demons produced a blood-soaked, badly-injured survivor, who looked at Reggie, “Okay. You got your volunteer.”

The other two demons groaned on the floor.

“Right you are.” Reggie took a couple of precise shots, “Now, I’ve got to make a quick phone call, but after that, you’ll lead us to the cash, right?”

“Anything you say, mister.” The demon nodded.

Reggie picked up a phone that somewhat resembled a candlestick and spoke to the operator, who connected him to Miss Moss at HQ, who answered, “You’ve reached Mallory Munitions. What can I do for you?”

Mallory Munitions was the name of the company that served as the public face of the Order of Ash and Smoke in the United States, which also supplied the military with ammunition and sometimes firearms.

Still training a pistol on the demon, Reggie spoke conversationally, “Hey, Miss Moss, it’s Reggie. I just ended a blind date early, because it turned out to be a flat tire, but I’m still game for a night on the town. Might you be interested?”

“Just you, or do you have company? I might be able to get some of the cleaning staff to doll themselves up.”

“Actually, I do have eleven strapping lads here and-” Reggie’s voice turned conspiratorial “-we might visit a juice joint, if we can avoid the bulls.”

“Okay.” Miss Moss sighed, “Give us a few minutes to finish up here, then the girls and I will head out. Where are we meeting?”

“My office, to start with. Thanks, Miss Moss.” Reggie hung up.

Though the conversation had sounded flirtatious, it had been filled with slang-based code phrases, because telephone operators were notorious for eavesdropping. For his part, Reggie had requested a cleanup crew for his office. Miss Moss had indicated a team was ready to go and asked how many demons had been killed. The mention of bulls, a slang term for police, indicated he suspected police were on the way, due to the gunshots, so something would have to be done about that. His mention of a desire to visit a juice joint indicated a need to leave the scene, trusting the matter to Miss Moss and the cleaners. By the time the police arrived, the demon corpses were likely to have evaporated, as they tended to do, but there would still be a need to misdirect the police, reassure the neighbors and pick up, because there were going to be some bullet slugs and empty clothes left behind.

While Reggie juggled his pistol back and forth between hands, to don his coat without taking his aim off the demon, the little miss looked between the two of them, asking, “A?”

Reggie explained, “This was always about making sure my client’s father can pay his bills, so we’re going to get him some money.” He waved his pistol at the demon, “Lead the way, friend.” The little miss growled, sniffed the air and looked out the window, causing Reggie to ask, “What is it?”

The girl backed up from the window, just as the demon that fell out flew inside, tucking leathery wings behind his back! He landed and rolled across the room, while the little miss produced her pistol from thin air and fired, putting a bullet in the demon’s brain! The demon rolled to a stop, face down, and inky blood pooled under his head.

“Thank you.” Reggie smiled and the little miss made her pistol vanish, just as mysteriously as it appeared, “You want more ammo for that, since I believe you just emptied it?” When the girl nodded, Reggie requested, “Keep an eye on our guest for a moment, would you?”

She approached the demon and looked up with a ferocious, evil glare and the demon cringed.

Reggie entered a small side room with a window, where he kept a cot, some guns on a wall and several boxes of ammunition. He grabbed a full box of .45 rounds and stepped back out, tossing it to his silent partner, who made it vanish into her hat.

As they stepped out of the office, Reggie holstered his pistol, confident he could draw it in an instant, if required.

* * *
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The demon eventually led them to Silver Dollar’s brothel and past the girls, who the little miss growled at, causing Reggie to suspect they were demons. They were taken to the main office and a locked combination safe tucked into the corner.

Looking at it, Reggie asked, “You wouldn’t happen to know the combination, would you?”

The demon shook his head.

Reggie nodded, “Okay. As promised, I won’t kill you.” He looked down at his silent partner, “Would you do the honors?”

“We had a bargain!” The demon shrieked and backed into a corner, while the girl grinned from ear to ear and stepped toward him with menace!

“Yes, and I’m keeping my end of it. I never said she wouldn’t kill you.” Reggie chuckled and pointed at his partner.

The girl leaped into the air and her butcher’s knife appeared in hand, which went right through the demon’s head, pinning it to the wall!

Reggie’s new partner walked back to his side, only to snap her fingers, causing the knife to explode into black mist, dropping the demon’s corpse to the floor.

She was about to leave the room, but Reggie pointed to the safe and asked, “Can you open it?”

The girl reached over, put a hand on the handle of the safe, then tugged, while she held the main body of it. The handle tore off in her hand and she got angry, pummeling the metal frame, until the door finally smashed open and cash spilled out!

“Thanks.” Reggie nodded, while his silent partner stepped out to deal with the remainder of the demonic prostitutes, most of whom had fled in the interim.

The next morning, Reggie presented a large stack of clams to his client, took a small amount for expenses and gave the rest to the Order, to fund their perpetual war on evil.
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Chapter 4

Lunar Night
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The Hunter looked up at the Earth, which was beautiful. Much to her surprise, she could feel the life energy emanating from it. The discovery was unexpected, but it seemed to pool on the Moon’s nighttime surface, nearly as strong as the ambient human life energy of New York City, which was what she normally survived on. It wasn’t only human life, though, because it was a mixture of plant, animal and human energy.

She’d had no idea that the energy radiated into space in all directions, but she also knew such energy was fleeting and easily disturbed, because it was weak without a body to anchor it. When the lunar dawn eventually came, the light of the sun would surely blast away the pooled energy, but that was weeks away, plenty of time to consider and quietly work through her feelings about both Reggie and Simmons.

Reggie had been the first Ashen Blade she’d met, a living legend with skills like no other. He’d been a true partner, but in retrospect, he’d been lucky for most of his career and when the two of them started working together, he took on more dangerous missions, because he had the Hunter for backup.

Thinking about the man’s undeserved fate made her feel hopeless, angry, frustrated and sad, all at the same time. Reggie had been her best friend, a true equal, but that had been smoke and mirrors, a trick to put her at ease, because he’d been only human. She’d thought the man would live forever, until everything went wrong.

Tears rolled down her cheeks as she looked back through the years and considered Reggie’s end.

* * *
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Black mist raced across the lunar surface, always seeking and searching, following the trails of energy pools to their sources. It produced occasional flashes of light, the so-called transient lunar phenomenon that astronomers had seen on the surface of the moon for centuries, which were caused by the vaporous being consuming the strongest pools of life energy on the Moon, usually in craters. It moved with incredible speed and precision, using the lunar night to gather the scarce resource that kept it alive.

Sogliun was the last survivor of an ill-fated advance party of demons that had used the immense energy that pooled in the thin lunar atmosphere to open a portal from Hell to the lunar surface, more than three-thousand years before. He’d been laughed to scorn by his own people, because they couldn’t see the utility of setting up an outpost on the Moon, but he’d talked a few others into joining him, considering the idea of observing Earth from afar to be more than worth it. He’d even convinced them the energy pooling there could be used to stabilize the portal.

He’d been right about energy pooling, but he’d been totally wrong about how much there was. The portal had only been stable for a minute, allowing a few dozen demons through, but the portal used every bit of energy that had accumulated over the millennia, leaving them with none of the resources Sogliun had promised.
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