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			Chapter One

			A warm Pacific breeze blew in the scent of eucalyptus and blooming oleander. Sage lent its sweet fragrance to the mix. Greg Wolter inhaled the intoxicating floral bouquet that whispered promises his concrete city could never keep.

			Somehow during the early mornings in March, Los Angeles could still smell wonderful, despite hazy air and homeless encampments along the dirty streets. As the day progressed, the belch of diesel engines and the stink of broiling dumpsters would soon foul the air, but for this brief moment, Greg closed his eyes and imagined the paradise this place could have been.

			He opened them to the city’s reality. He sat in his wheelchair on one of the sidewalks that snaked through poorly maintained MacArthur Park. The park was a square island of green surrounded by the city’s tight-packed grid of buildings and streets. A large lake took up one corner of the park, and a few forlorn trees dotted the area. The builders’ early 1900s vision of an urban oasis had not been fulfilled. Handsome beaus did not escort their well-dressed betrothed along manicured paths. Instead, the impoverished from the local area lounged on patchy grass. The tents of the homeless hogged the shade under the trees. Young men in leather and tattoos did a furtive business exchanging small plastic bags for wads of cash.

			But Greg wheeled himself here in the mornings because he could catch that glorious LA scent and bask in the SoCal sun better than through the window of his tiny apartment. And despite the park’s high crime statistics, no one had ever messed with the old man in the wheelchair. He figured that even the most callous thugs thought it beneath them to rough up a geezer who appeared to have nothing worth stealing.

			He spent the time watching people pass by. He looked at them from the waist up, never from the waist down, never at their shadows. The decades had taught him it was less stressful to keep secret the status of strangers’ souls.

			The sidewalk in front of him curved downhill to where Wilshire Boulevard cut through the center of the park. The road had been built in the 1930s, proving that city government had been committed to cars over people since the earliest days. Vehicles did a slow roll in the morning traffic and bicycles whizzed by the cars.

			Then Greg saw, walking in the crowd, what he feared the most. His mouth went dry.

			It walked along the sidewalk on Wilshire. Its humanlike head appeared charred, like meat left on a grill for far too long. A blackened, pointed nose stuck out over a wide mouth and elongated ears swept to points top and bottom. Dots glowed red within deep, black eye sockets. Atop its head, twin horns swept out to the sides and then curled inward. A demon.

			Its grotesque body proportions made the demon even more repellent. A wide torso tapered to a narrow waist. The skin on the torso was opaque, and beneath it writhed indistinct shapes. But Greg knew just what they were.

			Its blackened arms and legs seemed impossibly thin, yet somehow its legs supported its body. The creature’s hands only had three bony fingers and a thumb, with sharp black claws at each tip.

			The people around the demon didn’t run, didn’t scream in terror as they should. Because the gift/curse that the old man had was that only he could see the demons as they truly were. The rest of the population just saw the human being the demon had possessed after its escape from Hell. So it walked through the pedestrian crowd unnoticed, just another person on the way to work.

			Greg’s bladder seemed to swell to twice its normal size and he fought the urge to pee himself. His age-weakened heart slammed in his chest at a rate it hadn’t reached in decades. Because this wasn’t just any demon walking through MacArthur Park. He recognized the demon as Nicobar.

			He dug his nails into the wheelchair’s armrests. Almost thirty years ago, he’d helped end this abomination’s hunt for human souls and sent it back to Hell. Memories he’d long repressed came flooding back. Paralyzing terror, sickening bloodshed, soul-crushing loss. If that creature had returned, it would bring chaos and death to the City of Angels again.

			Suddenly, Greg’s wheelchair spun to the right. A golden retriever barreled past, dragging a small boy behind him at the other end of its leash. Greg fought to balance his chair as it leaned downhill.

			Then a woman grabbed the armrest on his left and steadied the chair. It went still and the humiliated face of a young Hispanic woman looked down at him.

			“The dog,” she said. “It is too much for my boy. I am so sorry!”

			She released the chair, and for a second kept her hands inches from it, as if it might jump out of control again on its own. When it didn’t, she ran downhill after her son without waiting for Greg’s absolution.

			Greg looked back to where the demon had been. It was gone. Lost in the crowd, a crowd that had no idea of the evil that walked among them.

			He and his demon-hunting partner had beaten Nicobar before. The fight had left his partner dead. Greg had survived, but his injuries had sapped the strength from his legs. That experience had boiled away his courage to hunt down a demon again. He’d wondered afterward, if they had known Nicobar’s true strength, would they have even considered taking it on?

			A much wiser, and much, much older Greg knew facing down a demon now would be suicide. What was a disabled old man going to do all alone against evil so monstrous that it was supposed to be banished from ever walking the Earth? He felt utterly helpless.

			He prayed that somewhere out there, a new generation had stepped up to do what he’d once done, that right now they were executing a plan to get that abomination off the streets of Los Angeles.

			He had no faith that prayer would be answered.

			His lap felt wet. He looked down and saw that he’d peed himself after all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Twenty-five years ago

			Drew sat terrified in the small waiting room.

			His mother sat beside him, but her presence wasn’t going to provide any comfort. After all, it was her fault he was here in this psychiatrist’s office. He sure as hell hadn’t signed himself up.

			The tiny room made him feel trapped. No art hung on the walls. The hard plastic chairs scraped against the tile floor when they moved. The air reeked of artificial lemon trying to mask the smell of disinfectant. Drew imagined the place had been designed to clean easily after one of the nut jobs waiting here went bonkers.

			And some of those nut jobs sat around him. Across from him a middle-aged man in a golf shirt couldn’t sit still for more than sixty seconds. Then some sort of nervous tic would manifest itself in his arms or legs. To Drew’s right, a woman with bright blue hair chewed gum in a slow, open-mouthed manner. One of her arms was covered by a tattoo of Betty Boop beheading a teddy bear with a machete.

			These patients were all at least twice as old, and twice as screwed-up, as thirteen-year-old Drew. Drew wondered if he would end up being as whacked as these two losers by the time he reached their age.

			The door of the office opened and a pretty young woman in a bright green dress stuck her head into the waiting room.

			“Drew?” she said.

			Drew and his mother stood up and walked to the door. The woman held up a hand in Drew’s mother’s direction.

			“Mrs. Price, just Drew this time, as we discussed on the phone.”

			Drew’s mother opened her mouth to object. Then she clamped her jaw shut and nodded instead. Drew had the feeling that she was ready to do whatever she was asked to do to get her broken son fixed. This was already the second shrink she’d taken him to.

			The woman ushered Drew down the hallway. As the door to the waiting room closed behind him, his sensation of being trapped grew stronger.

			The woman took him to an office that was much more hospitable than the waiting room. It hosted a walnut desk and several chairs that would have looked right at home in a living room in front of a TV. The room had no window but there was a door on the right-hand side.

			The psychiatrist sat at the desk. He looked the same as the last useless shrink Drew had seen, with short silver hair, glasses with dark plastic rims, and a button-down shirt open at the collar. He wondered if the two had gone to the same medical school and graduated together.

			This was going to be another waste of his time. He dropped down into one of the chairs and slumped back.

			Unlike the last shrink, this one did not get up, shake his hand, and sit in the opposite chair. He stayed firmly planted behind his desk.

			“Drew, I’m Dr. Hakes. You met with Dr. Owens and he referred you to me. How do you feel that session with him went?”

			Drew almost said ‘fine’ just to hurry this process along, get through all the standard questions, run out his fifty-minute clock, and go home. Then he thought, the hell with it. He decided to tell the truth, and see if he could leave now.

			“It was a total waste of time,” Drew said. “He listened like he didn’t believe me, told me nothing useful, and sent me home. All he did was pass me on to you. That totally proves even he knew the whole session was bogus.”

			“He sent you to me because I’ve treated people who’ve had the same experiences that you’ve had.”

			“No one’s had the experiences I’ve had.”

			“You’d be surprised. Tell me yours.”

			Again, Drew decided just to blurt it all out. He’d see the look of disbelief on the doctor’s face, get up, and get out of here.

			“I’ve seen monsters.”

			The doctor’s expression didn’t change. “Where do you see them?”

			“Usually at the mall, sometimes at the bus station.”

			“Does anyone else see them?”

			“If everyone else saw them, I wouldn’t be here with you, would I? No one gives them a second glance when they pass by one. I guess only I see them.”

			“What do they look like to you?”

			Drew had seen them often, but could never get used to their terrifying appearance. He shuddered as he recalled the last one he’d seen, two days ago.

			“There’re like a person, only thinner. So thin you’d think they couldn’t stand up. Their skin is black and flaky, like it had been burned real bad. They have wide heads with curling horns like a ram on each side. Their eyes are bright red.”

			The doctor nodded and scribbled something on a notepad.

			“Do you think these monsters see you?” he said.

			“They see everything, check out every person as they pass by. But I stay cool, act like I don’t know what they actually are. I don’t think they know that I can see them the way they really look.”

			This was where the other shrink started asking questions about how seeing the monsters made him feel (scared, duh) or what his parents were like (great except for recently thinking he was crazy).

			This doctor had a different question.

			“What do they smell like?”

			“Huh?”

			“Did these monsters have a certain smell?”

			“Uh, yeah. Kind of like hot tar, with a little rotten egg smell in the mix.”

			“How many fingers did the monsters have on each hand?”

			Drew again was surprised by how specific the question was. “Three.”

			“But they still had thumbs?”

			“Yeah.” Unless this guy was a mind reader, it was pretty coincidental that he was asking about the details no one else had, and that he seemed to know the answers he expected to hear. “How do you—”

			“Drew, you need to know that I believe you. I don’t believe that you think you saw monsters, but I believe that you did see monsters.”

			The doctor wasn’t just blowing smoke up Drew’s ass. The look on his face said he was being serious.

			“And because I do believe you,” the doctor said, “I’m going to have someone talk to you who has specific expertise in this kind of matter.”

			“Now I’m going to see a third shrink?” Drew said.

			“A third person, but not a third psychiatrist.”

			The doctor got up and went to the side door. He opened it and on the other side was a similar office with the same furniture layout. The shades were drawn, the lights on low.

			“C’mon in,” a voice said from the other room.

			Dr. Hakes stepped aside and gestured for Drew to enter. Drew walked through the door to see a man standing beside the couch.

			Despite the dusky light, Drew could see that this man was no psychiatrist. At least he sure didn’t look like one. Six feet tall with dark black skin, he wore a tight red t-shirt that stretched over muscles honed by hours of training. His black jeans tapered down to cover a pair of worn cowboy boots. High cheekbones and a trim goatee accentuated his narrow face. His shaved head glistened.

			Drew crossed the room and eased himself down into one of the chairs. The man sat down in the chair opposite him. Drew sat up straighter.

			“Hey, Drew,” he said. He smiled and his teeth practically glowed within his silky black goatee. “My name’s Lincoln.”

			“You’re no psychiatrist.”

			“Not even close. But you don’t need one. You haven’t seen these monsters as you call them until recently, right?”

			“For a few months. I waited a long time to tell anyone because, well, look what happens when you tell people you see invisible creatures out of a horror movie.”

			Lincoln pulled out his phone and called up a picture. He showed it to Drew. “Your monsters look like this?”

			The picture was of a painting of a monster just like the ones he’d seen. Horrific as the picture was, Drew couldn’t help but smile.

			“Yes! Exactly like that! You’ve seen them?”

			“Not, not me. But hundreds of other people have over thousands of years,” Lincoln said. He put his phone in his lap. “It’s an awful gift to join their ranks.”

			“No kidding.”

			“You don’t know the half of it.” Lincoln leaned forward. “You aren’t seeing monsters, Drew. You’re seeing people possessed by demons.”

			“Like angels-and-demons demons?”

			“If you want to believe that story. The tale is that the archangel Lucifer led a rebellion in Heaven. No one wins a battle with God. Lucifer and his rebel angels were cast out into a place God specifically created for them, Hell.”

			“I saw a movie like that once.”

			“And that story might just be someone’s way of explaining the inexplicable. What I know is true is that these demons live in another plane of existence. Sometimes they escape to here and possess people. And here is way nicer. Hell is basically in a roiling sea of burning oil and tar.”

			“Which is why the demon’s skin is black and charred?”

			“Exactly. And these demons you see aren’t invisible to everyone else. The rest of us see the person the demon possessed.”

			“I’m the only one seeing the real deal?”

			“You and others with your gift. In fact, if you’re close enough to one, you’ve noticed that you can smell it. Some nasty combination of sulfur and burned meat. If you hear one scream in pain or anger, it might not sound human at all.”

			“And what do they want?”

			“They’re stealing the essence of what makes humans different from other animals, what a lot of people call a soul. The energy of the soul keeps the demon alive on Earth. After the soul is digested, the demon has to take another soul. Otherwise, it slips back into Hell.”

			All of this explanation was making Drew’s head hurt. “I don’t understand all this.”

			“And you aren’t going to. Not for a while. There’s a lot to learn. What you need to know is this isn’t your imagination. The demons you’re seeing are real. And they’re dangerous. Whatever you do, don’t acknowledge that you can see them as they really are. For now, we’ll keep that to ourselves until you can learn more about protecting yourself.”

			“How will I do that?”

			“First, you’re going to leave this office and as far as your mother knows, you’re cured. You don’t ever mention seeing demons again. The doctor is going to call your mother in first, explain that his hypnosis therapy cured you.”

			“She’ll like that.”

			“Then he’ll recommend redirected rehabilitation, basically learning some technical skills to get your mind working in new directions. He’s going to recommend me, a man with a good track record in the Big Brothers program. You and I are going to start meeting each week between the end of school and your mother getting home from work.”

			Drew’s friends list was pretty short, and after-school sports wasn’t a thing for him, so he was going to have no problem working Lincoln into his schedule.

			“We’ll start tomorrow,” Lincoln said. “Don’t be late. You’ve got a lot to learn.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Present day

			Drew Price hated Halloween. Unfortunately, his wife, Anna, loved it.

			The holiday, and he thought it anything but that, was still weeks away. But the decorating had begun at their little San Fernando ranch house, leading the way among all the other similar homes packed onto their street. Two giant plastic jack-o’-lanterns vied for space on the small porch and a huge spider clung to the front door, right over the peephole. The spider had big googly eyes and a fanged smile.

			Halloween decorations represented something scary, while not being scary. Drew never understood what kind of person makes light of things so dark. He thought that the whole event was idiotic. But it made Anna happy, so he just rolled with it.

			Drew paused at the front door. Coming home from work, he was still in his Los Angeles County Sheriff’s deputy uniform. He took his pistol from his holster, dropped the magazine, and cleared the weapon. He returned the ejected bullet to the magazine, re-holstered the pistol, and put the magazine in his pocket. The whole thing would go into the gun safe almost immediately, but with his seven-year-old son, Kenny, running around the house, he took every precaution. He’d heard too many accidental shooting stories to want to be part of one.

			He stepped inside to the yapping of Brutus, his sarcastically named black dachshund. The little dog came charging to the door, tiny toenails scratching against the floor tiles. He jumped up and down at Drew’s feet, which for a dog that size translated to more like a bunny’s hop. Drew picked him up and gave him a big scratch behind the ears. Brutus thumped his tail against Drew’s chest.

			The pooch was getting on in years. Gray hair speckled his muzzle and Drew suspected his hearing wasn’t still all there. He’d adopted the little shelter rescue before he’d met Anna. The old dog was still surprisingly spunky.

			He was relieved to see that the inside of the house hadn’t endured the All Hallows’ Eve transformation yet. In the living room, a blue couch and loveseat faced a coffee table. A frantic anime cartoon blared from the TV on the wall to an empty room. Pots banged in the kitchen at the end of the hall. Drew hung his car keys on the wall hook and went to the kitchen.

			He stepped in and saw Anna standing over the stove, stirring a pot of spaghetti. She’d tied her black hair back in a ponytail and it reached halfway to her waist. At a slim five and a half feet tall, she was a good six inches shorter than Drew, but he’d always thought them to be a perfect fit. The rising steam from the pot sparkled in the stove’s overhead light and gave her creamy skin an angelic glow.

			He put Brutus down, walked up behind her, and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Cooking again?” he kidded her. “I’m impressed.”

			Her brow knitted. She didn’t look at him. “Cheap pasta, expensive takeout. Do the math.”

			He knew he’d screwed up. Money had been tight since they’d been forced to take out a loan to repair the roof at the same time her hours at work had been cut back.

			“Sorry, that was a stupid comment. Home-cooked is always better. I might have some off-duty work lined up to help out.”

			It was common for LASD deputies to pick up temporary private security work. He’d snagged some gigs through other deputies’ connections the last few months. Every bit helped.

			“And your dog did that,” she said.

			She pointed the steaming spoon at the kitchen table where an expensive green running shoe lay like a battlefield casualty on one of the placemats. The upper had been shredded and the shoelace chewed off to the first set of eyelets. This was one of the ways Brutus still, unfortunately, displayed his spunk. It was why they kept their shoes in the closet with the door closed. He guessed that mentioning that right now would be a bad idea.

			He looked down at Brutus. Brutus looked away in guilt.

			“I’m so sorry,” Drew said.

			“You know how hard it is for me to find comfortable shoes,” she said.

			Now Drew felt even worse. His wife suffered from rheumatoid arthritis, an insidious disease that made her immune system attack her own joints. Short-term pain was often excruciating, long-term damage inevitable. When the disease acted up, she referred to it as the Red Dragon.  He knew exactly how long it had taken her to find those good-fitting shoes.

			“I’ll start searching for a new pair,” Drew said. “LA is a big city, I’m sure I’ll find one.”

			She didn’t answer and experience told him that this was the time to back off for a few minutes. It definitely wasn’t the time to bring up that the spider on the door blocked the peephole. He headed back down the hall to Kenny’s bedroom. Brutus followed.

			Just before he entered Kenny’s room, a small demon leapt out into the hallway with a roar. Drew froze and his heart skipped a beat.

			It was actually Kenny, wearing a mask that had far too close a resemblance to Drew’s childhood demon visions than he’d like. The mask was long, ending in a pointed chin, with two horns atop the head and a pointed nose. The skin was painted in varying shades of red and black.

			He hadn’t encountered a demon since his sessions with Lincoln decades ago. He’d tried to push the whole experience, the knowledge of his so-called gift of demon sight, as far from his consciousness as possible. He was finally at the point where he could go weeks without remembering the world of demons really existed, until something like his son’s costume reminded him.

			The sight of the mask sent a hurricane of emotions roaring inside him. Fear, anger, loss. A flurry of horrific memories flashed through his mind, broken free from the place he’d mentally sequestered them.

			But what really chilled him to the core was the awful juxtaposition of the mask’s monstrous face on his beautiful little son.

			“No!” Drew screamed. Without thinking, he pulled the mask from his son’s face and threw it down the hall.

			That action revealed the tiny face of his son, with round rosy cheeks and a shock of white-blond hair. His blue eyes radiated youthful excitement.

			But in the split second it took Kenny to process what his father had just done, all that changed. Fear filled the boy’s eyes. His mouth gaped open. His face flushed red.

			Kenny screamed. Tears rolled down his face and he bolted back into his bedroom.

			Drew was emotionally gut-punched. He couldn’t believe what he’d just done.

			“What the hell did you do?”

			Drew turned to see a furious Anna standing behind him.

			There was no way to explain his reaction. He’d never told her anything about that early part of his life, about demons and death and a part of the world he wished he’d never learned about. He’d never told anyone.

			“Kenny,” Drew said, “he startled me.”

			“Startled? You’re a deputy. How can a four-foot-tall little boy scare you?”

			She pushed past him and entered Kenny’s room. The boy’s crying echoed in the hallway. She shut the door behind her.

			He went to the closed door and listened. Inside the room, his wife comforted his weeping son.

			“Daddy didn’t mean to frighten you,” Anna cooed. “You were just so scary in your Halloween costume.”

			Scary as hell, Drew thought. Almost literally.

			He’d be able to apologize to them both, but never explain his reaction. In the same way, he’d never explained his disgust for Halloween, the season that made light of a demonic world he knew to be all too true.

			At least contact with that world had stopped since Lincoln’s death. He didn’t have to deal with demons, just his memories of them. He would have twelve months to reinter those recollections in the mental mausoleum he’d created for them before he had to again face this stupid celebration. Tonight, he’d try to make things right with his family.

			He went back to the kitchen and checked the pasta. The stove was still on and most of the water was gone from the pot. He turned off the stove. Anything left simmering too long eventually boiled away the water and caught fire.

			He didn’t like the analogy.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			1995

			Lincoln’s house was on the other side of the city from where Drew lived. It would take a cross-city bus ride with his bicycle in the bus’s rack, and then a decent amount of pedaling on his bike to get there. But if Lincoln was going to give him more answers about these demons he’d been seeing, the trip would be worth it.

			Drew stopped his bike in front of the address Lincoln had given him. Whatever it was he’d expected a demon hunter’s house to look like, this wasn’t it. The simple suburban ranch house didn’t stand out from any of the others in the subdivision, except maybe the shrubs were a bit overgrown. He parked his bike by the garage door. From the other side came the thump of a bassline from a hard rock song Drew only vaguely recognized. He headed for the front porch.

			The garage door began a slow, grinding, upward roll behind him. He whirled around. The opening door revealed a garage filled with boxes and walls lined with hanging tools. Electric guitars blared from two speakers on the wall. In the center was an old gold Chevelle, a big two-door model from the days when Apollo missions still landed on the moon. The car had no glass or a trunk lid. The hood was halfway up.

			Lincoln stood in the shadows at the back of the garage. He wore oil-stained coveralls.

			“There you are.” He turned down the music. “That should keep the next-door geezer McCloskey from yelling at me about the rock and roll. C’mon in this way.”

			Drew parked his bike in the driveway. It wasn’t like the old car was going to be leaving the garage anytime soon. He stepped into the garage and the door rolled down behind him.

			“This is Gabriella,” Lincoln said.

			“Your car has a name?”

			“All cars have a name. Sadly, few people ask the car what it is.”

			Drew began to worry that this Lincoln guy might be crazy. His belief that demons walked the Earth should have been a bigger clue.

			“How old is this antique?” Drew said.

			“She isn’t as old as I am, so she’ll never be an antique. Keep that straight. This is the first car I ever owned. I learned all about auto maintenance working on her. And so can you.”

			“I thought you were going to teach me about demons.”

			“You’ll learn both. If I sent you home without learning about something other than demons, what are you going to tell your mother we talked about all afternoon?”

			He had a point there.

			Lincoln walked up to the nose of the car. A huge workbench covered the back wall of the garage with tool chests underneath it. Sets of screwdrivers and wrenches hung on the wall. Lincoln heaved the car’s hood the rest of the way up and hung a work light on the exposed latch. He snapped it on and the engine bay lit up in a soft fluorescent glow. Lincoln motioned Drew to come over.

			“Here’s your first lesson. Say a car doesn’t start. How do you diagnose it?”

			“Send it to a mechanic.”

			“Except that you’re going to be the mechanic, if you pay attention. An engine works because gasoline explodes in a cylinder, which pushes pistons up and down, which turns a crankshaft, which eventually turns the wheels.”

			Lincoln spun the nut off the top of the air cleaner and removed the lid. Inside, a brass-colored device with open chambers in the middle sat in the center of the air cleaner base, bolted to the motor at the bottom.

			“That’s a carburetor. Air goes into the venturi in the middle. It mixes a bit of gasoline into the air and sends it to the cylinders.”

			He traced a thick wire along the side of the engine to a spark plug screwed into the motor.

			“That’s a spark plug. At just the right moment, electricity arcs across the gap in the plug, ignites the gas/air mixture, and the pistons move.”

			Drew had to admit he’d never even considered what made an engine run. “Cool.”

			“So, first step to diagnosing an engine that won’t start is to see if it has air, gas, and a spark. Then you go find whatever’s missing. Now, repeat that back. What’s an engine need to run?”

			“Air, gas, spark.”

			“Bingo. That’s the lesson you learned to take home.”

			Lincoln pulled two stools out from under the workbench. He sat on one. The workbench light cast half his face in shadow. He slid the other stool over closer to Drew, who sat on it.

			“Human beings also need three things to work properly,” Lincoln said. “A mind, a body, and a soul.”

			“I’ve taken biology. There’s no soul inside us.”

			“None you can see,” Lincoln said, “but I can tell you what one weighs. On April tenth, 1901, in Massachusetts, Dr. Duncan MacDougall conducted an experiment on six dying patients. Each was placed on a specially made scale just prior to his death. The instant life ceased, the weight reading dropped, as if something had been lifted from the body. Everything was taken into account, from the air in the lungs to bodily fluids. It still couldn’t be explained. That consistent amount was twenty-one grams.”

			“That’s bizarre.”

			“People weren’t convinced, so Dr. MacDougall conducted the same experiment on fifteen dogs. The dogs died and there was no weight change. MacDougall concluded that only humans had souls.”

			“Why would we need a soul?”

			“It provides what some call the divine spark. It allows us to know right from wrong, gives us empathy and compassion. The religious believe that we were made in God’s image, but the soul gives us God’s spirit. Others just think it’s a useful bit of biological evolution.”

			“So we die if we lose our soul?”

			“Sadly, no. An engine can run without a spark. A badly tuned car can keep running, very roughly, after you turn it off. It’s called compression ignition. Running that way damages the engine over time.

			“Letting a human being live without a soul does the same thing. Without the divine spark, the person loses the sense of morality and the ability to see his actions hurt others. He starts a fast downhill slide into evil. You’ve seen people who commit crimes with zero remorse, haven’t you?”

			Drew nodded.

			“Soulless. And proof of this came from someone trying to disprove Dr. MacDougall’s research. In 1982 Dr. Lyle Mueller replicated MacDougall’s experiment with a dozen men at the moment of their death. He saw no change in body weight in any patient.”

			“That sounds like he disproved Dr. MacDougall.”

			“Except that all his subjects were criminals executed by the state of Texas. He monitored them as they received a lethal injection. He proved MacDougall right, because like the dogs that MacDougall had experimented on, these murderers had no souls.”

			“So how can someone lose their soul?”

			“Demons. That’s why people like us have to stop them by sending them back to Hell.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Present day

			In 1995, Drew had been certain he would do two things when he grew up: join the LAPD and hunt demons.

			In the end he’d done neither. He never had another encounter with a demon after he started learning from Lincoln, and the idea of tangling with one lost all its appeal after Lincoln’s death. So he’d taken everything related to demon hunting and packed it away. And while he’d still had a desire to be in law enforcement, nightly news reports of what street cops encountered had made the idea a nonstarter with Anna.

			They had compromised with Drew joining the Los Angeles Sheriff’s Department. But he wasn’t out busting up drug rings and chasing street racers. He worked in vehicle inspections. People came in with registration problems or for inspections after getting cited by the LASD for safety violations. The demon-hunting skills Lincoln had taught him might have ended up being worthless, but the automotive skills Drew learned had definitely come in handy.

			Drew occupied one of several deputy’s desks in the small office in downtown Van Nuys. The office usually had a steady stream of surly customers. None were there voluntarily, and all were coming in after an unhappy interaction with LASD. There were days when he wondered if street patrol would have been more rewarding.

			It was just after nine a.m. when Drew’s phone rang. The caller ID read CSP-CORCORAN.

			The state prison in Corcoran housed over three thousand inmates, most of whom were problem inmates or security risks. Charles Manson had cheated the executioner and died there of old age. Drew braced himself for a misdirected number. There were thousands of phones in the LASD and putting someone through to the wrong one was the automated answering system’s specialty. He picked up the receiver.

			“Deputy Price,” he said.

			“Deputy?” the female voice on the other end said. “Hmm. This is Drew Price, correct?”

			“Yes, how can I help you?”

			“This is Officer Marjorie Gonzales from Corcoran. One of our inmates is in the infirmary and asked to call you, but he’s really not strong enough to get to a phone. Out of what is probably misguided compassion, I’m doing it for him.”

			“Who’s the inmate?”

			“Bobby Lee Simmons.”

			Drew’s blood ran cold at the name. Robert Lee Simmons, an Aryan Brotherhood asshole named for the Confederate general, was on death row, convicted of two murders. One of which was Lincoln’s.

			“And what does that piece of human filth want?”

			“He said he wants to talk with you in person. Doesn’t want it recorded on the prison phone lines. He said he has answers to the questions you had.”

			Years ago, Drew had questioned the prisoner about Lincoln’s murder and the man had refused to answer, using the bluntest of terms.

			“Why’s he in the infirmary? A well-deserved shivving, I hope.”

			“No, stage four lung cancer, and the doctors say he’s close to the end. I can tell you he sure looks like he is. He seems legit, wants to get something off his chest. If I thought it was a scam or he wasn’t serious, I wouldn’t have called you.”

			Corcoran was a solid two-and-a-half-hour drive without traffic. A convict asking to make a deathbed statement was something his supervisor would free him up to listen to.

			“I can be there in three hours,” Drew said.

			“Because you’re on the job, I can get you into the infirmary to talk with him. When you check in at the gate, tell the guard that’s where you’re going. Have him call me to meet you.”

			“Okay. Thanks for the call.”

			“I hope he gives you something worth the trip.”

			So did Drew.

			A year after Lincoln’s death, the police had hit a dead end investigating his murder. No witnesses, no DNA, no motive. And the savagery of the attack fit no current MO except for maybe a pack of wild hyenas. Then out of nowhere, Bobby Lee raised his hand and confessed to the murder.

			He had already been in jail at the time, awaiting trial for murdering a Black man in Riverside who had ‘looked at him the wrong way’ according to Bobby Lee. His public defender was assembling a defense despite an overwhelming amount of evidence, Bobby Lee’s white nationalist ties, and his inflammatory public statements. Bobby Lee still claimed he only threatened, not killed, the man in Riverside, but out of the blue at his arraignment in open court, he pleaded guilty for Lincoln’s murder. His public defender quit.

			Bobby Lee’s murder conviction for Lincoln was a foregone conclusion. At trial the jury had found him guilty of the Riverside killing after thirty minutes of deliberation. Sentencing for the first murder was life in prison, for the second, death.

			Bobby Lee’s unsolicited confession had never sat well with Drew. It made no sense to confess to a crime he wasn’t even suspected of. That was why Drew had gone to talk to him all those years ago. Maybe the man had been coerced, and Lincoln’s true killer was still on the loose, unpunished.

			As with most other inmates on California’s death row, it looked like disease was going to cross the finish line ahead of lethal injection in the race to kill Bobby Lee. Drew hoped he’d get to the prisoner before either of them did.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			1995

			Drew lay under Gabriella the Chevelle on a mechanic’s creeper, balancing the big steel box of a gas tank on his chest. About a foot away from his face yawned the empty space between the frame rails where the tank would mount. The metal straps that would hold it in place hung from the bottom of the car, one on either side of him.

			“You see where the tank’s going to go?” Lincoln said.

			“You bet.”

			“Okay, you lift it up there and hold it while I pull each strap across it and bolt them in place.”

			The tank was about a foot thick and three feet long. It was wide enough that the sides hung out over Drew’s bony chest on both sides. Even empty, it was heavy, and it was going to be awkward to lift and hold. But he wasn’t going to admit that to Lincoln the demon hunter and look like a wimpy little kid.

			“Ready,” Drew said.

			Lincoln grabbed the end of one of the straps. “Lift.”

			Drew put the flat of his palms against the cold steel and bench-pressed the tank upward. He shifted it right and left until it fit into the space between the rails with a hollow thunk.

			“Perfect,” Lincoln said. “Hold that.”

			He pulled the left strap tight and Drew heard a bolt slide into place to secure the strap. Then came the click and whiz of a ratchet tightening a nut to the bolt.

			“Gas is the energy that runs the car,” Lincoln said. “Without it, nothing moves. The car is as good as dead. You need a nice clean tank or you’ll contaminate the gas.”

			Drew appreciated the automotive lessons but preferred to not be struggling to hold up heavy parts while he listened to them.

			The ratchet noise stopped. Half the tank was secure. Drew’s triceps quivered from stress. The other side of the tank slipped lower.

			“You have to keep it up there,” Lincoln said.

			Drew took a deep breath and pushed up. The tank banged back into place. Lincoln pulled the second strap tight. A bolt clicked into place. The ratchet spun.

			“So how does a demon pick who it forces itself into?” Drew said.

			“Possession isn’t done by force. Like all initial demon/human interactions, it’s voluntary.”

			“Voluntary? How does that work?”

			“There’s a ritual people can perform. It’s complex and includes incantations, burning a lot of exotic ingredients, and specific tattoos with what are normally poisons added to the ink. That ritual does two things. First, it weakens the barrier between our world and the one demons live in. Second, it prepares the host body to withstand having a demon’s energy inside it.”

			“Why would someone ask to be possessed?”

			“They’ve been lied to. They think they and the demon will coexist, that the demon will grant them special powers. Some of that does happen. The possessed body gains the demon’s incredible strength, rapid healing power, and heightened senses. But touching the consciousness of something so evil is more than the human mind can stand. The host’s soul is consumed and their consciousness shatters. The demon takes full control.”

			“And then the thing goes on a rampage?”

			“The demon assumes that victim’s life, at least for a short time. Acting like someone else isn’t in a demon’s nature, though. A demon’s got too little respect for humans to play at being one with a job and a family, so it soon abandons that role to live a demonic lifestyle.”

			“All the people around the possessed have to notice that.”

			“How many unexplained missing person reports do you think the police deal with each year? How many stories do you hear about people who seem to have overnight personality changes, get a divorce, or move across country?”

			“Those are all from demon possessions?” Drew said.

			“Hardly. But there’s enough non-demon events that the demon-inspired ones get lost in the flow. All the demon needs to do is maintain enough trappings of a human life to keep from arousing suspicions.”

			“Like taking a shower?” Drew said with a smile.

			“Seriously, yes. And changing clothes, and a dozen other things we do every day. What they don’t do is sleep or eat. At least they don’t eat food, they eat souls. That’s what puts gas in their tank.”

			“So how often do they need to eat a soul?”

			“I don’t know.” Lincoln slid a screwdriver into Drew’s hand. “There’s two rubber fuel lines down there. Attach them to the sending unit on the tank with the hose clamps on the ends. Fat line goes to the fat fitting, skinny line goes to the skinny fitting, to save you from asking a dumb question.”

			Drew smiled and rolled to his left where the fuel lines dangled down. “How come I get all the jobs under the car like this?”

			“Because you’re smaller and I don’t have to jack her up so high.”

			“Good, I thought it was because they weren’t any fun to do.”

			Drew seated one line on a sender tube and began to tighten the clamp. “Demons feed off more than one soul at a time?”

			“No, that’s why they’re always on the hunt, ready to make some poor sucker a deal.”

			“Make them a deal?” Drew said as he worked.

			“They don’t snatch a soul, they accept it. If you don’t give permission, your soul is safe.”

			“I can’t imagine anyone giving a demon permission to take their soul.”

			“First, remember that the victim doesn’t see the demon inside like you do. They see the body of the person the demon possessed, so their guard is down. Second, the demon can sense when a person is at one of those crossroads of weakness. Maybe a family tragedy has struck, a failure in professional life, blinding fury, consuming greed, uncontrollable lust. A weakened person is primed to take a shortcut. The demon offers it.”

			“It says ‘Trade you a soul to be a rock star’ and then rolls out a contract?”

			“No, not like the movies. It’s subtle. More like ‘I can get you a recording contract. All you need to do is hand over your soul.’ The demon offers, the victim agrees, usually does some bad deed as a sign of good faith, and the demon takes the soul.”

			“By what magic does the demon get the guy a recording contract?”

			“No magic,” Lincoln said. “When a victim agrees to let the demon inside to steal his soul, the demon leaves behind a bit of its essence in the void of the victim’s missing soul. That essence creates a doorway to the victim’s consciousness. If the demon applies a drop of its blood to the soulless, the demon can compel that person to grant a next victim’s wish.”

			“The soulless ends up like a store owner who gets a favor from the Mafia, only to find out he’s on the hook for life paying that favor back.”

			“Exactly. A soulless cop would let someone under arrest go free, a producer would sign a contract with a singer, a director would give an actor a plum role.”

			“That helps explain why there are so many famous people with no talent,” Drew said.

			“In the same way you see demons the way they really look, you can see who’s sold their soul. You just haven’t noticed yet. To you, the soulless do not cast a shadow.”

			Drew had to admit he’d never noticed that, but he’d never been looking for it either. “How does that work?”

			“I can’t tell you the science behind it, if there is any. But everyone else sees the shadow of the soulless, while people with your gift don’t. It only works when you see the person face-to-face. In pictures or live video or film, they appear to cast a shadow just like everyone else.”

			Drew finished tightening the fuel lines and pulled out from under the car. He looked at Lincoln.

			“Identifying the soulless might be a neat party trick,” Drew said, “but what good does it do me?”

			“While the soulless are sociopaths, the best learn how to mimic all the empathy and emotions that being soulless stripped away. But you can still identify them, you know they can’t be trusted because they could be compelled by a demon at any time.”

			“Now I’ll be on the lookout.”

			“You’ll be surprised who’s revealed. I’ll show you tomorrow.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			1995

			Having two days in a row with Lincoln was exciting for Drew. Learning about the world of demons should have been terrifying, but instead Drew had found it comforting. There was tremendous relief in knowing the things he’d seen hadn’t meant he was crazy. And knowing that Lincoln was out there sending these things back to Hell felt very good.

			Drew spent the day at school ignoring everything in class and wishing the numbers on the digital classroom clocks would roll forward faster. When the bell for the end of the day rang and he raced out the door, he felt like the cork shot from a bottle of champagne.

			In a change of pace, when Drew arrived at Lincoln’s garage later, Lincoln wasn’t wearing coveralls. His mentor met Drew outside the garage and sent him to the front seat of his faded, ten-year-old pickup truck.

			“What’s with this?” Drew said.

			“Field trip.”

			A half hour later Lincoln pulled into the parking lot of Blessed Sacrament Catholic Church. The towering old red-brick building sat on Sunset Boulevard in Hollywood. The cornerstone read 1928. Drew guessed this had been a much better neighborhood back then. Now the church stood beside the low-rent businesses on Sunset like a dowdy old matron surrounded by insolent teens.

			“You adding religion to my education?” Drew said.

			“Hardly. I’m just using the location. A friend of mine is the custodian and lent me a key.”

			Lincoln led Drew into the church sanctuary through a side door. The church was deserted. Drew followed Lincoln straight back to the choir loft in the rear. They scaled the steps and took up a position at the windows that faced Sunset. Lincoln cranked one open for a better view.

			Sunset Boulevard ran east-west here, straight as an arrow in perfect alignment with the afternoon sun. The sidewalks were filled with Angelenos condemned to live or work here, and tourists who mistakenly believed that Hollywood was a glamorous enough location that it was worth visiting. The pervasive seediness, the costumed fake superheroes posing for pictures at a price, and the shuffling homeless soon set the tourists straight.

			“Now, just watch the people,” Lincoln said.

			Drew indulged him and watched the crowd pass by. He noted a lot of bizarre hair and incomprehensible tattoos.

			A few minutes later, Lincoln spoke again. “Now look at them the way only you can see them. Focus on the shadows.”

			Drew redirected his gaze to the sidewalk. The waning sun sent shadows stretching out along the cracked concrete. He soon spotted a woman in a leather vest and biker boots who didn’t cast one. His heart skipped a beat.

			“Hey, that woman there doesn’t have a soul!”

			“Relax. Just keep watching.”

			Over the next thirty minutes, he noted about ten other people without shadows. Some were old, some just into their twenties, half men, half women.

			“Damn, there’s a lot of them.”

			“This is Los Angeles. Every place isn’t this bad.”

			Lincoln took a seat on a choir bench. Drew sat down near him.

			“The world seems to have bad places,” Lincoln began. “Chicago has always been shady, a nexus for gangland bloodshed during prohibition. Las Vegas has always been a hub of gambling and prostitution, and another magnet for organized crime. Even the average person can feel the oozing evil. New Orleans was a center of the slave trade. I walked down those streets alone one night, and the city had a vibe that made my skin crawl.

			“Los Angeles, from the start, has had corrupt police, graft-loving politicians, megalomaniacal businessmen. The movie industry started in many different places, but where did an industry perfectly suited to exploit stars and potential stars take strong root? Right here. Tinseltown grew on a reputation of hedonism, abandonment, and treachery.

			“Places like these seem to never get cleaned up, no matter who’s elected. These locations are weak spots in the fabric of our world, places where the reality inhabited by demons is separated from the reality we live in by the thinnest of veils. These are places where demons are easiest to summon by potential hosts, and where they have the easiest hunting for the next soul after the possession.”

			“What does all that have to do with me?” Drew asked.

			“You won’t have to travel the world hunting demons. Your backyard’s full of them. I don’t know if more keep escaping to LA, or if a bunch of them escaped with one leader long ago. But there’s a lot of them here, and they have a never-emptying buffet of people ready to sell their souls for stardom.”

			“I haven’t seen a demon since I started meeting with you,” Drew said.

			“That’s because I took care of the ones you’d been seeing at the mall and the bus station.”

			That made Drew feel more comfortable. He’d been avoiding those places for a while, afraid of what he might encounter.

			“There were soulless out there,” he said. “But I didn’t see a demon pass by here.”

			“When the prey density is as good as it is in LA, they don’t need to randomly hunt in the streets. They know the clubs and the hangouts where the desperate congregate. There, people are like fish in a barrel.”

			“If you can’t see them, how do you find a demon?”

			“Through one of those soulless people out there. They can tell me where and when they made their deal, or at least where and when their luck changed if they look at it that way. Demons tend to keep hunting in the same location. I start my search there, looking for the person who made them the offer.”

			“And when you find one?”

			“We’ll save that education for another day.”
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