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      The steam from the black coffee rose from the cup. He was tired and hardly noticed, his brown eyes watching the sunrise through the diner window. His dirty black coat filled the other side of the booth. All his thoughts were focused on the night before.

      “Hey, did you want anything to eat with that?” a voice said, breaking his thoughts.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure,” he said, pointing at the number one special on the menu.

      The woman smiled. “Honey, you look like you’ve been through it. Rough night?” she asked.

      The man smiled. “Yeah. Had to clean a house,” he said, picking up the cup of coffee and taking a sip. “This really is good,” he added.

      “Clean a house?” she asked, and he smiled.

      “Yep,” he replied, setting the cup down and looking up at her nametag. “Alana, is it?” he asked, reading it.

      She gave a slight nod to confirm he was right.

      “Let’s just say the house at the end of Baker Street is clean,” he said.

      Alana was visibly confused by the words. “Okay, I’ll go get your order in,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

      “Thank you,” he replied and turned his attention back to the rising sun, soaking in the early morning quiet of his surroundings. He was as tired as he could be, but as the sun broke the horizon, the rays made him feel better already.

      Time had no meaning, and soon enough Alana was back with his food. A couple of eggs, bacon, and some toast. A typical American breakfast he’d had countless times before.

      “Thank you,” he said as she set it down.

      “You’re welcome. What did you mean, the house at the end of Baker Street is clean?” she asked. “We were talking about it in the back. Do you mean the old Hope Estate?”

      The man blinked and looked up. “That’s the one,” he replied.

      Alana laughed a little. “Place has been abandoned since before I was even born. Cleaned how?” she asked.

      “Nothing lives there anymore. It’s, for lack of a better word, clean,” he said and picked up his fork.

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      He smiled. “You’re the lucky one. Trust me, all you need to do is keep living your life. You’re right where you need to be. That house is clean. You’ve all got a bright future ahead of you,” he said.

      Alana couldn’t explain it, but she felt warm.

      “You have a job to do, don’t waste your time on little old me,” he said. That was the end of the conversation. Alana had a smile on her face as she turned and walked away.

      “Thank you for this meal,” he said and started to eat.

      “Not bad,” he said.

      “Glad you think so. I knew that beast. She liked poetry and the rain in the springtime,” a female voice said from the other side of the booth.

      “Great. You can tell Miss Piggy she tasted great. You’re sitting on my coat, Zophiel. What do you want?” he asked and kept eating.

      “Rags, your work is never done. We got a code red about five hundred miles away from here,” Zophiel said, sliding a white folder across the table.

      “Couldn’t wait until after breakfast?” he asked.

      “You know the rules,” she said.

      “Yes, I know the rules,” he replied. “Evil never takes a day off, neither can I,” he said, taking another bite. “Code red. Haven’t been one of these in, what, fifty years?” he asked.

      “Fifty-three years. Blackwood Asylum,” Zophiel said and grabbed a piece of toast off his plate, eating it.

      “Hey,” he said with a glance.

      “You’ll be fine. I’m curious, what’s the code red about?” Zophiel asked.

      “I don’t know, I didn’t look. Why didn’t you?” he asked.

      “Rules,” she replied.

      “Of course. You follow all the rules,” he said.

      “Yeah, and if you did, you wouldn’t be here in Nowheresville eating a generic breakfast made by people like⁠—”

      He cut her off.

      “Driscoll. Town has a name, they all do. These people are Dad’s favorite kind, so maybe be as mindful with your attitude as you are with the rules, okay?” he asked, his voice sharper.

      “I’m sorry,” she replied.

      “Faced with countless threats on both sides of the veil, they don’t need your attitude to go with it,” he added.

      “Okay, I get it. I really am sorry,” she said.

      He finished his food, picked up the folder, and opened it. Time in the diner stopped. He read the contents.

      “Damn. I hate code reds,” he said as he read.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He closed the folder. “Amon,” he replied.

      “Rags, that’s not possible. You know that,” she said.

      “No, it’s not. Do you want the details, or do you want to go back home?”

      “Give me the details,” she replied.

      He shrugged. “Short version: a farmer came home early and found his wife in bed with another guy. He couldn’t bring himself to kill them, but rage and heartbreak never leave. He turned to Dad but, of course, Dad won’t interfere. Free will and all. So, farmer man turns to someone who will. Spends his money looking for revenge,” he said.

      “Oh damn. He must have paid for a sigil,” Zophiel said.

      “Bingo. The man digs deep and finds a sigil of Amon. Amon communicates, offers a deal. The wife and man are slaughtered by what the farmer turns into, but the killing doesn’t stop. The town does what most towns did back then,” he said.

      “Secure, contain, and protect,” Zophiel said.

      He leaned back in the booth. “Yeah, these folders are always so bare bones basic. I’ll learn more when I get there,” he said.

      “Good luck. If only you could fly like me, right?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied but Zophiel was gone. Time had restarted. He reached into his pocket, pulled some money out, and put it on the table, hoping it was enough to include a good tip too. He got up, grabbed his jacket off the booth seat, and made his way out of the diner.

      His car was in the parking lot. An old black Challenger from seventy-one with plenty of dents and battle scars.

      “We got a long trip ahead of us, old girl,” he said and opened the door. It had a distinctive wrenching sound. He tossed his black jacket inside and put the folder on the dash.

      The door closed with the same sound, and the engine roared to life.

      “All right, we’re off,” he said and shifted into gear.

      “Goodbye, Driscoll,” he said, pulling onto the road and driving into the sunrise.
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      The drive was long, all of them were. It was as if these jobs were as far apart as possible. Dad’s sense of humor, he supposed. The sun was on the opposite side of the sky, the shadows growing longer, reaching out like fingers across a land that had seen better days.

      The faded sign was there on the side of the road, red, cracked, and peeling paint. Big white letters. He pulled to the side of the road to read it. “Welcome to Ash Lake. Population 1,408. Est. 1796.” He read the words. “Damn. Not even one of those signs that says they were the football champions back in the eighties or anything. Rough,” he said.

      Then the familiar chirp of a siren shook his thoughts. He looked in the side mirror, and there it was, the truck of law enforcement. Dirty white thing that looked more ghost than truck. He shut the engine off and watched as the officer got out. The soft crunch of the gravel got louder as the guy got closer.

      He rolled his window down as the man approached. The officer looked just how he expected: annoyed, an old white guy who was tired of arresting the same town drunk and chasing the same kids off private property. However, there was a deepness to his eyes. This man was carrying something heavy, had been for years. Roger could see he was tired down to his soul. The aura was thin. Roger felt bad for him.

      “License and registration, please,” the man said. Roger had it ready and handed it to him. The officer took it. “Roger Delwing?” the man asked.

      “Yes, sir,” Roger replied, and the cop handed the stuff back. “What seems to be the problem?” Roger asked.

      “Your car is way too loud. Ash Lake has a noise ordinance, and I’m afraid this beast is about to break all the rules,” he said.

      “You’re kidding me. I had no idea. I was following my phone. There’s construction on the interstate, and I was trying to avoid it. Phone said this would save me lots of time,” Roger said, motioning to his phone on the seat beside him.

      “I’m sorry, but you can’t go through town,” the officer said. Roger let out a huff. “I’ve been on this road for three hours, and I’m tired. Is there anywhere I can stay that’s close to town but not in it?” Roger asked.

      The cop looked annoyed. “Sure, there’s a cheap motel a few minutes out of town. Green building. Empty pool. It’s called the Red Lodge. Can’t miss it,” the officer said in a low, gruff voice.

      “Green building, but it’s called the Red Lodge?” Roger asked.

      “Great, your hearing works. Yeah. You’ll have to ask the people who run it for more background, because I really don’t care. Tell you what, I’ll let you follow me to the place, okay? Wouldn’t want you getting lost,” the man said and slapped the roof of Roger’s car.

      “Thank you,” Roger said and winced a little at the slap. The cop turned and walked back to his truck. “Noise ordinance. Wonders never cease,” he muttered to himself and had to laugh a little bit.

      The white truck pulled around his own ASPD in deep red letters. Roger started the engine and followed the truck down the gravel road.
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      The Red Lodge was as advertised, a long green building, a motel that looked as if it were trapped in the sixties. The cop pulled into the drive, and Roger pulled into a parking spot, shut the car off, and got out.

      “Nice place,” Roger said.

      “If you say so. Anyway, Ann can help you through that door. Stay as long as you like, but remember⁠—”

      Roger nodded.

      “Yeah, the car stays here,” he finished.

      “You got it. Catch on quick,” the cop said with a smile.

      “Hey, how’d you know where I was, anyway?” Roger asked.

      “Would you believe I heard you?” he asked.

      Roger tilted his head a little.

      “No, a friend of mine up in Strawberry Plains gave me a call, let me know you were coming. Thought I’d be interested,” he said.

      Roger looked at his tag.

      Officer Rob. Roger figured he wouldn’t use his first name.

      “Thanks for the honesty,” Roger said, and that made Rob give him a weird look.

      “Yeah, just keep that thing out of town,” he said.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll keep it out of town,” Roger said as Rob got back into his truck and started to drive away.

      “That truck is just as loud as you are. I guess if you enforce the rules, you get to break them. Strange world,” Roger said to his car and shut the door.

      The place was quiet once the truck was gone, but it wasn’t oppressive. The bugs were buzzing in the distance. The trees were waving in the breeze. It was nice, deceptively so.

      Roger started to walk to the front door and opened it. The room smelled of cinnamon and oranges. There were old black-and-white pictures on the wall. Past owners maybe, he didn’t know. It was cleaner than he expected and better lit. There was curiosity on the wall: a dusty old plaque with a cracked and dry wooden frame. Roger walked to it, wiped the dust off, and started to read.

      
        
        “The Devil’s Abyss. Ash Lake has a unique feature most lakes don’t have. Discovered in 1897 by Dr. Emanuel Juste, a deep blue hole, he theorized it was made by retreating glaciers of a bygone age. Dr. Juste spent years trying to find the bottom. Legend has it that on April 27, 1903, Dr. Juste made a dive into the lake and never came back up. The locals claimed the Devil reached up from Hell and dragged him away. The name stuck. To this day, the bottom has never been found. People say even now you can see the spirit of Dr. Juste on his boat over the abyss on cold, cloudy nights. Today, there is a popular overlook on the cliff above the abyss that offers the best view of the lake. Be sure to check it out.”

      

      

      “Maybe the Devil did get him,” Roger said, looking at the plaque and its faded black and white pictures of a place, he didn’t figure people went to anymore. It was made in 1983. It had been here quite a while. He doubted anyone read it, judging by the dust on the frame and glass.

      “Hi,” a voice said. Roger turned around, thoughts broken.

      “You must be Ann,” he said.

      “Yep, that’s me. Welcome to the Red Lodge,” she said.

      Ann was short and looked too young to be the owner of the place. She had a clean soul. Roger smiled. The job was rough, but most of the souls were always so warm and good.

      “Couldn’t help but notice, but the place is green. Why the name?” Roger asked.

      Ann shrugged. “No idea. It’s always been green, always been called red. No one knows really, but every time I try to change it, well, it makes drama in town. Small towns and traditions, right?” she replied.

      “Yeah, I know all about that. Anyway. I need a room. Got one?”

      “Yep, room eighteen. It’s at the end of the building, close to where you parked. Is that okay?” she asked, and he smiled.

      “You’re great. That’ll be fine,” he replied.

      She pulled the keys off the hook and handed them over. He took them.

      “So, about that noise ordinance, where’d that come from?” he asked with his same smile.

      “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you,” she replied, but seemed to expect the question.

      “Try me,” Roger replied with a slight smile.

      “Story goes that back in August 1972, The Doors had their bus break down on their way to Memphis. It broke down here in Ash Lake. Jim had just passed away, and the town was receptive and helped fix the bus. So, in return for the kindness, they did a sort of concert for the town. Played in the school gym. According to legend, the band was so loud that it shattered windows, despite the brick walls. The band paid for the damage, but that’s supposedly the origin of the noise thing,” Ann said.

      Ann’s soul aura didn’t fluctuate at all. It was the truth, or as far as she knew. “That must have been a great show to see,” he said.

      “Wish I could have been there, way before my time. It’s likely the biggest thing that happened in this town, ever,” she said. Again, no soul flux. As far as she knew it was true.

      “I’m a bit of a writer. This town sounds like it has a bit of history, being around so long. Got a book on the local history or anything?” Roger asked.

      “I’ve been at this desk since I was fifteen. No one’s ever asked that before. Most people are passing through, never to be seen again. But no,” she said.

      “I’m a little different. Thanks anyway. I might be sticking around for a while longer than I thought. Take care, Ann,” Roger replied and left the office. He walked down the path back to his car.

      “Okay, Ash Lake. Let’s see what kind of secrets you have to offer,” he said to himself.
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      The room was as basic as rooms got. He’d seen all of this before. The sun’s rays poured into the place as he opened the window. He tossed his jacket onto the hook on the wall and the folder onto the bed.

      Beginnings were always the hardest part. Roger was starting to think of a plan when the sound of wheels crunching against the gravel distracted him. He looked out the window and saw a purple minivan pull up to the office.

      Roger watched as a typical family got out. Mom, dad, two kids. “Welcome to Ash Lake,” Roger said. The kids weren’t that old. They were screeching with excitement. He wasn’t sure what could make anyone so excited about being here. The mother was doing her best to control them.
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