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Azreal
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Firelight flickered among the warehouse ruins near Lake Calumet. 

Azrael stepped away from the crowd, surveying the wreckage, and pulled a vibrating cell phone from his pocket. “Sir?”

“How many?” 

The Commander’s resonant voice caused Azrael to stand at attention. “Six dead. Five men and one woman. Ages vary. All members of the local white nationalist group. They were dead before the fire started. The demon and his beasts are getting better at covering their tracks.”

“Leads?”

“A few but nothing solid.” He turned his back to the smoldering warehouse and flicked a speck of ash from his cheek. “I’m starting to see their pattern. They only attack once every few months, then lie low for a while. They stay on the move. Jump over multiple states before popping up again, then head into Canada or Mexico before another attack.”

“It would be unfortunate if they crossed the border and headed south,” the Commander said. “We have fewer resources in Mexico.” 

“Yes, sir. I think they’ll stay in the States this time. The borders are much tighter than they used to be. I’ve noticed they disappear for only a week to pop up somewhere isolated again. They must know we’re following them. How could they not?”

“The White Demon is an old foe of the Hunters. And smart. Too smart. You know what he did to the last Azrael. Anyway, where should we send you next?”

“I have a few ideas.” He peered into the gray sky, his eyes following the fire’s rising smoke plume. “There’s a rally in Washington that presents a viable option. But it’s happening early in the morning. And, from what I’ve heard on the news, it’ll be broken up by mid-afternoon.” 

“Agreed, and too early in the day.” The Commander's footsteps echoed on the other side of the line as he paced circles. “And too organized. They enjoy chaos, like most of their kind. Would they head somewhere isolated?” 

“Possibly. They’ll seek out a target that’s been in the press over the past six months. Something in the national news.”

The Commander paused for a moment as he often did before making a decision. “You have a list?”

“I do. I’ll text it to you.” 

The Commander paused again, humming a hymn under his breath. “I see five options here.”

“Yes, sir. Five.”

“Which way do your instincts tell you to go?”

“North. I’ll head north.”

“I agree,” said the Commander. “They haven’t been in that direction for years, making it the most likely choice. Go in light, Hunter Azrael. The Disciples have full confidence in whatever you do.”

“Thank you, sir. I won’t let you down.”
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Cat
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Cat took a swig of burnt coffee and plopped the Styrofoam cup next to her register. As the acrid liquid slid down her throat, she acknowledged the question that came with each morning: Why do I bother?

The overhead fluorescents simmered against her soft-boiled eyes, runny from a night of too much drink and too little sleep. The coffee couldn’t remove the bitter taste of last night’s exploits. She was hungry, nauseous, and maybe still a little drunk.

Cat had nursed enough hangovers over the last year to develop a routine: start with a tall glass of Gatorade to chase down a handful of aspirin, throw on whatever clothes didn’t smell, and head to work. Next, she chewed down four antacids and dripped Visine into her eyes while punching into work fifteen minutes late. Then, she would snatch a Pedialyte on the way to her register, dodge her manager’s disapproving glare, and dig out a day-old bagel from the bakery section. Upon reaching her register, she would settle in for eight hours, checking out homeless vets, exhausted mothers with shrieking children, polite day workers smelling of manure, and red-cheeked, bleary-eyed addicts.

Her stomach gave a sickening gurgle, and she belched whiskey behind chapped hands. A customer—an old lady smelling of rosewater—tossed several items on the conveyor belt, giving Cat a disapproving glare. 

Cat greeted the woman and rubbed at an eye crusty with last night’s mascara. “Did you find everything you needed?” 

“No,” the old lady snapped.

“Great. Paper or plastic?”

Cat bagged the woman’s groceries, gave her change, and wished the woman a pleasant day.

The thundering headache behind Cat's eyes distracted her from the deep-seated pains that existed long before her hangover. She stretched her back as the dull, familiar throb began between her shoulders and pricked its way down her spine. Soon her hips would start to ache, then her knees, and last, her feet.

“Hey, Cat?” Her co-worker, Donna, called from the adjacent register. Seven months pregnant, Donna appeared to be smuggling a watermelon beneath her stretched-out work shirt.

“Yeah?”

“Did you get any sleep last night?” 

Cat shrugged, popped two more antacids, and checked to see if their manager hovered nearby. He had threatened to write her up the last time she arrived late, but the warning had lost its bite five threats ago. Turnover at their crappy supermarket was high, and unemployment was low in Fargo, North Dakota.

“You look awful.”

Cat picked crud from the corner of her eye. “I know.”

“How’s your back?”

“Peachy.” Cat bent her neck too far forward, and an electric shot of pain burst across her shoulders. She gasped. Dark spots punctuated her vision.

“Did you go to the Empire again last night?”

“Two-for-one rail whiskey.” Cat gave her co-worker a half-hearted grin, but the smile made her teeth ache. Usually, that didn’t start until late afternoon. She should have packed her empty shampoo bottle, which she used as a flask.

Donna leaned forward, dropping her voice. “Did you go home alone?”

“Sure did. No more tattooed bikers or bikettes for this gal. At least for now.”

“Well, that’s good.” Donna nodded and rubbed a hand over her belly as if her unborn child also worried about Cat’s nightly misdeeds. Donna dropped her voice to a whisper. “I was talking to my sister Betty, you know, the nurse? She said that some nasty venereal diseases have been going around.”

“Gonorrhea. I heard. Don’t worry. I’ve been celibate for the past few months.”

“And you gotta watch out for those junkies.” Donna wagged a manicured finger. “You might get stabbed. Someone did just the other night by the Hangout.”

“That was a drug deal gone wrong, Donna. I don’t do drugs.”

“At least not the illegal kind.” Donna sniffed. “Jeez, girl, you’re gonna kill yourself if you’re not careful. The streets are getting more and more dangerous nowadays.”

“Don’t worry. I always carry mace.” Cat studied her own bitten fingernails. Her hands trembled, a sign that her body was detoxing. She finished her Pedialyte and checked the time—seven more hours of this hell.

“The world is just going to heck. Oh, and you know what else I heard? I was talking to my cousin last night. You know the mechanic in Joliet? You’ll never believe this—all over cable news. Well, apparently some wackos or something—maybe those, uh, Antifa types? Well, anyway, someone attacked a group of white supremacists.”

“Where?” Cat rotated her shoulders. Another intense shot of pain stabbed up her back. She should have brought her flask.

“Chicago. I mean, they really, really killed them. Blood everywhere. Like a massacre. At least six dead in all.”

“They probably had it coming.”

“Oh, don’t say that. That’s a terrible thing to say.”

“Yes. Yes, it is.”

“We’re all God’s children, even Nazis.”

“So, are you two ladies working today?”

Donna made a pinched face and dropped her head. The pungent stink of corn chips and cheap aftershave pricked Cat’s nose. Only one person reeked of such a particular combination. Cat turned as quickly as her aching body allowed and came face to face with the acne-scarred visage of her manager, Steve.

“Good morning, Manager Steve.” Cat gave him a toothy but insincere grin.

“How late were you this time?”

Cat scrunched up her nose. “Five minutes?”

“How about thirty?” Steve deepened his look of dissatisfaction, which gave him the appearance of holding in a fart.

“Whoops. I must have read the schedule wrong. I thought I was supposed to be here at nine-thirty.”

“Cat, you always start at nine. Always. Every day. Since I hired you.”

Donna snorted from her register.

“Next time you do that, I will have to write you up.” Now Steve’s expression looked similar to someone taking a dump.

“Yes, sir.” Cat saluted her manager. “I solemnly swear never to do that again. I forgot to set my alarm. Traffic was awful. And you know those trains downtown? I swear they make me late every darn time.”

Steve sighed hard, rubbing a hand over his pocked face. “God, I don’t know why I haven’t fired you yet.”

“It’s my sparkling interpersonal skills.” Cat waggled her eyebrows. Her stomach gurgled. She slapped a hand over her mouth before she burped again.

“You are something else.” Steve frowned and fidgeted, picking at an acne scab. “Anyway, I had another reason for coming over here.”

“You did?” Cat held her breath. Steve had asked her several times on a date, but Cat managed to devise a decent excuse every time. The last one was, “I don’t date co-workers.” Perhaps a poor choice of words?

“My roommates and I are having a house party, and I thought you might like to come.”

“Oh,” Cat perked up for the first time that morning. “Free booze?”

“Tons.”

Cat pursed her lips as though mulling over the invitation. “Where do you live again?”

“Just a block down from the store.” Hope glistened across his greasy skin. He pointed a thick finger to the west. “14th Street North? Big yellow house?”

“What time?”

“Eight?”

“Hmm, I might be free.”

“Really? Great. Jake just got a brand-new sound system, and we’re super pumped to try it out. I’m getting a keg of Coors Light and—”

“Oops, got a customer.” Cat reached out to grab the first three cereal boxes from the conveyor. A washed-out middle-aged woman added several cartons of milk and juice, glancing with distaste at Steve, who blocked her path to the register.

“Did you find everything you were looking for today, ma’am?” Steve picked up a bag of oranges from the woman’s cart and added them to the conveyor.

“Maybe,” the woman growled.

Steve asked, “Can I help you find something?”

“No, and please stop touching my food. I had a long night at work, and I just wanna go home.”

“Well, thank you for shopping at Fare Mart. I hope you have a great day.” Steve flashed the customer an insincere grin and mouthed to Cat, “Eight o’clock.”

Cat waved him off and continued her morning struggle. Working at the grocery store on the dodgy end of town led to an interesting variety of customers. Many reeked of unclean clothes, body odor, or, sometimes, the unfortunate whiff of urine. The unhappy woman at Cat’s register was an outlier—she smelled of sour milk.

Holding her breath at intervals, Cat managed to get through her morning rush without barfing on her register. Steve walked by several times, flashing Cat a bright smile each time he passed. He was the only reason she still had a job at Fare Mart, so she returned his smile.

“Aren’t you worried?” Donna whispered between their aisles around noon.

“Worried about what?”

Donna clutched her belly. “You know he’s always staring at you, Cat. What if he—you know—forces himself on you? Or, I’ve heard of women being roofied at house parties. I bet Steve has friends who roofie women all the time.”

“Nah, he’s harmless. I would have quit a long time ago if it bothered me every time he asked me out. Don’t worry. I know how to stay safe. I never leave a drink unattended. Anyway, haven’t died yet, have I?”

Cat swallowed after her last statement and glanced toward Steve, who was on the phone over by the customer service desk. No, she hadn’t died. 

Yet.

“Yeah, he’s harmless,” Cat said. “He’s just kinda lonely, you know? Hey, you should come with me!”

Donna pursed her lips, turned her eyes to the ceiling, and pressed her palms together. “Lord, please take care of my dear, lost Cat. Make her see the error of her ways. Show her the path of righteousness and give her the strength to stop being such a lush.”

Cat flushed, embarrassed Donna cared enough to reach out to her Maker. “You don’t need to pray for me.”

“Show her she is worthy. Worthy of Your love and love from others. Worthy of finding a proper cure for her pains. She didn’t mean to cause that car crash—”

“Donna!”

“And please, Lord, make that girl go back to school. That brain of hers is wasted among the likes of us.” Donna muttered a soft “Amen” and tossed an exasperated glare at her co-worker. “You don’t believe it, but you’re better than this.”

Cat blinked, her eyes burning as she gave the next customer a choked greeting. Another round of customers shuffled through her register while Cat battled the ache pulsing in her skull. No matter what Donna said, Cat had earned her place in life, and no amount of praying would take it away.
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Azreal
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From a distance, Azrael took notes on the victims and massacre site and even found a lock of pale hair tangled in the surrounding chain-link fence. The white strands confirmed his suspicions—the White Demon had struck again. He sent his report off to the Commander and set his GPS coordinates for Fargo, North Dakota. The Commander was pleased by Azrael’s evidence. Now there was no room for doubt. 

Azreal had a long journey ahead of him, which was typical for his line of work. A Hunter’s life was spent primarily on the road, heading from mission to mission. Monster to monster. After stocking up on gas, energy drinks, and a bag of sunflower seeds, he left the Chicago suburbs and headed north.

The miles flew by, and he said a prayer as he crossed state lines. Illinois's flat, endless plains changed to the undulating hills of southern Wisconsin. He clutched his abuela’s rosary—one of his few allowed mementos from a previous life. A normal life. But the past was the past, and ruminating on his losses distracted him from the current mission. 

Rubbing his eyes, he fought the road’s inevitable exhaustion. By the light of the Lord, he was on the correct path to smite those who butchered the innocent. Well, sort of innocent, at least. He stopped only to fill the gas tank and empty his bladder. 

After another energy drink and one more prayer for good measure, Azrael attacked the next several hundred miles with a just-over-the-speed-limit vigor until the sun began to set over Minnesota.
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Cat
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By the end of Cat’s shift, her hangover had become a manageable, dull ache between her eyes. But one pain soon replaced another as older injuries flared.

Cat pulled a bottle of ibuprofen from the shelves and dry-swallowed six tablets before clocking out. She gave Donna a half-hug around her swollen belly, promised to be careful at Steve’s party, and head home at a reasonable time. Donna said she would pray for her, and Cat hugged her pregnant friend one more time. Cat needed all the prayers she could get.

Steve reminded her once more about the party as she limped—just another broken part—out the back door. Cat pitied the hopeful spark in Steve’s eyes. Sometimes she hated taking advantage of his feelings for her, and sometimes she hated him for not leaving her alone to do her job. A job she should have lost months ago.

After a fortifying power nap, Cat took a much-needed shower and pulled out a clean pair of black jeans and a t-shirt. She ringed her bright blue eyes with a fresh coat of ebony eyeliner and applied a thick layer of concealer to hide the shadows. She contemplated her reflection, running a brush through her dark, lank hair. Her once-round baby face had disappeared years ago, replaced by sharp cheekbones and waxy-pale skin.

Oh, well.

Cat sipped cheap vodka to soften the ache pulsing along her spine, noticing the film of dust covering everything she owned. An achingly sweet face smiled back at her from a picture frame beside her bed. Using the hem of her shirt, she wiped away the grime filming the photograph of her younger brother, Ryan, in his Little League uniform. She studied her and Ryan’s mirrored features for a moment, then returned the picture to its assigned place. The thick, familiar knot tightening her throat burned away with another gulp of vodka. She didn’t want to think about her lost family. There was time to wallow later.

Her roommates arrived as Cat shuffled out of their apartment door. They grumbled about rent and the electric bill, throwing numbers at Cat that made her head swim. She promised to write a check the following day and hurried to her battered Honda.

Cat cranked open her car windows as she drove into the failing twilight. The scent of wet earth and freshly mown grass filled her vehicle—the first grace notes of spring. Spring in Fargo was the best time of the year. Its arrival meant they had survived another punishing North Dakota winter. Soon coats would be shed, the warm sun defrosting earth and people alike, and mud would thicken the bottoms of shoes while the last crusts of snow evaporated.

Cat lit a cigarette and enjoyed the evening breeze flowing through her hair. With each burning inhalation, she wished to become nothing more than the smoke she exhaled. Hitch a flight on a wind gust and disappear somewhere over the endless prairie. She passed places that reminded her of better times, and her heart soured. Happiness, hope, and dreams were for other people.

A thumping bass thrummed against her sternum when she turned down Steve’s street. Their worn-out rental house sagged on its cracked foundation. Blankets and sheets covered the windows instead of curtains. Random junk was scattered across the muddy lawn, and a chunk of vinyl siding hung off a corner of the crumbling front porch. 

Cat parked a block away, hoping Steve had enough whiskey to take the edge off the growing pinch between her shoulders. 

A cluster of people smoked on the front lawn. Cat tossed them a nod, stamped out her cigarette, and breathed in the pungent reek of tobacco and weed. A yellow-fingered hand offered her a blunt, but Cat turned it down. Everyone was putting all sorts of stuff in their drugs lately, and the night was too young. She didn’t want to end up drooling in a corner until much later.

Cat shambled through the cloud of smoke, up a muddy set of stairs, past ramshackle furniture on the front porch, and a young couple furiously making out. Entering the crooked-floored kitchen, her eyes widened when she discovered the counter covered in dozens of half-empty booze bottles.

“Nice.” Cat grabbed a clean red Solo cup. Her fingers fluttered above the cadre of rail liquors, searching for one half-decent bottle among the bunch. An unopened bottle of Soli caught her eye, and she poured herself three fingers of vodka.

The alcohol burned her mouth and sizzled down her throat. Throbbing muscles in her back loosened even further. The sharp pinch at the base of her skull softened. So close, almost there, just a little more, and she would feel nearly human. She coughed after another burning swig, then added a few more ounces to her cup.

Angsty metal boomed out of the speakers in the adjacent living room. The lead singer’s guttural roar assaulted her ears. She surveyed the other partygoers, expecting Steve to pop out at any second and ruin her buzz. People stood mouth-to-ear in a desperate attempt to make conversation despite the rage bellowing out of the five-foot speakers on either side of an enormous ultraHD television. 

Steve appeared from a back hallway and immediately headed in her direction. Cat waved, taking another huge gulp of vodka as he approached. He stood a little too close for comfort, his breath heavy with the smell of toothpaste and something sweet.

“I’m so glad you came. I didn’t think you would,” Steve said. His cracked lips moved against her ear.

Cat shivered at the unsettling sensation, took a big step back, and raised her glass in response. She glanced inside the cup, pretended she needed a refill, and returned to the kitchen. Steve followed as she made a beeline for the Stoli.

“Of course, you would find the only decent liquor in my house.” Steve laughed.

“I try my best.” Cat measured out just enough vodka to last her another hour before heading downtown. She had scrambled together twenty bucks before leaving her apartment, which—between free drinks from middle-aged men and a generous bartender at her favorite dives—would get her through the rest of the night.

“You know ...” Steve began, and Cat silently groaned, “I’ve had a thing for you since you started at my store.”

“Oh, really?” Cat said. Steve must have started drinking right after work if he was already confessing his love for her. Again.

“Is there any way you’d let me take you out to dinner sometime?” Steve leaned in, his doughy skin covered in a thin sheen of sweat. His minty-sweet breath poured over her face, and she fought the urge to cough.

Cat shrugged but didn’t answer.

“We’d go wherever you wanted. Where do you like to eat? Applebees? Texas Roadhouse?”

“I’m not a big chain restaurant person.” Cat searched for the nearest exit.

“Oh, I’ll take you downtown! I’ve heard Vinyl Taco is awesome. Or maybe JL Beers? Heck, I’d even take you to the Toasted Frog if you wanted.”

“I’m not a big eater.” She shifted, step by step, back toward the living room.

“Well, that’s okay. What about that distillery downtown? You like gin?”

Cat caught the dim shape of a window and a door on the other side despite the shadows and flashing lights covering the living room. A back door, a place to finish her vodka in peace before getting the hell out of there. 

Cat tugged out her soft pack of Winston and shook them in front of Steve’s face. She mouthed the words, “Going to go for a smoke.” Steve’s smile weakened, and his body deflated a few inches. He hated the fact that she smoked. She gave him a slight pout and hurried as fast as her limping gait allowed through the stream of bodies out to the back door.

No one else had yet discovered the sheltered solitude of the backyard. Several pine trees in desperate need of a trim towered above Cat, throwing jagged shadows across the grass-and-pine-needle-covered lot. She shook out a cigarette, sensing the weight of her misdeeds. 

Would Steve ever get the hint, and if he did, what then? He would probably fire her after the subsequent infraction. She was a horrible employee and deserved to be sacked. Her chronic pain and self-medication got in the way, a cycle with no end. And she refused to try something more potent than alcohol. She had seen firsthand, among the other Fare Mart employees, the misery of opioid addiction. 

Donna was right. She should have stayed in school. 

As if that was even an option.

As she leaned against the back door, the cold fingers of spring’s evening chill crept beneath her jacket. Early April nights had a bitter edge to them in Fargo. Perhaps if she genuinely wanted the cycle to end, all she needed to do was take off her jacket, find a dark corner covered with snow, and become a human popsicle. The weather report warned the temperature would hover around freezing that evening, so why not?

“Cuz you’re too chicken shit,” Cat murmured, exhaling another thick plume of smoke. She pulled hard on her cigarette until her lungs throbbed and her head spun. 

A branch cracked like an announcement, drawing Cat’s gaze to the back of the yard. A figure materialized from the tree’s shadow.

Startled but buzzed enough not to care, Cat flicked her cigarette butt into a pile of dirty snow. Moving in smooth, long strides, graceful as a dancer, the figure crossed the shadowed backlot. An amused grin broke out across the smooth brown face of a beautiful twenty-something woman.

Cat blinked, appreciating every curve of the woman’s figure. Long box braids fell to the middle of the woman’s back, and her smile was like a razor. Her skin gleamed a honey-gold in the streetlamps, and Cat found herself drawn in by her unearthly beauty.

Despite the near-freezing temperature, she wore a thin, tight grey t-shirt and equally tight jeans ripped at the knee and mid-thigh. Mud thickened the bottoms of her bright red Converse sneakers. The woman ought to be freezing, but she didn't appear bothered by the chill.

“Hey,” the new arrival said in a velvet-soft voice, “can I bum a cigarette?”
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As if half in a dream, Cat held out the cigarette pack to the stunning woman standing before her. The woman extracted a Winston, slipped Cat's lighter from her hands, and stuck the cigarette between generous lips. She lit up and rewarded Cat with another grin, her sharp, white teeth flashing. Not just teeth. Fangs. 

Cat flinched at the woman’s barbed smile. Her heart raced. For an instant, she considered limping around the house to her car and hauling her ass home—DUI be damned. Cat shoved her trembling hands into her pockets, fingering her car keys. What was wrong with her? Those teeth were totally fake, right?

The woman inhaled and closed her amber eyes. She blew out a long curl of smoke above Cat's head. "Mmm, thank you. I needed that."

"You're welcome," Cat said, her voice sailing up two octaves. 

"How's the party?" The woman nodded to the house as she picked a fleck of tobacco from her lips. 

"The party? Not quite my scene. But, hey, when the drinks are free, I can't stay away." Cat carefully extracted another cigarette, her fingers shaking as she lit the end.

"I'm Gabrielle." The woman held out a delicate, ring-laden hand. 

They shook. The woman's skin was cold and firm. "Cat."

Gabrielle's eyebrows raised an inch. "Oh, like a kitty cat? Are you a nice kitty or a bad kitty?"

Cat coughed. Was the gorgeous woman hitting on her? 

Gabrielle shot her another sharp grin, snatching Cat's Solo cup from the back stoop. She inhaled and took a sip. "Vodka? I had you pegged for a whiskey woman."

"Yes. Uh. I usually drink whiskey. But they only had Canadian Club, and that's not my jam."

Gabrielle scrutinized her with glittering eyes. "You're awful cute."

A tea-kettle pitch of a giggle whistled between Cat's lips. Gabrielle cocked her head and tugged at a box braid. The woman's brilliant gaze mesmerized Cat, drawing her in even as Cat's ears rang, telling her to run like hell. But why? She inhaled and blew out her anxiety into the cold night.

Gabrielle pressed the tip of her finger to the corner of Cat's upper lip. "What's this adorable scar from?"

Cat flinched as red colored her vision. She pushed Gabrielle's hand away and sputtered, "Don't do that."

Gabrielle recoiled, eyes wide with surprise. 

"I'm sorry. It's . . .  uh—" Cat's cheeks burned as she pressed her palm against the wire-thin scar snaking from the top of her lip to just beneath her right nostril. God, she could be such an idiot sometimes. 

"Don't worry about it. You from around here?"

"Yep. Lived in Fargo almost my whole life. You?"

"I'm from everywhere." Gabrielle shrugged, blowing several more smoke rings into the air. "You know the people who live here?"

"Yeah." Cat tried to imagine Gabrielle drinking and chatting with Steve.

"Would they mind some party crashers?"

"I don't think so."

"Great." She pivoted toward the pine trees and called out. "Come and get it!"

Four figures materialized from the backyard's shadows as if they had existed within that darkness all along. The first to approach was a pale woman with honey-blonde hair flowing down to the middle of her back. Much like Gabrielle, she wore beautiful but slightly tattered clothes. She stood beside Gabrielle, and the two women linked arms.

"This is Rainbow," Gabrielle said.

"Blessed to meet you." Rainbow beamed, her teeth white and sharp as Gabrielle's. Apparently, several of them had decided to don fake fangs for the evening. 

Weird. 

A lantern-jawed man with pale bronze skin and a compact, muscular build slinked behind Gabrielle, his eyes dark and cold.

"My boyfriend, Javier," Gabrielle grabbed Javier’s hand. He let her take it for a moment before tucking his fingers into his jeans pocket.

"Boyfriend?" Cat coughed and dropped her cigarette.

"What did you find?" asked the third shadow. A tangled thatch of dark hair curled to his shoulders, and his eyes sparkled in the moonlight. A dark stain rimmed the sleeves of his long-sleeved Violent Femmes t-shirt.

Gabrielle wreathed her smooth but cold fingers around Cat's right hand. "I found a pretty kitty."

Cat studied them, one by one. They reminded her of the runaway teenagers she had seen in Chicago during her brief stint in undergrad, but more ... dangerous? Standing together, each held a fierce gleam in their eyes and a predatory set to their smirks. A fairy tale phrase slipped through her head: The better to eat you with my dear.

The one with the wild eyes stepped forward, leaned close to Cat's neck, and sniffed. Cat expected him to reek like many of the misbegotten customers at her grocery store, but he smelled of dust and earth.

“She smells weird.” The sniffer frowned, popping out his lower lip. "Why does she smell weird? What's wrong with you, Kitty?"

"Crank, be chill, my love." Behind the motley crew stood a tall, lanky man with white-blonde hair wearing sunglasses.

Crank, whose name Cat found all too appropriate, scampered over to the blonde man's side. "Something is wrong with her. She smells like—"

"Oh, my dear, please don't insult a woman's perfume. It's gauche." The blonde man patted Crank's face. His lazy, affected voice contained a foreign lilt, something sharp and European. He stretched his arms toward his friends. "Why don't you go inside and find a drink?"

Like a moody clan of hyenas, Crank, Gabrielle, Rainbow, and the silent Javier headed toward the house. Cat was half-tempted to race in before them and warn everyone inside that—what? What would she say? 

Gabrielle snaked a fingernail along Cat's arm as she passed, winking and throwing her one more alluring grin before opening the back door. Cat swallowed and glanced toward Javier. The emotionally distant man ignored the gesture or hadn't noticed.

"Would you like one?" The blonde one, the clear leader of the strange gang, held out a silver case filled with a neat row of cigarettes. He waggled his eyebrows. "They're French." He raised a white hand and exposed thick, long, but—unlike his friends—immaculately clean nails. "I'm Wolfgang."

Cat shook his cold, dry hand and lit the sweet-smelling cigarette. "Cat."

"Ah, thus the kitty metaphor. It all makes sense now." Wolfgang leaned back and surveyed Cat from head to toe. "Sorry about them. They have been on the road for a couple of days, and it makes them ... well ... feral."

"Where are you coming from?" she said. The man, who looked about thirty, reminded her of someone, but she couldn't quite put her finger on it.

Wolfgang waved his hand. "Oh, like Gabrielle said, everywhere. We're vagabonds." He poked the toe of his polished boot into the half-frozen mud beneath them. "So, this is Fargo. I was hoping for a more Coen Brothers-esque scene. More snow. More guns. Stronger accents."

Cat rolled her eyes and enjoyed another pull of the high-end cigarette. "We're not just a bunch of hicks if that's what you're hoping for."

"Oh, but I love hicks!" Wolfgang laughed. Like everything about him, his sunglasses gave off a relaxed vintage vibe. He was more put together than the rest of his crew, but that didn't make him seem any less dangerous. However, the somewhat feline grace to his movements attracted Cat instead of frightening her. He reminded her of the quirky, hipster college boys she met in Chicago.

Wolfgang's nostrils dilated, sniffing Cat in a less obvious way than Crank. 

Cat checked her armpits. "Do you guys smell something I don't?"

"No, not at all. My friends are an odd bunch. They like to watch people squirm. It's their specialty, really. Perhaps you noticed?"

Cat opened her mouth, then closed it again. She didn't want to insult Wolfgang. In fact, despite how disconcerting she found them all, they fascinated her. So many quasi-dangerous people who passed through her life were too predictable—often putting up a false front. But Wolfgang and his peculiar clique seemed like the type to get high and jump off bridges or play chicken with freight trains. The type to do crazy, dangerous things that nearly got them killed. 

She shrugged. "I like odd people."

"Oh, do you?" Wolfgang cooed and wrapped an arm around Cat's shoulders. Much like the others, he smelled of dust, this time with a faintly metallic tang. "Well, my dear, will you kindly show me to the bar? Let's get drunk and get to know each other better."
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Azrael
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The lights of Minneapolis faded behind Azrael as purple twilight washed the endless interstate ahead. He yawned, rubbed his eyes, and slugged the dregs of an energy drink before cracking another. The GPS read 187 miles to go. He switched on a top-40s radio station. Pop music always rankled his nerves and kept him alert.

His cell rang. "Sir?"

"Some new intel was brought to our attention via Raziel. Reports of several twenty-somethings admitted to the hospital for blood loss in Alexandria, Minnesota. You should pass it on your way. Victims can't recall what happened, but most incidents occurred around bars and clubs. Typical hunting ground for our targets, right?"

"Affirmative." Azrael pounded his steering wheel once, triumphant. His hunch was right. "The White Demon likes them young and rarely attacks to kill. They have amazing self-control despite their nature. Sometimes it seems almost remarkable. It makes me wonder—"

"No, my boy, it's evil. Their control is unnatural. An abomination. Never doubt the power of Satan."

He sat up straighter in his seat. "Yes, sir. Of course, sir."

"Looks like you're heading the right way. Do you want backup?"

"I'd prefer to do some recon first. I should get into the city before midnight. Plenty of time to check out the party scene. Is Uriel available?"

"She's currently on a flight from Los Angeles to Boston. I'll send Jophiel your way and put Ariel on standby."

Azrael swallowed and ran a hand through his hair. "Jophiel? Sure, okay."

The Commander chuckled. "Yes, I know. But she gets the job done, so we allow a few of her eccentricities. Don’t let her overwhelm you. She’s an amazing Hunter. You should try sparring with her sometime. She’s brilliant with knives.”

“Excellent suggestion, sir.”

“Anyway, you know the drill. Dive bars with lots of dark corners. If they haven't hit them tonight, there's an excellent chance the demons will be there tomorrow. We're monitoring police scanners and cracked into the 911 call center. We'll let you know what pings the system. If the beasts have gone hunting, they can't hide. Not this time."

"No, not this time."

"Excellent. I'll be in touch."

"Yes, sir. I'll let you know everything I learn the moment I can."

"Go in Light, Azrael."

"Amen, sir."
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Between the heat rising from a dozen sweaty bodies, the roar of maudlin death-metal, the vodka racing through Cat's veins, and her dangerous but beautiful new companions, the night was turning out to be quite the banger.

Cat had managed to slip back into the party without a pronounced limp. She wasn't ready for Wolfgang to notice her disability and the look of pity that inevitably came afterward. With the power of vodka, her back pain weakened to a manageable level. Sure, it was only a matter of time before they noticed the hitch in her step, but not yet. She wanted them to see her as a normal, ordinary girl from Fargo for a few more minutes.

Gabrielle, Javier, and Rainbow circled among the party guests like sharks. At first, Cat assumed they were looking for drugs or, perhaps, an easy-to-lift wallet. If the fake-fanged outsiders were looking for cash, they were hunting the wrong waters. They would only find pockets full of lint and maxed-out credit cards.

Crank, whose name grew more and more appropriate the longer Cat knew him, slunk from one corner to the next, eyeballing her. Wolfgang returned to her side with a fresh Solo cup of vodka as Crank prowled past for a third time while sticking out his tongue at her. 

Cat frowned. "I don't think Crank likes me." 

"Don't worry about my darling, crazy boy." Wolfgang laughed and adjusted his sunglasses. "He's more bark than bite.”

Crank hissed at a stoned boy who tumbled into his path.

Wolfgang sighed. “Well, most of the time."

As Wolfgang settled next to Cat, Crank bounced his long, limber body through the half-drunk townies, his face a myriad of flickering expressions—anger, annoyance, hunger—and perhaps a glint of mania.

Wolfgang laid a hand on Crank's chest and whispered something. Crank's kaleidoscope of emotions settled; an unexpected calm smoothed the young man's twitchy features. He nodded once, kissed Wolfgang's cheek, slithered into the kitchen, and out through the front door.

"Where's he going?" Cat blinked through the soft, rolling fog of alcohol. Her once jangling nerves had settled despite her strange new friends and their odd behavior. Wolfgang and the alluring Gabrielle were the most exciting people Cat had met in a while.

"Scratching an itch," Wolfgang said.

Searching for the three other outlaws, Cat found Gabrielle had cornered one of the prettier women in the room. A pang of jealousy soured Cat's vodka stupor when the woman smiled, nodded, and blushed as Gabrielle ran a finger along her jawline.

"Don't be jealous," Wolfgang murmured over the thumping bass, draping an arm over her shoulders. "This is what Gabrielle does. But Javier, he's her one and only."

Cat snorted and sipped her drink. Gabrielle took the woman by the hand, leading her across the living room, a happy, dazed expression on the woman's face. They headed toward a hallway Cat hadn't noticed before, a shadow not too far behind them.

Javier.

"I'm not jealous," Cat lied. She nearly choked on her booze. “Oh, my God. Steve?”

Tucked into an intimate corner, Rainbow and Steve were deep in conversation. Rainbow obviously entranced Steve. He nodded as she spoke, his eyes two round, bloodshot marbles. He soon trailed the lovely blonde out the back door to do God knows what among the shadows of the pines. 

Cat nearly followed them out the door. She couldn't explain the sudden surge of panic on Steve's behalf. Wolfgang grabbed her arm, holding her back.

"Don't worry, Kitty.” Wolfgang crooned, his grip like iron. "She won't hurt him. She just wants to ... play with him a little."

"Play with him?" Cat murmured, her eyes glued to the back door. “Steve?”

“A woman’s got needs, right?”

“Sure.” For whatever reason, Cat’s trip wires were crossed. Rainbow was half Steve’s size and couldn’t possibly harm him. She questioned the woman’s taste in men, but who was she to judge?

"Tell me about yourself, Kitty," Wolfgang sipped his drink, his nose wrinkling in disgust. "Ach du lieber Himmel, this is foul."

Was that German? 

"Not much to tell."

"I doubt that. Your eyes speak volumes.” Wolfgang flicked a stray hair out of his face. “Wait. Was that a little too cliche?"

Cat giggled. "A little."

"Pardon my dramatics. I have a library of stories. Maybe I'll tell you one if you do something for me?"

"What?"

"Answer a couple of questions?"

"Okay, shoot."

"Why do you live here?" Wolfgang gestured toward the unwashed masses around them, a slight curl of distaste on his narrow lips.

Cat grinned. "I thought you liked hicks."

"Oh, but I do, I do." Wolfgang wiggled his shoulders and readjusted his mirrored sunglasses. "But what about you?"

"I grew up here." 

"I grew up somewhere, too. But I don't live there anymore."

"Right now, I can't afford to go anywhere else." This time, Cat swigged her vodka. The alcohol burned, and she fought down a cough.

"Would you go somewhere else if you could?"

"Sure. I'd leave in a second. I have nothing here. Not anymore." Cat shrugged. She had let her dreams die years before. The future didn't exist in her mind. She moved through one day at a time, hoping each one might be her last. While knowing it wouldn't.

"Are you certain? No lovers? No family?"

A cold, hard fist tightened in her chest. "Yep. Nothing."

Wolfgang beamed, pleased by her response. "Fantastic."

Cat sipped her vodka, sighing as her brain softened further. Her worries slipped behind the gentle screen of liquor. The music switched from metal to an emo power ballad. Bodies swayed. The same couple who had been necking on the porch made out on a couch in the living room corner. Their faces would be chapped tomorrow.

"Ah, how I love young people and their moody music," Wolfgang crooned. 

Cat stared at her warped reflection in his sunglasses, her face a pale circle in their mirrors. "How old are you?" 

"A very ancient twenty-seven," Wolfgang said and giggled for some unknown reason.

"So old.” Cat smirked. She rubbed a spike of tension in her lower back. The partygoers lurched around the make-shift dance floor, and Cat wished she could do the same. It had been years since anyone turned her across a room. She recalled the last time she danced, and a once-happy memory curdled in her gut.

"There it is again."

"What?"

"What makes you different."

"I'm different?"

"I often saw that same look in your eyes. Now I see it here and there, and rarely in unexpected places. Not often in one so young."

The music paused between songs, and Cat breathed deep. She could guess what he saw.

"I think you know what I mean, Cat. You're... fascinating yet withholding like a sphinx. Most people, especially nowadays, can't stop talking about themselves: me, me, me. I'm so interesting. I'm so cool. Let me tell you how cool I am. But not you, Kitty, not you. Can I ask you another question?"

"Sure."

"Would you like to come out with us tonight, Kitty Cat?"

“Out with you?” Cat hesitated, despite his thrilling invitation. 

“To paint the town red?” Wolfgang beamed, exposing his fangs.

Something about their strange gang set her on edge, but she couldn’t quite define her unease. Their fake teeth unnerved her, as did their moody sex-cult vibe. Maybe they were dangerous. Perhaps it didn’t matter. 

"Yeah, that would be cool."

Wolfgang clapped his hands, pleased, sharp teeth flashing.

One by one, the others returned as the music shifted yet again—this time Johnny Cash. Rainbow eased through the back door, helping an inebriated Steve back to the party. Despite Steve’s size, Rainbow had little difficulty guiding him through the mass of people. She let him flop onto a couch, much to the necking couple's dismay.

Cat was relieved to find Steve in one piece. Why? Why wouldn't he still be in one piece? What an odd thought.

Rainbow left him in a pile, a deep red smile playing on her lips. She rubbed the corner of her mouth, sidling through the throng, and leaned against the wall next to Cat. The feral spark in her eyes had smoothed to a dreamy expression of satisfaction.

"Mmm ... that one.” Rainbow nodded to Steve, who had passed out on the couch. "Tastes like sugar and high cholesterol."

Cat smiled and bobbed her head, unsure what to say. She never expected a woman like Rainbow to have a sexual encounter with Steve, but the world never ceased to amaze or disappoint her.

"They all do." Gabrielle wiggled her eyebrows as she returned. She adjusted the front of her shirt, rumpled from her back-bedroom tryst, and gave Cat a wink. Heat flooded Cat's face. Javier followed, a silent shadow creeping around the edges of the party, his face a mask, revealing nothing.

Gabrielle bent and whispered something in Rainbow's ear. Rainbow burst into tinkling laughter. "Oh, I know! And I thought my skin was pale."

"So, we done here?" Crank strolled out from the kitchen, holding four Solo cups. His savage gaze scrutinized Cat, still undecided about her. Gabrielle and Rainbow each took a cup. Crank offered the third to Javier. The quiet man shook his head and receded further into a dim corner. Crank shrugged, swigged Javier's portion of whatever concoction he had brought out, then offered the fourth to Wolfgang.

"No, I've had enough of this place's swill. Everyone, I have a quick announcement."

Four sets of eyes snapped to Wolfgang. Cat was right. The tall, blonde-haired man was indeed the leader of their posse.

"Cat will be joining us this evening." He wrapped his lanky arm around Cat's narrow shoulders and tugged her into a tight, possessive hug. "I enjoy her company. And perhaps, if we can convince her, she could become one of us."

Gabrielle and Rainbow smiled, nodding in agreement. Crank pursed his lips and shrugged. Javier said nothing. Wolfgang had left little room for dissent, even from Cat. She wondered if she dared speak her feelings on the subject to voice her lingering doubt.

"It's settled then." Wolfgang squeezed Cat's shoulder. She caught a glimpse of his preternaturally blue eyes beneath the edge of his sunglasses. "Let's go have some real fun."
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Chapter Eight

[image: ]


Cat

––––––––
[image: ]


Cat and her odd companions left the house party's hot, damp bluster and entered the night’s sharp chill. The five slinked through the darkness, easily skirting the occasional fallen branch or slushy mud puddle. At first, Cat attempted to mask her limping gait, but the slick sidewalk made it impossible for her to do so.

Cat expected a flurry of questions about her awkward stride. Without a word, Gabrielle and Rainbow grabbed Cat by the arms and helped her navigate the iced concrete. Wolfgang paused once, watching her, lips pursed in a thoughtful, sunglassed stare, but said nothing.

Crank's mouth twitched as he, too, gave Cat a long, calculating look. The hardness of his gaze softened an inch, and he put out a hand to guide her over an extended length of ice.

Javier drifted behind the rest, seeming to exist in his own world.

"Oh, that's your ride?" Cat snorted as they approached a worn but well-maintained turquoise VW Bus. The vehicle appeared to have been driven across the country at least a hundred times. Patchy spray paint in various shades of pale blue warded away the rust threatening to overtake the vehicle’s undercarriage. Black, spray-painted cardboard covered the back windows.

"It's mine." Rainbow beamed a genuine love for the vehicle in her smile. "It reminded me of my—my grandmother’s Bus she bought off a bunch of drug-addled hippies back in the sixties."

“For now,” Wolfgang gave Rainbow a meaningful look. “It stands out




























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





