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      “You realize how ridiculous this is, don’t you?”

      I caught my sister’s eye in the mirror, hand propped on her hip as she watched me apply my candy-pink lipstick.

      “You just turned nineteen years old. You go to college, for goodness’ sake! If you want to go out, you can walk out of the front door. Mom and Dad won’t stop you, so there’s no need to sneak out the window like a delinquent child anymore. You know that, right?”

      I loved her, but sometimes, Adrienne could be a straight arrow.

      “Old habits die hard, I guess. And Mom and Dad are hardly Randy’s biggest fans, Ade. They practically shipped me off to the other side of the country to keep me away from him.”

      Randy was a teenage boy with no respect for authority, and they were … well, my parents. They were all about me focusing on my studies and becoming a doctor.

      “Don’t be such a drama queen. A lot of people would give up a body part to get into Stanford.”

      I shoved my lipstick into my purse and turned to face her. “I know, and I’m grateful. But I don’t want to risk upsetting them, and I really want to go to this party. Things with Randy were left … kind of unfinished.”

      Adrienne tipped her head to the side, and her glossy chocolate locks fell over her shoulder. She was in her PJs, ready for bed, and yet she looked like she had just stepped out of a shampoo commercial. Most of my friends fought like cats and dogs with their siblings, and while Adrienne and I were like night and day, we were as close as sisters should be. In my eyes, no one was more wonderful than my big sister. When she’d left for college last year, I had pined for her like a lost puppy.

      “If you are going to such extreme lengths, let’s at least tell the truth about it. Are you still thinking about dropping out?”

      The ball of anxiety in my stomach I’d been trying to ignore by acting like a giddy schoolgirl resurfaced. I shrugged. “I’m considering my options.”

      “Tia, if you don’t want to be a doctor, then don’t be one. Life is too short to live for someone else.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You want to study law. You know exactly where you are going, and Mom and Dad are fully behind you. Going against their ideal vision of the perfect family isn’t going to be a walk in the park.”

      She sighed. “They aren’t tyrants. Talk to them. Make them understand.”

      “And say what? It’s not like I have an alternative plan.”

      “Tell them the truth.”

      I huffed out a breath. She was right. I knew she was right. It wasn’t that my parents were unreasonable or anything. They just had a plan and expected us to follow it. To be fair, I had never told them I wasn’t on board.

      “I’ll speak to them—tomorrow. I want one last night of fun before I put my head on the chopping block.”

      Adrienne rolled her eyes at my dramatics. “Go. Have fun with lover boy. Tomorrow will be fine. I’ll have your back.”

      I smiled at her. Having Ade on my side would help. I always thought they came down on me harder than necessary because they didn’t need to worry about Ade. She never did anything wrong. She always had her head in a book and studied so hard to become a lawyer like Dad. It sometimes bothered me that she was too serious. I tried to encourage her to let loose, but she seemed to prefer the quiet life.

      “What?” Adrienne asked, pulling me from my thoughts.

      I realized I had been staring at her.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. I’ve just missed you.”

      She gave me a gleaming white smile, which lit up her face and warmed my heart. “Me, too. Let’s do something together tomorrow. You’ll probably need to make a quick getaway after speaking to Mom and Dad,” she said with a glint in her eye. I shot her a dark look, and she giggled. “I’m kidding. Shopping?”

      “Perfect.”

      One thing we did have in common was our mutual love for retail therapy.

      “And you can tell me all about your night with Randy.”

      “It’s a date. Now, give me a hand,” I said as I slid the window open and hopped up onto the ledge.

      Adrienne held on to my arm as I climbed out and onto a branch of the huge oak tree next to my window. I smiled to myself as memories of my high school days came flooding back. This wasn’t the first time I’d snuck out to meet Randy.

      Ade gave my hand a squeeze before she let go. “Say hi to Randy for me.” She grinned. “I’ll cover for you with Mom and Dad, but make sure you are back before they get up tomorrow morning.”

      I poked my tongue out at her. “That only happened once, and it really wasn’t my fault.”

      “Whatever.” Ade blew me a kiss. “Enjoy. Love you, Jelly Bean.”

      “Love you, too.”

      I shimmied down the tree trunk, landed with a soft thud next to the rose bushes, and jogged around the corner to where Randy was waiting in his beat-up truck.

      If I’d known that was the last time I’d see my sister, then I’d have tightly held on to her and never let her go.
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        * * *

      

      The smell was the first thing to hit me. The thick, bitter odor of melted plastic and burning wood flooded my nostrils and clogged my throat. It wasn’t the pleasant, smoky smell from a bonfire but a wretched stench that hung in the air and stung my eyes. An uneasy feeling crawled over my skin. At just after two in the morning, there was no good reason for a bonfire.

      Randy dropped me in the neighboring street so as not to be seen and hightailed it out of there as soon as I shut the door. I suspected he was heading back to the party but whatever. I’d had enough.

      As I turned the corner onto our quiet, leafy street, my stomach dropped like a brick into my shoes. Blue and red flashing lights lit up the night. I broke into a run. It looked like they were outside my house. And there were a lot of them. Police, fire, and ambulance.

      My whole body trembled as I picked up my pace. I came to a stop at the police barricade a few yards away from my house where several of the neighbors had gathered in their nightgowns.

      “What happened?” a strangled voice asked.

      I flinched when I realized it was my own.

      “A fire at the Scotts’ place,” one of the neighbors, a woman with rollers in her hair, said.

      I stared at her, unblinking, her words not sinking in.

      She must have recognized me as she suddenly clasped her hand to her mouth. “Tia? Oh my God! Officer! Officer!”

      A police officer headed toward the woman, who I now saw was Mrs. Gregson from across the street. My head was swimming, but I knew it was bad.

      No, not bad. The worst.

      The officer allowed me through the barrier and introduced himself as Deputy Sanders.

      “Tia Scott,” I croaked, my heart thundered so loud that I had to focus really hard on what he was saying.

      “Tia, I’m sorry to inform you …”

      No. I shook my head from side to side. He’s wrong. He can’t be saying this. It’s not true. It’s not true.

      “There has been a fire …”

      No, please.

      “I’m so sorry, but your mother, father, and your sister are dead, Tia …”

      NO!

      The words struck my chest like a bolt of lightning, cracking me open. I tried to take in what he was saying.

      I looked up at him. “Dead?” My voice was barely a whisper.

      The sympathy on his face was too much for me to bear.

      “No!” Pain seared my soul, and I shook my head again, trying to block it out. To stop it from being true. “Noooo!”

      My scream echoed through the night. A hush fell over the crowd of onlookers.

      There had to be a mistake. He was wrong. The urge to go to them overwhelmed me. Deputy Sanders realized what I was doing a split second too late, and I dodged his grasp and ran toward my house.

      “Mom! Dad!”

      As I got closer, my heart crumbled, and I slowed as I took in what used to be my house. The smell stung my nostrils, and particles of ash floated through the air, drifting down to the ground, sticking to my hair and clothes. People in uniforms crawled all over the space where our house used to be. But, now, apart from a hollow, smoldering skeleton, all that was left was a pile of burned debris.

      “Adrienne! Mom! Dad!” I screamed for them until my voice was hoarse and crumpled into a heap on the sidewalk.

      Deputy Sanders reached for me and guided me to the side, behind a police car and out of the sight of prying eyes.

      He disappeared and then returned with a blanket. He wrapped it around my shoulders as I numbly stared out at nothing, tears silently rolling down my face. He handed me a bottle of water, which I managed to take a few sips of until I honed in on the report that crackled over his radio.

      “… fire broke out … all three residents DOA … attempt to cover the break-in⁠—”

      My head snapped up. “Break-in?”

      Deputy Sanders shifted uncomfortably and flicked a dial to mute the radio. “Yes, ma’am. We think the perpetrator broke in and attacked the victims when he was disturbed, and then he set the house alight in order to cover his tracks.”

      I wanted to ask how they had died, but my voice wouldn’t work. All I could do was stare blankly at the house while the police continued whatever it was they were doing. I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing out images of them burning, choking on the smoke, feeling scared and trapped as the inferno raged around them.

      “Deputy?” someone called.

      “Please, Miss Scott, wait here. I’ll just be a moment.”

      My mind, body, and soul were all empty. They were gone. My whole family was gone. Just like that, my life was over. I numbly looked around.

      “What now?” I whispered to myself. I was alone.

      “That’s not what happened,” a gruff, low voice said from beside me.

      I blinked, unaware that anyone was nearby. I turned and saw a tall figure wearing a long, dark coat and a black fedora pulled low over his face. He slightly raised his head, and I saw a gray beard and the shimmering, dark eyes of an older man. Behind him, further in the shadows, stood a girl about my age with large amber eyes and midnight-black hair streaked with purple.

      “My name is Walt, and this is Indigo,” the man said gently as if he were coaxing a frightened rabbit out of a hole.

      “Tia,” I told him, my voice hoarse from screaming.

      “I wish I could say it was nice to meet you, Tia, but under the circumstances …”

      I wasn’t interested in pleasantries. “What did you mean when you said, ‘That’s not what happened’?”

      Walt nodded his head and signaled for me to follow him. So, I did. I blindly put one foot in front of the other and followed him away from the crumbling black ash that was formally 1263 Springview Drive.

      Once we were completely out of sight, Walt turned to me. His voice clear and firm, he said, “Tia, I’m sorry, but your family wasn’t killed by an intruder who set fire to the house. They were killed by a demon.”
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        * * *

      

      Now, I know what you’re thinking. And, yes, of course I know better than to go off with a strange man. Especially one who was clearly batshit crazy, proclaiming nonsense about demons, right? But, in my defense, you guys, I was in shock. My family had just been killed, and I had a wet noodle where my brain should be. Maybe some kind of base-level instinct took over. Who knows?

      That night, I left with Walt and Indigo. I went back to their RV instead of going to the police station or back to college or whatever I was supposed to do next. I listened to them explain that nothing—nothing—was as it seemed. Demons, ghosts, vampires, and even witches were real, and that night, a demon had murdered my family and burned down my house. They told me his name was Molonoch, and they were going to track him down and kill him. And, if I wanted to, I could help them.

      And I did. I wanted that more than I had ever wanted anything in my entire life. The need for revenge pounded inside me like a drumbeat.

      I spent the next few months traveling with Walt and Indigo, following Molonoch’s trail, learning and training along the way. Walt turned out to be some kind of Yoda and/or Dalai Lama when it came to the otherworld. Seriously, this guy knew everything about demons—including, more importantly, how to track and kill them. It became my focus, my purpose.

      Maybe I should spend more time telling you about how it took them killing a demon in front of my own eyes before I believed a word they said. Or maybe I should give you more details on my training and how I became a homeless college dropout who spent all my time practicing killing demons. By the end of most days, I was battered and bruised, but it kept me feeling alive. If I focused on finding and destroying the evil son of a bitch who had done this to my family, then the hole in my chest would ache a little less.

      I could spend time doing that, but it’s not the real story.

      The real story is just beginning …

      So … are you ready?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            JOEL

          

          SIX MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      Life sucks. Plain and simple.

      Okay, okay, I’m not being fair. Life doesn’t always suck. I’m sure life is just peachy for Beyoncé or some other loaded megastar. But here, at my end of the spectrum, life sucks big time.

      But, hey, don’t worry; I’m not angling for sympathy like some annoying woe is me sap. Really, I’m fine. I just accept reality, which is that things for me and my brother suck more than they do for most.

      Take yesterday for example. Most guys my age—which is twenty-two in case you were wondering—would be hanging out with their friends. Maybe at a bar or a college party or whatever. Me? Nah, I was knee deep in monster slime. Trying to stab a Kylarno demon in the heart with a knife coated in lamb’s blood because that’s the only way that particular sucker will die.

      So, no trip to the bar with my buddies for me. It doesn’t matter though. Who needs friends, right? Lucas and I have each other. Family. Blood. That’s what counts. Besides, it’s safer that way. The last proper friend I had was eaten by a werewolf. True story.

      Just for the record, I killed the Kylarno demon and ended up having sex with the extremely grateful, extremely hot shop worker in the supply closet of the grocery store the demon was terrorizing.

      What? So, I made the best of a bad situation. I’m a glass-half-full kinda guy. I’m good like that. But my point is, killing demons for a living is a bitch and plays havoc with trying to live a normal life.

      So, yeah, my life might suck, but you go through the motions. You do what you do, and every now and then, fate or the universe or whatever throws in a surprise. A tiny ray of light just to keep you from losing yourself to the darkness completely. Wait, hold up. No, I’m not talking about the shop girl. I’m talking about what happened next. Something I hadn’t seen coming—like, at all, and I pride myself on that shit. I’m usually very perceptive.
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        * * *

      

      After the Kylarno demon case, we drove seven hours straight to Cornell University, slept in the car for a few hours, and then hit up a fraternity house where the ghost of a former pledge, who had died during hazing in 1982, had taken revenge on poor, unsuspecting frat bros.

      Yes, the poor frat bros bit was sarcasm, and no, I am not shitting you. Like I told you, my life is insane.

      Once we figured out the problem, we canned the ghost in record time, managing to keep it low-key, and joined the party, so Lucas could experience the life of a college prick. His idea, not mine.

      In my somewhat-limited experience, fraternity guys are dickheads. I’m not narrow-minded enough to think that is the case with all of them, but these guys at Sigma Kappa were certainly not smashing any stereotypes. They were rich, trust-fund brats who had their heads up their asses and no clue about the real world. That wasn’t something I would mind if they didn’t have such a bullying mentality. With the way they were acting, I was toying with the idea of letting the vengeful ghost pledge back out to mess with these losers.

      Just in time, a hot blonde sidled over to distract me. Blondie was very interested in showing me the upstairs of the frat house, and I spent the last hour with her in one of the bedrooms. As we’d headed upstairs, I was fairly sure I had seen Lucas go outside with a redhead, so it looked like both the Jackson brothers were getting lucky tonight.

      I know I might sound a teeny bit like a heartless asshole, talking about girls like this, but I swear to you, I do have respect for women. Our mother was one hell of a strong woman, and she taught Lucas and me to honor females. I never string them along, and I never make promises I can’t keep. I’m a red-blooded male who isn’t able to stick around for long, so I show them a good time and move on—so shoot me.

      Her fingernail circled along the black lines of my tattoos. Then, Blondie’s finger ran across my chest and kept going down. She pouted in that exaggerated way some chicks did when they were trying to look cute.

      “Do you have to go yet?”

      I dropped my head to one side and gave her a wolfish grin. “Go? Sweetheart, I haven’t even gotten started.”
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        * * *

      

      By three in the morning, the blonde had fallen asleep with a big smile on her face. I managed to track down Lucas, and we were ready to head off—once Lucas detached his tongue from the redhead’s mouth. Lucas subscribed to the same philosophy as I did where females were concerned, but he was sweeter than me. He found it more difficult to sever the tentacles. I kept on telling him it’s like ripping off a Band-Aid, but yet there he was, still kissing her.

      After I swiped a bottle of Jack Daniel’s from the kitchen countertop, I told Lucas I’d meet him outside and ducked out the front door, sucking in a lungful of cool, clean night air.

      As I surveyed the cars in the small parking lot at the front of the frat house, my gaze fell on a gleaming red Porsche 911.

      Hello, honey.

      I knew in my heart that we would drive out of here in that car tonight. I had no qualms about stealing a car from one of those little snots. I’d just saved them from an angry poltergeist who was hell-bent on bringing them all over to his side of the playing field. Besides, daddy would probably buy them a brand-new one anyway.

      Okay, so maybe I do have an attitude about entitled, rich pricks.

      Bitter?

      Definitely.

      Jealous?

      Probably—but say that to my face, and we will have a problem because that shit is buried deep inside my blackened heart.

      I heard Lucas walk up beside me, and I turned and gave him a look. Because he’s my brother and he knows me too well, he knew exactly what I was thinking and shook his head.

      “Joel,” he warned.

      “Come on. Luc, come on. We have to.” And, because I’m his brother and I know him too well, I waited.

      Lucas’s face slowly changed from disapproval to resigned acceptance. He was in.

      I triumphantly fist-pumped the air. “Let’s do this.”

      I passed him the bottle of Jack and ducked behind the car. Crouched down, I pulled out my handy little lock picker.

      In barely a minute, I’d popped the lock, disabled the alarm, and started the engine. With a quick look over his shoulder, Lucas hopped into the passenger seat.

      Once I plugged my phone in, I cranked up AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell” on the stereo, opened the window, and stuck my middle finger up at the frat house as we drove off.

      Lucas snorted. “I love how gracious you are about helping people.” I still heard the sarcasm in his voice despite him having to shout over the music.

      I settled back into the plush leather seat with a shit-eating grin on my face. All in all, it hadn’t been a bad night. We’d beaten the bad guy and both gotten laid, and I had a bottle of Jack to soothe my soul. Throw in a Porsche, and shit didn’t get much better than that.

      See? I told you the universe had a surprise for us. Pretty cool, huh?

      Wait, what did you think? That I was talking about true love?

      Sorry, not this guy.
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            LUCAS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Man, I love our job,” Joel said with a grin the size of the Grand Canyon.

      I tried to look indifferent, but I sucked. I only managed three seconds before my grin matched his.

      It had been two days since we stole the Porsche and gotten the hell out of Ithaca. Carter had e-mailed us details on another job, so we had gone straight there even though it was easily an eleven-and-a-half-hour drive.

      Carter was a friend of our parents, an ex-demon hunter. There wasn’t much the guy didn’t know. Pushing forty, he’d claimed all those years of fighting had gotten the better of him, and when he nearly hadn’t made it out of a tangle with a hell beast a while back and busted up his leg, he’d made the decision to take a step back. Nowadays, he stayed at our place in Colorado, running cases for Joel and me. It worked well for us, and I was glad he wasn’t risking himself on the battlefield anymore.

      In his latest e-mail, Carter had asked us to check out a place in Canley, near Chicago, so we dumped the Porsche just outside of Indianapolis in favor of a nice, inconspicuous truck and made it to Illinois by nightfall. All that driving made us both antsy, but to Joel’s pure delight, the details Carter had sent us led us straight to a strip club.

      Yep, you heard me right—a strip club, and it wasn’t even Joel’s birthday.

      It’s not like we’d never been to a strip joint before. Heck, it’s where we end up spending most holidays, but I had to admit it was an extra-special kick that we were legitimately working. According to Carter, the owner had reported an animal attack inside the club a week ago. It’d managed to scare the crap out of everyone, but no one was hurt. From the description—a bear-like creature in bulk with mottled skin, razor-sharp teeth, and a wolfish snarl—it sounded like a Chanmar demon, but if so, then no injuries were extremely lucky, as they’re vicious bastards, always looking for a kill. The location was weird though. It wouldn’t just wander into the club to watch a show, so whatever the reason it was there, it was likely it would be back sooner rather than later. The animal-attack thing sounded stupid to me, but people seemed to have bought the story. What people were willing to believe in order to explain what they had seen with their own eyes never ceased to amaze me, but I guess I shouldn’t complain. It made our job easier.

      From what I had seen so far, Canley was an average small town, nothing out of the ordinary … yet. With cases like these, we needed access to the scene, so we usually played the cop card. It was awesome, the way people’s attitudes changed when they thought they were talking to “Detective” Jackson. This time, however, we decided acting as animal control officers was the best move.

      We had swung by earlier to talk to the witnesses—otherwise known as the strippers. As we’d expected, no one knew anything of value. A dark shape, a weird smell, a sound like screeching along with a hell of a lot of roaring—the usual stuff that screamed demon. But we could do worse than spend an afternoon talking to strippers, right?

      Joel convinced me we should watch the evening dance show to make sure nothing weird happened and then check out the basement and back access to see if we could figure out how the Chanmar had gotten in.

      It was my turn to drive, but even with the short distance from our motel to the club, which was called Nitro, Joel was making me want to drive us straight into the wall.

      “Dude, are you blind? Make a right!”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “No, I’m not blind, and I can also read a map, which is how I know it is straight onto the next junction and then right.”

      “Wrong. It’s right and then straight. I’m telling you, that’s the way. You have zero directional sense, so I don’t see why you’re arguing. We don’t want a repeat of Montana.”

      I shot him a dark look. “That happened once, and it was over a year ago. When are you going to let it go?”

      “You drove down the I-95 in the wrong direction for two whole hours. I don’t think I’ll ever let it go. So, give it up and just do what I tell you.”

      I was losing patience, and he was pushing me on purpose, something he tended to do when he felt restless.

      “You are only three years older than me.”

      “So?”

      “So, quit acting like Dad!” I gave Joel a shove, who retaliated with twice the force despite the fact that I still was driving.

      We started shoving each other and bickering in typical dumb brother fashion as I pulled the truck into the parking lot. And I don’t want to sound like a know-it-all, but my way was correct.

      We got out of the truck and straightened ourselves out, the argument already forgotten. Springtime was making way for summer, getting warmer each day, but after the sunset, the night still had a chill. I rolled my shoulders and looked around. It was already close to eight p.m., but there were only a few cars scattered around and not a soul in sight. I ran my teeth over my bottom lip. It wasn’t just Joel; something was bugging me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      I tried to ignore the strange sense of foreboding, which gnawed inside my chest, and hoped the night would turn out to be another good one. Although Jessica, the redhead from the frat house the other night, had been texting me nonstop even though I’d been clear I only wanted a one-time thing. As much as I hated to admit it, Joel was right. I shouldn’t have given her my number. I don’t think he even bothered to give his out to anyone non-work-related at all anymore. It didn’t matter though, as I wasn’t planning on any more one-night stands for a while. My heart still belonged to another. Jade, my ex-girlfriend, still filled every inch of my heart even though it had been almost a year since I lost her.

      I stared up at the building as we crossed the parking lot. Nitro already looked better than it had earlier. In the dark, you could barely see the bad paint job or broken pipe leaking water down the side of the building, and the neon lights brightened the place up even if the I was flickering and buzzing like a fly trying to escape a trap.

      We walked through the heavy metal door and down the darkened, narrow corridor and into the main area of the club. The place didn’t look as grim as it had before, but that could be because it was mostly shrouded in darkness. Tables were scattered around, facing a large stage opposite the bar. We found a table near the back, to the left of the stage with a good view of the whole room.

      A waitress with a mess of dark curls and lipstick that looked too bright pink for her pale skin took our drink order. I remembered her from earlier, but now, she wore a gold bikini that barely covered her lady parts. She leaned over us with a wink and then patted my leg so high up my thigh that it made me cringe and Joel snigger before she finally left to go back to the bar.

      I sat back, people-watching. The majority of the customers seemed to be old, balding married men, so no wonder the waitress was so interested in us. Sorry to sound like an arrogant jerk, but you could say we’re not bad to look at. It’s in our genes, I suppose. Our parents were lookers, and our sister, Kayla, well, she was out of this world. Both Joel and I have no trouble attracting the opposite sex, occasionally even the same sex, and seeing as fighting’s part of our job, we keep in good shape, which doesn’t do us any harm either.

      I shifted in my seat and tried to shake my dark mood. I was annoyed with myself for feeling like this. As far as jobs went, this location was on the sunny side. We were usually skulking about in cemeteries or the odd alleyways.

      Joel was like a kid in a candy store about seeing the show. One of the girls had caught his eye. She had said her name was Lila Bell, though who knew? I guessed about eighty percent of these girls were hiding from something, and we certainly weren’t who we’d said we were. I could see why Joel liked her. With her long golden-blonde hair and pouty lips, she was by far the hottest girl in the place, probably this whole town. But, apart from her looks, she was sharp, too. Unlike the others, her large green eyes had narrowed with more than a hint of suspicion when we introduced ourselves as animal control officers, there to investigate the animal attack.

      Joel had nearly blown our cover when he introduced himself as Scott Turner and me as his colleague Richard Bohner. My idiot brother could barely keep a straight face as I gave him the evil eye. She didn’t call us out though. She’d quietly and politely answered our questions, but instinct told me Lila Bell was putting on an act, and there was definitely a whole lot more to her than the shy, careful, little girl she showed us. Her eyes held secrets. I wondered what she was hiding that meant she had to dance in a place like this. It wasn’t exactly the Pussycat Doll Lounge. It screamed shady. And it wasn’t safe either. We had just walked in. There wasn’t even a doorman.

      “They didn’t search us,” I said to Joel, who was lost deep in thoughts of his own.

      “Huh?”

      “At the door. They didn’t search us.”

      He shrugged. “So? That’s a good thing, isn’t it? The amount of arsenal we’re carrying, they would kick us right back out again.”

      “So, if they’re not searching people and we made it in here, then anyone could be packing. Someone could hurt one of the strippers or something …” I trailed off at the incredulous look on his face.

      “Why are you thinking about hurting strippers?”

      I sighed. “I’m not thinking about it. I’m just saying, with the number of wack jobs out there, they should have better security.”

      “Maybe you should write a suggestion for the Comments box then,” he said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. “Relax, will you? Jeez, it’s like sitting with an employee from the Department for the Health and Safety of Strippers.”

      Before I could reply, the waitress returned, and Joel clapped his hands and rubbed them together as she set down our beers. The tension eased from my shoulders a fraction. Whatever was going on, we’d figure it out. We always did. I tried not to shudder as the waitress gave me a wink along with a lewd gesture as she left.

      Nice.

      “By the way, I booked a second room at the motel,” Joel said as he swigged his Corona. “I plan on taking a stripper home with me tonight.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      The lights dipped even lower, and the jeering crowd was drowned out as Def Leppard boomed from the speakers.

      Spotlights lit up the stage as four girls came strutting out, each in a different costume. I recognized them from talking to them earlier. Veronica Lace was a sailor, Taylor Jane a cop, Cassidy Cole a biker babe, and Lila Bell a rodeo girl. It was a sexy Village People act. The girls fanned out and then struck a pose before they launched into a surprisingly slick dance routine. I shot a glance at Joel. I could tell by the way his eyes had darkened that he was enjoying watching Lila.

      “All right, put your tongue back in. You’re drooling on the floor.”

      Joel tore his eyes away long enough to pull a face at me before turning back to the girls.

      The show had only been going on for about ten minutes or so when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. At the same time, I heard a muffled scream. As I twisted around, I saw the cause of the commotion and elbowed Joel. The demon was here, and it was worse than we’d thought.

      Much worse.
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      As soon as the show started, it became clear Nitro was one of those fake strip joints. You know the ones where they suggest everything, but the girls don’t get naked, not even topless. Normally, I would be pissed at the injustice of false advertising, but this time, to my surprise, I was kind of relieved. After speaking to those girls in the harsh light of day, objectifying them felt wrong. I found the thought of all us perverts—and, yes, I included myself in that—ogling Lila Bell’s naked body uncomfortable. Not that I didn’t want to see her naked body. I would just prefer it to be on a less seedy, more one-on-one basis.

      The other girls were what I’d expected to find in a place like this—so heavily made up that you couldn’t imagine what the hell they looked like underneath—and they all had a worn-out, jaded look in their eye that would haunt you the next morning. But Lila? She was different. She was a knockout for starters. She still wore makeup but not so heavily caked on. I could tell, behind all that lipstick and false eyelashes, she had genuine beauty. Not to mention, her body was a perfect ten, and with all that golden blonde hair, she looked like an angel. Not something you see every day, especially not in a strip club. But it was more than that. Lila Bell was only showing the surface of herself when she was an ocean thousands of feet deep. She was captivating, and I wanted to know more. And I never thought that—like, ever. I wanted to know why she was here.

      I leaned back in my chair and took a swig of my beer. Wow, what was happening to me? I wasn’t a bad guy, but I sure as hell didn’t care about the feelings of strippers. Or in this case non-stripper dancers, girls, or whatever. I was just about to check my pants to make sure all my necessary man parts were still intact when I felt Lucas’s elbow dig me in the ribs. Hard.

      “Ouch, man. What the hell?” I turned to him, but he wasn’t looking at me. I followed his gaze and groaned. Playtime was over already. “Is it too much to ask for it to wait until the end of the show? Or at least past the halfway mark?”

      The screaming and yelling grew louder as more people noticed the creature, which loomed over a terrified man it had backed up toward the wall.

      Once I caught a better look at the markings on the demon’s back, I swore and then turned back to Lucas. “That’s not a Chanmar demon. That’s a Tymorite. Damn it, Carter!”
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      To an untrained eye, Chanmars and Tymorites might look alike, but that is where the similarities ended. Chanmars are solitary, single-minded, and to be blunt, dumbasses. They’re scary killers, but they’re easy to distract and easy to kill. Tymorites, well, they’re hell’s foot soldiers. Think grizzly bear crossed with a ninja. Strong. Quick. Deadly. Add in a nasty temperament, cooked up in the flames of hell itself, and voilà. What’s worse is they have to be raised from hell, which usually means some evil little weasel is lurking behind the scenes, pulling their strings.

      If we didn’t get a handle on this quickly, Lucas, I, and every single person in this room would be dead.

      Lucas and I rose to our feet, drawing our weapons. We were so in sync in this type of situation that all we needed was a nod as we separated, our guns held low—him going left, me going right. As we approached the hulking figure, I yanked the fire alarm. The shrill sound rang throughout the club and caused about a five on the chaos scale. The music stopped, panic spread like wildfire, and within seconds, the place had erupted into a full-blown ten. People ran about, screaming and shouting, trying to escape or find somewhere to hide. They fed off each other. I didn’t think half of them even knew what was happening. I guessed they were the lucky ones.

      With a bloodcurdling battle cry—which made me want to cover my ears as it vibrated through my body and made my teeth chatter—the demon launched itself at the weeping man, and Lucas and I both opened fire. That wasn’t the way to kill a Tymorite—the bullets literally bounced off his body without causing even a scratch—but it did get his attention.

      Slowly, the demon turned, allowing the man to flee for the door. Tymorites were tall and bulky, but this guy was the biggest I had seen. It towered above us as we moved in, its eyes bottomless pitch-black orbs, ready to destroy us.

      Lucas ran at the demon and jumped, sending a flying kick to its head. It would be a pretty impressive move if he weren’t fighting a skilled assassin with otherworldly speed and skin like armor. He swiped Lucas away like a bug, but my brother recovered quickly.

      I helped a few of the girls to the exit, my eyes not leaving Lucas as he pulled out a knife and plunged it into the Tymorite. There was only one spot where he could be killed—on the left side of his chest, just below his neck. The blade sank into the demon’s body and didn’t shatter on contact, so the hit was close, but it wasn’t on target, as the creature turned on him and lunged, trying to get ahold of Lucas. My brother ducked just in time, which caused the Tymorite to stumble slightly. I seized my chance and shouted to Lucas to stay down, and then I fired off another round at the demon. It was likely a waste of my ammo, but if there was a slim chance I would get lucky, I was sure as hell gonna try.

      I didn’t hit the target, but I did piss him off. The Tymorite turned his dark, hairless head and fixed its huge, glittering black eyes on me.

      “Get the rest of them out,” I called to Lucas as I closed the distance between me and the snarling demon.

      Seeing me come straight for him, the creature anchored himself and let out another earsplitting roar, giving me the full view of his black hole of a mouth, complete with slime and razor-sharp teeth. I waited until the last second and then feigned right and moved left, relying on him underestimating me. It worked, and he moved left. He righted himself and spun around, but I was ready for him and smashed a small bottle of holy water into his face.

      I gave myself a mental high five as he recoiled back and covered his face with his hands. Smoke rose from in between his fingers, and I wasn’t sure if the hissing noise came from him or his burned flesh. Not wanting to waste the distraction, I threw a few punches to his head. Pain shot up my arm as if I had just slammed my fist into a wall of concrete. I gritted my teeth. I would pay for that tomorrow. The blows caused him to flinch, but within seconds, he pulled his hands back and came at me.

      I saw in my peripheral vision that Lucas almost had everyone out, so I ran toward the back of the bar to draw the Tymorite away. I just hoped Lucas had a plan because I had zero ideas.

      In all the craziness, I hadn’t noticed that Lila Bell still stood on the stage. My move to draw the demon away had left her trapped, as the Tymorite was between her and the exit, so I ran away from her in a wide circle. Then, without warning, I turned on him and took a running leap. With all my weight behind it, I tackled the demon and knocked him sideways. We both crashed to the floor and sent pieces of table and chairs flying, as the Tymorite’s heavy bulk had smashed them to bits. My head cracked against something hard, my vision blurred, and for a horrible second, I thought I was going to black out, but the sensation passed. Probably due to the element of surprise, I managed to untangle myself and get some distance between us. While the Tymorite flailed on the floor, I used the precious seconds to reload my gun.

      I looked at the stage to see if Lila had gotten away, but to my astonishment, instead of making a run for it, she had grabbed her rope—a rodeo outfit accessory—and was spinning it above her head. My jaw dropped.

      Is she crazy?

      She was gonna try and lasso the sucker. It took my brain a minute to catch up with what I was seeing, but then it dawned on me. She wasn’t just reacting to the situation. She was trying to capture the Tymorite.

      There was no time to question her motives. Her crackpot plan wasn’t going to work. Even if she caught him, the Tymorite would break the rope apart like you or me being wrapped up in dental floss. I cursed. She was gonna get herself killed.

      Where the hell is Lucas?

      With a yelp, Lila hurtled the loop of rope at the demon. She was a good shot. It hooped around his body, but the demon sprang away before she could pull it tight, and she was left with nothing but an empty loop. She whipped the rope back to her side and launched it again, but the demon had set his sights on her and was advancing quickly. I fired another shot. It bounced off his back, and this time, he didn’t care. He was after Lila.

      I leaped over a pile of wood—which, a few minutes ago, had been a table and chairs—and rushed toward them, but I wasn’t going to make it in time. To my wonder, as well as relief, Lila deftly ducked underneath the beast and rolled swiftly to its side, spinning into an impressive kick, which landed solidly in the center of its stomach. The demon stumbled slightly but recovered quickly, and his pissed off gauge rocketed. Lila seized her rope again and attempted to hook it over his head, but the demon knocked her backward. I reached them just as the Tymorite was about to grab Lila, and I barged him, followed up with a kick to his middle. I aimed my gun and fired at his chest just as he snarled and backhanded me away. Pain blasted my chest when he hit me. I was forced back, and the shot missed.

      Before I knew what was happening, I was lifted off the ground and hurtled across the room. I landed with a thump next to the bar. I hurt all over, but thankfully, nothing was broken, so I pulled myself back up. With me out of the way, the Tymorite smacked Lila back down to the floor, but before he could wrap his clawed hand around her neck, Lucas came racing over and jumped on his back. He wrapped his arms around the demon’s neck, attempting to pull him away from Lila. The creature spun and sent Lucas flying. He crashed onto a table on the other side of the room and then onto the floor, banging his head as he hit the ground.

      I paused for a split second, but as soon as I heard him groan, I raced back toward the Tymorite, who was focused on Lila. She was doing her best to fight him, but it was like a gazelle fighting a lion. She didn’t stand a chance. He was facing me, and I had a shot at his chest, but in the struggle, Lila was getting in the way.

      I cursed. If he managed to get ahold of her, he would snap her neck. I had no choice but to take a shot. It was a risky one, but if I didn’t take it, the girl would be dead anyway. Lucky for her, I had good aim.

      As I closed one eye, I stopped moving and sharpened my focus, blocking out everything around me. It was just me, the Tymorite, and my trusty semiautomatic.

      I aimed, sent up a quick prayer, and squeezed the trigger.

      The gunshot rang out, and for a split second, everything was silent.

      Then, the demon roared as a hole appeared on the left side of his chest, just below his neck.

      Bull’s-eye!

      Orange and yellow flames flickered and then burst from the Tymorite’s chest as he exploded, burning up in hellfire and disappearing into nothing, except a smattering of black ash.

      “Yes!” Lucas cheered from across the room, looking at me with a mixture of pride and relief in his eyes.

      My chest heaved, and my eyes fluttered shut. I took a moment to slow my racing pulse and make sense of the thoughts running through my head. With a sigh, the tension left my body. That had been one tough monster.

      I walked over to where Lila was sitting on the floor. She stared up at me, her green eyes glistening with unshed tears. She pressed her fingers to her brow and opened her mouth. I waited for the standard gush of thank-yous and you saved my life gratitude.

      But, instead, her eyebrows furrowed, and she yelled, “You idiot!”
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