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Introduction
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I’m Owen Tyme, the author.  I’d like to take moment to talk about the protagonist.

The Hunter, who’s also known as Little Miss Secret, LMS, Itsa Secret Watson and Artemis Watson, is a character that’s close to my heart and I’d like to share the story of how she came to be, which isn’t quite the same as her origin story. If you want to read about her in-story origin, you can learn it in the first novel in this series, but I’m actually talking about the real-world circumstances that inspired the original version of the character.

It started more than a decade ago, when I moved to Liberal, Kansas and met a couple of guys at work that also enjoyed tabletop RPGs. I’ll not get into details of the system I used, but it suffices me to say with only two players, I felt the game could be spiced up by introducing a non-player character to let my friends interact with, so I came up with a little three-year old half-demon child who took a liking to them and followed them on their adventures. She just so happened to be surrounded by a seriously powerful magical effect that protected her form all harm by manipulating probability.  This was mostly so I wouldn’t have to keep track of her current status under most circumstances.

This original version of her was also effectively mute (stuck with the same old phrase: “It’s a secret”), as a result of a wizard cursing her, to prevent her from acting as a witness against him over a murder.  That led to a lot of fun describing her sometimes mysterious, but always mischievous behavior, rather than having her speak her mind.

Little Miss Secret, as everyone called her at the time, used her relative untouchability to get away with taunting enemies big and small, as well as the player characters. She delighted in being the biggest pain in the butt she could possibly be and only rarely did she pay for her obnoxious behavior and then only at the hands of wizards.

My players became rather fond of her, despite how little she contributed to their cause and how much trouble she got them into, so she became a recurring character for years to come, though she eventually wandered off, just like a stray cat following something interesting.

She returned when she was about twelve and eventually earned a wish from an obscure god, which allowed her to get her hands on her mother’s old familiar, a little demon in the form of a black kitten.  She always was obsessed with kittens.  Ironically, that was the original version of the creature living in her hat.

LMS returned again at about sixteen, eventually coming across a magic top hat possessed by a demon that completed her street-urchin ensemble in an absolutely fitting way.  The players eventually purged the demon from the hat, so she put her demonic kitten in it, instead. That was more or less where that version of her story came to an end, because we switched our focus to other stories as we gamed.

However, in 2023, as I was talking with a friend, I realized some of the old characters from my gaming days could easily be re-purposed and I dusted off Little Miss Secret. The modern version of her is more or less the same at her core, but with far more detail and a tragic backstory to drive her to kill as many demons as she can find, since she needed to be the protagonist of her own story.

I hope you’ll enjoy these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them!
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She Hunts Demons
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Prologue

[image: ]


New York City, 1942

From his green Buick convertible, Reggie watched a particular house through binoculars. He’d taken the precaution of wearing a dark coat and the top was up, to create extra shadows, all in an attempt to remain unseen. He’d also parked several houses down from the one in question, to allay suspicion.

The residential street was well lit by the moon, which was three-quarters full. Between the strong lunar light and the cool night air, which was rather pleasant after a hot, summer day, people were out in their yards, enjoying the early evening. One of the families of the neighborhood was grilling meat in the back yard and the mixed smell of woodsmoke, hot dogs and hamburgers carried on the breeze through the open window of the car.

The run-down house under Reggie’s gaze was rather old and covered with vines that had colonized the exterior walls. It honestly looked like it was almost too old and battered to be of any use, but that hadn’t stopped it from being surrounded by young men of a thuggish sort, one of which played with a butterfly knife. Three of them were Mexican and the other two were white. All wore cheap suits, giving them a slightly more polished look than the typical street-level thugs of organized crime. One had a pistol stuffed into the back of his waistband, which became visible when he bent down to pick up a baseball another had tossed to him and his jacket rose above it. It was safe to assume the others were likely also armed with concealed firearms. Hearing an excited bark, he briefly shifted his gaze to the back, spotting seven huge rottweilers that were happy and excited to see a tall, slender man with blond hair dressed in a dark, gray suit and blood-red tie. His clothes were more expensive than those the thugs wore, likely making him their boss.

The Stewart Detective Agency had been hired to track down and rescue a kidnapped girl. Though Reggie Stewart was the only licensed private investigator in the agency, he had a silent partner that served as the agency’s muscle. Dressed in a long, black coat and an old top hat, his partner approached the house with a briefcase full of money the client had given them.

The hair of Reggie’s head had gone gray and the top of his head was bald, because he was almost seventy, but what he’d lost in physical fitness, he more than made up for with intellect and his mind had never been sharper. However, despite prior agreement regarding the division of labor, he felt like a helpless, old fool, letting his partner go in alone without backup, but there was no one else they could rely on and Reggie was too old for field work.

He would have called on the aid of others in their line of work, but the ransom note was clear: only one person was to deliver the money, alone, then the girl would supposedly be released. Reggie had strenuously argued against paying the ransom, because money only rarely got the victim back and often spurred threats to return the victim piece by piece, unless a steady stream of payments were made. In truth, the best response would have been to haggle, but the client hadn’t understood his logic; it was a crying shame the parents of kidnapped children rarely listened to his advice, forcing his partner to walk into a trap with a briefcase full of money and violent intent.

His partner was the best he’d ever seen, with battle-honed instincts and a talent for rescuing captives, but still, Reggie always worried.

The lone figure approached the thugs, who shouted. The briefcase was opened, to show them the money. There was some arguing from the thugs, then his partner presented a written message from the case: it had never been a lie when Reggie called his partner ‘silent’, because they really couldn’t speak their mind.

There was trouble and more arguing, because the thug in charge of guarding the front yard couldn’t read, but one of the others stepped up to read the note for him and Reggie’s partner was allowed to enter the house. Again glancing at the back of the house, Reggie watched the man in charge of the local gang step inside through the back entrance, followed by the dogs.

Ten seconds later, gunshots rang through the neighborhood, while muzzle flashes intermittently lit the interior of the house, lighting up the drawn shades from within! The thugs in the front yard charged through the front door and the gunfire intensified! Reggie’s worries grew, but he had little doubt his partner could handle the additional numbers.

As the gunfight continued inside the house, becoming particularly intense, accompanied by barking dogs, several cars parked on the street opened and still more thugs poured out, headed inside the house!

Running the odds in his head and especially not liking the idea they might out-flank his partner, Reggie decided he had to intervene, so he grabbed his matched pair of Colt M1911 pistols from the glove box, made sure the magazines were full and left the car.

Running toward the scene, he shouted, “Not today, boys!”
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Case 1
Temptation
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Chapter 1
Mrs. Vyse
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New York City, 1945

It was late afternoon on a hot summer day and the ceiling fan of the office hardly made a difference, simply moving the stifling air around, rather than cooling the room. Seated behind the desk of the office was a tall man with dark hair and a well-trimmed mustache. He wore an expensive, tailored, gray suit and his eyes were covered by a matching fedora, because he’d fallen asleep with his feet up on the desk and his chair leaned back, against the wall.

The clear glass of the door’s small window had a name painted on it, though from the inside it was written in reverse, in big, black letters. It read as ‘Clayton Simmons, Private Investigator’.

To one side was a somewhat smaller desk, where a young lady sat, picking dirt from under her nails, perhaps no older than fifteen years. In front of her was a slightly dusty typewriter, though only someone looking for signs of neglect might have noticed it was never actually used, because it was dusted off on a regular basis and kept relatively clean, though it was clearly due for another dusting.

The short and slim young lady wore a pair of old, black, elbow-length, cloth gloves with the fingers cut off and carefully hemmed to prevent them from fraying. She also wore an ankle-length, shabby, black dress, which was potentially somewhere between third to fifth-hand and clearly on its last legs. The cloth was old, but rugged and had clearly been worn a lot, with expertly stitched-up tears that were only visible on close inspection. Her plain, flat-bottomed shoes, as seen under the desk, were likewise well-used and heavily worn. On her head was an elderly top hat, which like her dress, appeared just about ready to be thrown away. Her plain, brown hair was slightly curly and unevenly trimmed to hang no lower than her shoulders. Her eyes were unusually blue, with a depth of color rarely seen. The overall effect was that of a young woman that lived on the street, rather than a secretary, but with a dash of her own, unique style. Despite the dress, there was a strong, tom-boyish sense to the way she carried herself.

There was a knock on the door, coming from an attractive woman with long, blond hair, wearing a black veil.

She pushed the door open and timidly called out, “Hello?”

The girl gave her a polite nod and softly called out to the man, her choice of word making her sound almost Canadian, even though her accent was clearly that of a New Yorker, “A?” He didn’t wake, so she tried again, somewhat louder, “A!”

He still didn’t wake, so she sighed in irritation. Holding a finger up, silently indicating she wished the woman to wait a moment, the girl rummaged in the drawers of her desk. She located a small sack made of blue cloth with a draw-string and a pattern of little, white stars stitched into it, which she set on the desk and carefully opened, revealing a collection of marbles.

The woman looked on with a mixture of impatience, curiosity and amusement on her face as the girl picked through the marbles until she located one with a crack, which she critically examined for a brief moment, before her face lit up with cruel delight. Suddenly, the girl hurled the marble at the man!

* * *
[image: ]


“What? What? I’m awake!” The man suddenly cried out and heard a woman suppress a laugh.

He pulled the hat off his face and immediately looked on a very attractive woman. He carefully examined her figure, starting with her slender, shapely calves, followed by a glance at her hourglass-shaped torso, clearly enjoying what he saw, causing him to conclude she was just the kind of woman he liked. Then he took a moment to take in her black skirt, black blouse and dark veil, which were expensive-looking, causing him to conclude she was a rich widow.

“What can I do for you, miss?” It never hurt to call a woman ‘miss’, because it was often taken as a compliment, especially the older the woman was.

“You are Mr. Simmons, yes? The private detective?”

Simmons smiled, “Yes and yes. Who might you be?”

“Deanna Vyse and it’s missus, not miss, though my poor husband passed six months ago.”

“So sorry to hear that.” Simmons spoke in words alone, obviously already enamored with Mrs. Vyse, but then got back to the subject at hand, asking once more, “What can I do for you?” He gestured to the chair opposite him, “Have a seat if you like.”

Taking a moment to sit, Mrs. Vyse got very emotional as she explained, “I’ve been going through my husband’s old papers and I think I’ve discovered some kind of conspiracy. He got several threatening letters in the mail from business associates right before he died. I...” She started to cry, “I think he was murdered!” She burst into tears at having made such an emotional pronouncement.

In the background, the girl who played at secretary stood, then walked over to the door, quietly shutting and locking it.

“Whenever you’re ready, please go on.” Simmons prompted.

Seemingly to get some privacy for their client, the girl closed the curtains on the door’s window.

Mrs. Vyse pulled a bundle of old envelopes from her purse and set them on the desk, “Maybe you should see for yourself.” She pulled out a handkerchief and blew her nose, while Simmons reached for them.

The girl silently walked up behind Mrs. Vyse, took a deep breath through her nose, shook her head as though frustrated, then held both hands out in the air, as if to grasp something. Within a moment, a Colt M1911 semiautomatic pistol with a wooden grip quietly appeared in her out-stretched hands, having seemingly formed from a thickening, black mist. When it was fully formed, the pistol looked rather large for such a small girl to hold, though she held it with the quiet assurance of an expert.

She took one step sideways, to keep Simmons out of her line of fire, then pulled back the hammer, producing a distinct, metallic click! Before Mrs. Vyse could speak, an aura of black mist surrounded all three of them, muffling the sound of her sudden cry of surprise when she turned to look at the source of the sound!

“It’s a secret!” The girl complained, her voice sounding equally muffled!

The report from the pistol as she pulled the trigger was quieter than one would expect, being no louder than a heavy book falling off a desk and then Mrs. Vyse slumped forward! Quite unusually, the fresh passage between her temples dribbled an inky, black fluid, rather than blood.

“That’s a bloody shame,” Simmons slipped into his natural British accent, due to the sudden violence upsetting him, as he used a handkerchief to dab at some of the inky goo that spattered on his suit, “she was attractive. Too bad she was a demon.”

The girl lowered the pistol and it sublimated away as a dark mist.

“It’s.” The girl shrugged in a fashion that indicated killing a potential client was routine, at least when they turned out to be a demon.

“I think I know what you mean, boss.”

She shook her head and rolled her eyes at Simmons as he pointlessly dabbed at his suit, because both the demon and her blood were evaporating into a dark mist. Within a few minutes, there was nothing left, aside from the woman’s clothing and purse.

“Long dead.” Simmons sniffed, in a slightly sad way.

Simmons knew demons normally arrived in the human world via a process of possession. In the earliest stages, the demon was weak, little more than a psychic whisper inside the mind of someone that had opened a bridge between worlds through some knowingly sinful act. If the tainted soul didn’t repent, then the demon began to gain greater control, usually manifesting as an addictive compulsion to continue the sinful behavior. Eventually, if the tainted soul sinned enough it became the property of the demon, destined to someday become another of their kind and the demon gained a physical foothold in the world of men, living on inside the half-alive corpse of the human, consuming it from the inside out. After that, they followed the patterns of mass murderers, consuming humans to survive, but normally there was little left over in such cases, because they had a tendency to eat the evidence.

Simmons knew Mrs. Vyse had been dead for a very long time, because there were no bodily remains, with only the demon left behind. It was likely her host had murdered her husband after a prolonged period of unhappy marriage and the demon had fully taken control after that final act of betrayal.

Whether they knew it or not, most humans harbored a demon or two, like parasites associated with their favorite sins, but very few ever gave them the steady diet of darkness required for the proper corruption of their soul and full possession of the body.

The girl snatched up the demon’s purse and located the wallet, smiling as it turned out to be stuffed with hundred-dollar bills!

Waving the cash in the air, she grinned and asked, “Secret?”

“If you mean dinner, that sounds like a plan, boss. You paying?”

The girl chuckled, shook her head and held up the driver’s license the demon had been using, pointing at the photo.

Simmons laughed, “Ah, I get it: she’s paying.”

He got to his feet, supporting himself with a cane due to an old injury that gave him a limp and kept him out of the war.

Before they left the office, the girl snapped her fingers and the demon’s empty clothing filled up with dark mist that rapidly took on the shape of the evaporated Mrs. Vyse. When she was fully formed and looked exactly the same as the demon had before she’d been killed, aside from her expression being bland and emotionless, the mist-creature took the somewhat lighter purse from the girl’s hands and left the office. Simmons had observed such mist-creatures a few times, out of curiosity. They lasted no more than three days and tended to go through the motions of life in a semi-detached way, until they expired in the night, alone, leaving nothing more than a strange pile of clothes. From the boss’s tired and grumpy expression, he gathered she didn’t like making them. She normally only made them when she was forced to kill a demon in the office, because it would look suspicious if a client walked in and never left.

“Never been quite sure how you do that, boss. Do you even know?” He asked.

The girl shrugged and offered, “It’s a secret.”

The boss had a lot of secrets, largely because she couldn’t say anything else, but for once, it sounded like she actually meant it.

In the aftermath of the moment, they’d forgotten the bundle of letters on the desk, which had first been covered by the corpse of Mrs. Vyse, then her blood, but with the body and blood gone, the letters lay on the desk in plain sight.

* * *
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The boss led the way through the streets of New York and Simmons mused on the nature of their relationship. He’d been working with her for three years and had only just started to get an idea how she thought. He found his mind wandering to the day he’d been assigned to work with her...
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Chapter 2
The Asset
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Simmons had been living in an old castle in the English countryside, which served as the European headquarters and training center for the Order of Ash and Smoke. The Order was an ancient organization charged with the task of exterminating demons. Originally established by secret royal decree, they maintained the ancient castle and their other hideouts through the profits from real estate holdings all over the world. In the old days, the knightly members had been called Ash Knights, while everyone else was an Ashen Blade. In modern times, all members were Ashen Blades and the Order had branch offices on every continent except Antarctica, though always with some kind of cover operation to hide it from public scrutiny.

Simmons was relatively new to the Order, having been accepted as a member after his wife’s soul had been spirited away by a demon. He’d only barely survived the incident, because the Order had been suspicious of her for quite some time, based on their witches having fingered her as a potential demon.

As he gloomily looked out from the ramparts of the castle wall at the rising sun, his teacher, who happened to be the current head of the Order, joined him, setting his elbows on the wall. Master Lagrow was one of the oldest living members of the Order. His long, white beard was something a wizard would have been proud of, though it didn’t really fit with the cheap, tweed suit he wore.

The older man spoke first, “I think you’re ready for your first assignment.”

“I disagree.” Simmons shook his head, doubtfully, “Even two years later, I still don’t know if I can do this. I saw all the signs in my wife and I just thought she was having a rough time. I overlooked her drunken abuse, because I loved her.”

The one vice of his wife, Lara, had been alcohol, but whenever she drank, she’d been verbally abusive and generally difficult to get along with. In retrospect, while the drinking had been the doorway that invited the demon in, what had eventually broken her was the repeated vows to clean up her act and the inevitable shame that came with each failure, leading to a spiral of depression that only fed the drinking habit.

He still remembered the chilling day he’d asked her to leave the house in the hopes of shocking her to her senses, all because he couldn’t put up with her behavior anymore. He’d never forget the way she’d slapped him, followed by a look of absolute despair as the guilt of that act consumed her. An instant later, after the demon completely took over, the only thing he’d seen in her eyes was the intensity of a born killer, who immediately picked up a kitchen knife. The only reason he survived was the intervention of Master Lagrow, right before he’d been killed, but not before Lara had badly injured him, leaving him with a limp that doctors insisted would never improve, forcing him to walk with a cane, just to move at a slow pace.

“You didn’t know better, but now you do. You’ll do fine, lad.” Lagrow pulled a file folder from his coat and laid it on the stone of the wall in front of Simmons, “Here’s what we have on the asset you’ll be watching over, since your limp precludes you from active field duty.”

“Asset?” Simmons opened the folder and looked at a photo of a fifteen-year old girl sticking her tongue out at the camera in a cheeky fashion and started mumbling as he read, “No known name, age unknown, but appears fifteen, even though she’s at least forty.” Then he came to a line that surprised him, so he asked, “She’s the child of a demon and one of our own?”

“That she is. Since she has demon blood in her, we can’t accept her as a member, but she’s killed more than triple the number of demons I have and seems to hate them with a burning passion that rivals even the founder. We’re not sure of her reasons, however, due to a curse that prevents her from saying much of anything, so we watch over and support her, even though we’ll never be able to fully trust her.

“She’s got the unique ability to discern demons by smell, so she’s quite useful to us.”

Simmons finished reading, finding very few additional details, because most of the file had been redacted.

He asked, “What do you want me to do with her?”

“Officially, your job will be to watch her for any sign of betrayal and report back everything you learn about her. Unofficially, you’ll be doing the things she can’t do for herself: talking with others, buying supplies, maintaining an office, that kind of thing.”

“Office?”

“Your cover story will be as a private detective. You’ll be taking on the workload of her previous handler, who maintained the charade for a number of years. Lately, the demons have been using detectives to root out our members, so we’ve covertly established most of our members as private eyes, in the hopes of being the ones to catch their cases, so we can feed them false information and lead them into traps. You should get a fair amount of regular detective work, mostly in the form of spying on cheating spouses. I’m told the office has been profitable, so you won’t be hurting for money.”

“What about her old handler?”

“Killed in the line of duty. Reggie Stewart was a good man.” Master Lagrow looked emotional for a brief moment, “The asset showed up at the local branch office in tears an hour after it happened. Seems she’d taken a liking to old Reg. It’s been a few weeks since then and she’s eager to get back to some sense of normality. With your help, we can give her that.”

“Okay, boss. I’ll do it.”

“Jolly good.”

* * *
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Simmons had just gotten off a plane after a series of exhausting flights that ended at Idlewild airport, in New York City. He scanned the area, because he’d been told to look for the asset holding up a sign with his name on it.

When he spotted her, he noted the fact she was holding the poorly-written sign upside down, with a bored look on her face. Lagrow had warned him the girl liked to be annoying, so she’d probably chosen to hold the sign that way, on purpose.

When he approached, she lowered the sign and held a hand out, as if to shake. He reached out only to find himself suddenly slipping on a bit of grease on the sidewalk, which he’d failed to notice! He landed flat on his back, where he groaned in pain!

She looked down at him with a mischievous grin, as though she’d planned his fall. Her hand remained outstretched, so he reached for it, expecting her to give him a hand up, but just as he was about to make contact, one of the muscles in his back suddenly twisted, painfully! He cried out and the girl sniggered, clearly finding his predicament amusing.

Still, she held her hand out and he felt politeness, at least, required him to shake her hand. As the pain in his back subsided, he reached out just in time for a passing sedan that was obviously in poor repair to belch out a black cloud of exhaust fumes, which blew right into his face, causing him to cough and gag!

As he lay prone and looked up at the girl’s evil grin of delight, her hand still stretched out to him, he decided better of taking it. Demons can manifest all sorts of strange abilities, he reasoned, so this girl must be able to do the same. It’s almost like she’s manipulating random chance. Lagrow should have warned me.

“Clearly, you’re having a gas, but I don’t think I’ll shake your hand, young lady.”

Her response was to lower her hand and stick out her tongue. After that, she smiled in an approving fashion, as if he’d passed some kind of test. He got back to his feet without assistance, dusted himself off, then retrieved both his cane and suitcase. After that, the girl led him to a waiting taxi.

When they climbed in, the driver informed him, “The girl said you’d pay the fare and I’ve been waiting for close to an hour, so you owe me some clams.”

“And how, pray tell, did she tell you this?”

The girl waved her hand for his attention and held up a scrap of grubby paper with a message written on it: Please, Mr. cab-driver, will you take me to Idlewild airport? I promise the friend I’m picking up will pay the fare. At the same time, she gave him the most innocent, adorable, pleading look he’d ever seen. The handwriting was clear to read, but it reminded him of a man’s writing, rather than a girl’s. It also appeared hastily written and had been slightly smudged, as if it had gotten wet. The paper smelled slightly of cat fur.

Seeing the look, the driver turned away from her and shook his head, “I just couldn’t ignore that face, so you owe me.”

Feeling as though he were the butt of a huge practical joke, Simmons showed the driver the contents of his wallet was entirely British money, saying, “I’m sorry, but can I pay you in Pounds?”

The girl sniggered and the driver grumbled, “Fine, but you’re paying extra for the inconvenience.”

Angrily glaring at the girl, Simmons agreed, “It seems I’ve no other choice.”

With that, the driver pulled away from the curb.
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Chapter 3
Dinner
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Turning into a diner they frequented, Simmons smiled at the way she’d filled his life with humor and forced him to lighten up, mostly through jokes of a physical nature.

He’d never shaken her hand. In fact, he’d never seen anyone touch her in any fashion. Anyone that tried invariably ended up having some kind of accident and worse happened to the demons that attacked before she could: they also had accidents, but with deadly consequences in place of the comical. It was just one example of the mysterious, magical powers her demonic lineage had given her.

She climbed into their usual booth and laid her back against the wall with the back of her head against the glass of the diner’s front window. Once she’d gotten comfortable, she rested her feet on the seat and Simmons sat opposite her.

It wasn’t long before a waitress approached. She wore a light blue dress and white apron that matched the exterior color motif of the diner. Her dark hair was up in a hairnet, and she was a little older than Simmons, but still enough of a looker to turn his head.

The boss held up four fingers.

“That’s four hot dogs and some water for the little lady, but what can I get for you, Mr. Simmons?” The waitress asked.

Simmons requested, “Cola and a burger please, Donna.”

“I’ll be back in a jiffy.” Donna winked at Simmons.

He’d been trying to get her number for weeks, though Donna had been playing hard to get, almost as if she preferred a merry chase. She’d told him ‘not yet’ every time he asked, but never seemed to tire of the flirtatious game, encouraging him with smiles and winks.

After a short wait, she returned with a glass of water and a bottled cola. It wasn’t long after that she returned with their food.

Simmons found the boss’s eating habits bizarre. She took her hat off, set it upside-down on the table, then tossed all of the meat into it. After that, she closed the buns and ate them one at a time. He’d never, ever seen her eat the meat, which always went in her hat. In fact, he’d only ever seen her eat bread, washing it down with a little water. Dinner rolls and hot dog buns were her favorites. He wasn’t sure how she actually survived.

After she’d eaten the second bun, there was a bit of soft grumbling from the hat, so she leaned one ear over it as if listening to it speak and then took a bottle of ketchup in hand. Unscrewing the lid, she poured a small measure in the hat and listened, again. After a nod of satisfaction, she picked up the hat and put it back on her head. He half-expected to see ketchup drip into her hair, but it never happened.

Shaking his head, he seasoned his burger to his personal tastes, added a little ketchup, then bit into it while he thought about and stared at the boss’s hat. He’d seen her toss many things into it, almost like it was some kind of extra-dimensional storage device, including food, guns and bullets, among other things.

Once, when they’d had a really good day, she’d led him to a pawn shop where a Japanese short sword with a hilt guard in the shape of an open, blue rose was on display under one of the glass counters. They got a really good deal on it due to the way anything Japanese was frowned on, since Japan was on the opposite side of the war. As soon as they were out of sight in the alley, behind the shop, it had gone into the hat.

She often brought him pictures of things she wanted or needed and it was part of his duty to obtain them, just as soon as the opportunity presented itself, but regardless of what it was, it always went into the hat. It worried him that it was completely full of weapons, but weighed no more than an old hat should. In the end, he’d come to think of it like the classic conjurer’s trick of pulling a rabbit out of a hat, only in reverse. The most worrisome detail was that it occasionally seemed to speak with her. It also didn’t help that he knew there was a high-explosive, fragmentary anti-personnel grenade in there, just waiting for a rainy day.

It took him more than a year of careful observation to work out that the boss could form the dark mist that came from her hands into anything she’d stored in the hat and could then recall those items via the same mysterious means. That allowed her to form and fire a gun, just like she had earlier in the afternoon. However, that wasn’t the end of the magic: any bullets fired would turn to mist and fade away, just the same as the gun, leaving no physical evidence behind. It was extremely useful for killing demons without leaving a trail of bread crumbs for the police to follow. Based on this lack of slugs or evidence of their removal, the medical examiner had concluded that some kind of pneumatic tool had been used when demons left behind a human body. That was confined to cases in which the demon had only recently taken over and they wore the corpse like a macabre costume.

Between bites, Simmons asked, “You need ammo?”

The boss nodded.

“I’ll get you some.” Simmons promised, “Well, with today’s unexpected windfall, is there anything special you want?”

After looking around the room, the boss took her hat off and rummaged around inside, leaning all the way down until her shoulder was partially inside. With a look of satisfaction, she hauled out a heavily abused Sears catalog, the scratched up cover of which had a woman in a red coat and blue hat standing in front of an eagle statue. She flipped through it to the shoe section and pointed at a decent pair of flat-bottomed leather shoes, just like the pair she was wearing.

“In black, right?” He asked and she nodded, “You want these, in particular, or do you just want new shoes.”

She practically stabbed the page of the catalog with her finger, which he took as an emphatic desire for the style of shoe she pointed at. He chuckled and jotted down the relevant information in the small notepad he kept in one of his jacket pockets, so he could order them in her size.

When he was done, she shoved the catalog back in her hat and reached back inside, producing a battered picture of a gangster holding a Thompson submachine gun with a drum magazine, which had been torn from a comic book. The gun was circled, in pencil.

She jabbed the scrap of paper for emphasis, so he offered, “I’ll keep an eye out and ask our friend, Leo, but you know him, it’ll be expensive.”

The boss pouted, “It’s a secret.”

“I’ll set aside some clams for it, okay?”

The boss nodded and shoved the scrap from the comic back in the hat.

It wasn’t long before Simmons finished eating, paid for their meal with the demon’s money and they went their separate ways. As the boss walked away, he thought it was strange, though not for the first time, the way she had no home and didn’t seem to have any concept of the idea. She chose to live on the street, even though they made enough money she could have a nice apartment, but then, if he’d been like her, never needing sleep and constantly on the prowl for demons to kill, he might also have spent his nights wandering dark alleys.

He wondered why she was so obsessed with killing demons, but doubted he would ever learn the reason, since she was completely illiterate and functionally mute.
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Chapter 4
Hunter on the Prowl
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The Hunter walked the streets, sniffing as she stalked from alley to alley. She caught a whiff of prey and began tracking the scent. It was faint, but she’d long ago found that once she caught the scent of prey, the only thing that could dissuade her was rain, which had a tendency to make tracking difficult.

Her tail twitched under her dress, in anticipation of the chase and the kill. The instinct to hunt and kill was almost irresistible. It had been a part of her since the earliest days of her life. Once upon a time, even humans had smelled like prey, but with the guidance of the little friend in her hat, she’d directed her instincts to slaying demons.

The sharpest of her early memories were of the hunt, stalking demons for practice, and carefully planning the day she’d been ready for her first kill, which had been a moment that transformed her, forever.

The demon had been sloppy, taking children off the street to devour in its lair. She still remembered preparing a few weapons, mostly discarded kitchen knives she’d rescued from garbage cans, hiding them in her hat. Then came the moment of truth, when she’d played the part of an innocent, lost, crying child. She’d never forget the way the eyes of the drooling demon glowed with an orange light as he approached, stinking of the blood of children. Likewise, she would always remember slaying the demon with a knife to the gut, followed by another to the eye as he doubled over, both of which vanished just as quickly as they’d appeared in her hands.

The glow faded almost instantly from the other eye and she’d watched as the life faded from it. When the demon started to evaporate as dark mist, marking her success, she tried a feral roar of triumph. In retrospect, that had been a mistake, drawing the attention of a policeman, who she ran away from.

Knowing she’d saved human children from a grisly death filled her with pride, but the drive to hunt was never satisfied: there were always more demons and she had the gift for sniffing them out.

In her mind, that also meant she had the responsibility to save as many lives as she could. Humans became her flock and she their unseen shepherd, working from the shadows to keep them from being eaten by demonic wolves they knew nothing about.

Thanks to her, the streets were almost safe, even at night. Thanks to her, the local population of demons was kept to a minimum, though she’d never be able to kill them all, because they arrived faster than she could track them down.

Quickly coming to the conclusion her current prey wasn’t on street level, she climbed a drainpipe almost as fast as someone else would walk the pavement.

Having arrived at the roof of an apartment building, she closed her eyes and smelled the air, concluding the demon was close. Opening them, she laid eyes on a young woman standing among a number of empty lines intended for drying laundry. With another sniff for confirmation, she knew the woman was a demon wearing human skin as a disguise, no more than a day dead, based on the very slight hint of decay.

The Hunter silently stepped into a deep shadow and vanished from sight, only to instantly reappear from another that was much closer to the prey, without visibly crossing the distance between the two.

From her new vantage point, she saw the demon in profile, seeing a sickening look of anticipation and a hint of drool. The prey was looking out at the nighttime lights of the city. Having gotten much closer, she smelled human blood.

“So much life!” The demon trembled with delight and sniffed the air, “So many children! I can’t wait to eat them all!”

While nearly every demon had an appetite for human flesh, the Hunter had a special hatred for the child-eaters. Among all humans, the Hunter loved young children the most, because they were innocent, a property that shielded them from being host to demons. Hosting a demon required both the ability to truly comprehend that an evil act was wrong and a choice to do it anyway. That was the doorway to the human heart that demons exploited to arrive on Earth, starting as a whisper in the mind of the host, until they’d gained full control.

Fortunately, it was possible for the whispering demons to be forced back out, through repentance. While the Hunter understood that stage of the demon life-cycle, having been taught by Reggie, she didn’t concern herself with it; as long as the human soul was in the driver’s seat, she couldn’t even smell the demon. She concerned herself primarily with the result of the human soul losing the battle with the forces of evil, only rarely interfering with the freedom of humans to choose their own fate.

The Hunter sniffed one last time, confirming a suspicion: the blood she smelled had come from a child. Rage boiled in her heart and she stepped from the shadow at lightning speed, the old wakizashi appearing in her hands! Swinging it hard, she cleanly cut the demon’s head from its shoulders!

The body collapsed, trembling, and the eyes of the demon’s severed head looked on the Hunter, in mounting terror!

“No! No!” The head screamed, “It took me forever to get a decent foothold in her heart, spoiling her love for her daughter, until she hated the brat for being born! I worked so hard, only for this to happen? It’s not fair!”

The Hunter met the demon’s gaze, shook her head and muttered, “It’s a secret.”

“The cursed half-breed?” The demon muttered in surprise, her eyes going wide!

With a quick, downward thrust, the Hunter stabbed her sword through the demon’s eye and into the brain! Severe brain damage was the only sure-fire way she’d found to kill a demon.

The Hunter turned away, her conscience stung by the fact she hadn’t been in time to save the child of the demon’s host, though she wasn’t entirely sure. However, she knew better than to track the scent of blood back to the origin, because it always led to the kind of carnage no one should see and she’d already seen too many things she couldn’t ever forget.

Walking away, her sword evaporated and she found herself feeling strange. Killing child-eaters that had been mothers always brought back strange memories she didn’t understand and probably never would.
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Chapter 5
Demon Letters
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The Hunter sat on the edge of a roof to watch the sun come up, bothered by the images churning through her mind like a bad meal in the stomach of a human. When she thought of mothers, why did a woman in a purple dress overlaid with black and eyes just like her own come to mind? Who was the man with the waxed mustache that wore her hat before she did, who always came to mind right after the woman? Why was her heart filled with love for them and pain at their passing? Why did she cry when she thought of them? Why did she feel like they were present and always protecting her, even though they were dead and gone? Who was the mysterious stranger responsible for their deaths? Why did she sweat and tremble when she pictured that killer in her mind?

Why did she shake with rage at all such thoughts, with a burning desire to kill every last demon? Was her constant quest justice, revenge or just a hunter’s instinct to kill? Was she meant to be the Hunter or should she have been more than a mere killer? Had she wasted her potential on something she shouldn’t have?

Knowing no answers, but realizing Simmons would soon expect her at the office, she climbed down the side of the building to join the throng of people in the streets, making their way to work in the early light of dawn.

* * *
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Yawning, Simmons unlocked the door to the office and entered, hanging his coat by the door. He wasn’t at all surprised to see the boss sitting on the floor, playing jacks. It was easy for her to be on time, since she never slept.

She kept her desk stocked with children’s toys and games, which she used to pass the time when the office was quiet, while Simmons used such times to take care of paying bills and do the writing required for the job, including preparing reports for the Order regarding the activities of the boss.

Once upon a time, he’d tried to teach the boss to read, but she got frustrated rather quickly, making gestures that resembled a swimming fish. As far as he could surmise, when she looked at letters they started to move around in her mind, making reading impossible. After talking with a few experts, he’d come to the conclusion she had an especially bad example of a condition doctors called ‘word blindness’, for which there was no known cure or treatment.

“Good morning, boss.” Simmons greeted the girl and set a box of .45 rounds for her pistol on the floor, beside her.

“A.” The boss responded, which was the closest she could get to a proper greeting.

She quickly scooped up the ammo and shoved it in her hat without looking up.

He took his seat and informed her, “I ordered your new shoes at the local Sears, last night.”

That got him a thumbs-up.

“I also spoke with Leo this morning. He hasn’t got the gun you want, unless you want it with a serial number. These days, automatic weapons have to be registered, which would involve a paper trail someone might be able to follow back to us.”

The boss sighed and shook her head.

“Leo said he’d try to find one that ‘fell off the back of a truck’, but made no promises.”

She nodded and continued her game, seeming unusually glum. Normally, she was fairly cheerful and prone to practical jokes, but something was off.

“You okay, boss?” Simmons asked, with concern.

She looked up at him, tears rolling down her cheeks as she shook her head. She looked deeply upset about something, but he knew she’d never get the message across to him with her limited communication skills. However, Simmons had a younger sister and knew the look of a girl that just needed the comfort of a hug.

He gestured her over, saying, “Come here.”

Looking confused, but still tearful, she stepped closer.

He held his arms wide, “Do you need a hug?”

She looked upset at the idea, but much to his surprise, she stepped even closer. Simmons’ heart raced, worried about the bad luck that struck anyone who tried to touch her, but he bravely pressed on and gingerly wrapped his arms around the boss.

She sobbed in his arms for a long time. He was surprised by the way she smelled, like the damp scent of rain. He gathered she washed her clothes in rain water, which explained why her dress smelled the way it did, but was somewhat surprised by a total lack of body odor in either a positive or negative fashion. He was also surprised by how light she was, at no more than one-hundred-ten pounds, though she was a bit short and slender compared to the age of girls she resembled. However, she was undeniably fit and her arms felt similar to those of the gymnast Simmons once had a brief, but ill-fated romance with.

When the moment was over, the boss suddenly jerked away and returned to her game of jacks, as if touching another person had made her uncomfortable, though Simmons was glad to see she’d stopped crying and seemed more herself.

“Feel better?” He asked.

Again, she looked up, but he was relieved to see she had the slight smile she usually wore. She nodded.

Finally taking a moment to pay attention to his desk, Simmons noticed the bundle of letters the demon widow brought to the office. Picking them up, he untied the string binding the letters together and opened the first envelope. It wasn’t long before he was reading the second, then the third. Strangely enough, several of the letters were self-addressed, having been sent by Mr. Vyse to himself, which was a useful way to keep something hidden for a day or two when trouble was expected.

* * *
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Simmons was busy at the small, cork bulletin board on the office wall, where he’d pinned various small scraps of paper with hastily-written notes on them, each with a name above a list of facts. He’d been hard at work for most of the day, analyzing the letters and adding notes to the board. He’d also drawn pencil lines between a few of them, based on connecting facts. The original notes that had been hung up languished on his desk, most of which were reminders for when various recurring bills were due.

The boss interrupted his work, “It’s a secret?”

“It’s a conspiracy.” He corrected, “The late Mrs. Vyse may have been onto something, despite the fact she was a demon.”

“A?” The boss clearly wanted some kind of explanation.

“I’m not sure why she came to us, but the letters point to some stock brokers being in cahoots to lower the price of certain stocks for someone else to buy, on top of keeping the names of those involved hidden. It would seem the late Mr. Vyse was a stock broker that came across illegal behavior among some of his associates, so he confronted them and tried to convince them to do the right thing. All of them refused and instead offered to cut him in on the dirty money they were being paid to disregard the reporting requirements of their profession.”

“A?” The boss looked confused.

“Mr. Vyse died shortly after he sent some of the letters, but a policeman friend of mine says they didn’t investigate very far, quickly coming to the conclusion he’d died by accidentally eating something he was allergic to, namely a peanut butter cookie; the man was apparently deathly allergic to nuts.”

The boss shrugged, “A?”

Looking at her, he realized the question she wanted to ask was along the lines of, “And what does this have to do with demons?”

To answer her concern, he added, “Where men knowingly do illegal things and take bribes, what do you usually find at the heart of it all?”

“Secret!” The girl nodded, running to get his coat from the rack, by the door.

“Hold on.” Simmons refused his coat, “We still have to consider the source of this information. Mr. Vyse probably wasn’t a demon, but Mrs. Vyse definitely was, so the question I’ve been asking myself all morning is this: why would a demon want us to investigate the death of her husband? Something about this is very strange, but now that I think about it, I don’t see any way we’re going to get to the bottom of it without leaving the office.” He finally accepted his coat.

* * *
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Sitting on a tall building several blocks away was a red-tailed hawk. It wasn’t unusual to see such birds in the city, since a hawk could easily get fat preying on pigeons.

However, where one might normally expect a hawk to be constantly on the move in search of food, it had been sitting in one place for days. Even more strangely, it had been watching the large, third-story corner office that was leased by Simmons.

With eyes better than a telescope, it had been able to see just about everything that happened inside, due to the large windows.

However, not all was as it seemed and the hawk was more than met the eye, being a weak type of demon known as an imp, which were commonly summoned by greater forms of demons for use as personal servants or familiars. It had taken very careful planning for the imp to avoid detection by the girl Simmons worked for, because her nose was sharper than the average blood hound. That’s why the imp had been summoned into the body of the hawk, to serve as a distant spy and make use of its superior eyes.

The voice of the imp’s master entered its mind, demanding, Give me a progress update.

The hawk-imp replied, muttering to itself, softly, “They’ve taken the bait, Master Vogerath.”

Good. The master sounded pleased, Follow them, but keep your distance or the brat might smell you.

“Yes, Master Vogerath.”

The imp’s master retreated from its mind and the imp took flight, circling the area until it spotted Simmons at street-level, hailing a cab.

* * *
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Simmons and the boss spent several hours on Wall Street, quietly confirming information from the letters and then, posing as representatives of a potential client, the pair sought out one of the guilty parties, a broker named Finley Cole.

Mr. Cole was young, with short, blond hair, wearing brass-framed, circular-lensed glasses and a dark, blue suit. His office wasn’t overly large, but he had a desk topped with the peculiar shade of green leather that was prized by those involved in finances. In particular, the desk looked rather new, while the rest of the furnishings in the office were old and clearly second-hand.

As they entered, Cole stood and reached across the desk to shake hands with Simmons.

“It’s so nice to meet you, Mr. Joseph Green, wasn’t it?” Cole asked.

“Yes, but I prefer to be a little more informal. Everyone calls me Joe.” Simmons smiled as they finished shaking hands.

Cole offered his hand to the boss, who behaved shyly and didn’t take it.

“Sorry, but she’s a little shy and also mute.” Simmons offered as an explanation, “Her father, who happens to be my employer, was hoping working as my secretary would get her out of her shell a bit, but she’s still having a little trouble with discomfort around strangers, though she’s an excellent typist and takes very detailed notes.”

Cole nodded and gestured for them to sit, just before doing so, himself, “That’s perfectly alright. We all have our own demons.”

At that, the boss couldn’t help but stifle a giggle.

“Did I say something funny?” Cole asked, looking mildly offended.

“Again, sorry for her behavior. She tends to giggle a little around men she finds attractive. It’s just because she’s nervous.”

That got Simmons punched in the shoulder and the boss barely held back, though he did his best to ignore the pain of the fresh bruise, which was rather large. She also turned bright red, perfectly in keeping with their cover story.

Cole relaxed at the sneaky compliment and turned his attention to Simmons, “What can I do for you?”

“My employer is looking to buy stock in several companies that interest him and specifically asked me to find a ‘young, eager beaver with a bright future that knows how to keep a secret’ to handle the work. If you do well for him, then more work will follow. However, before we get into specifics, I must insist on a little more privacy.” Simmons gestured to the windows of the office, through which the lobby was visible.

“Of course.” Cole turned to the boss, “Young lady, would you mind closing the curtains for us?”

She nodded, stood and pulled the curtains closed, blocking the view of Cole’s secretary.

“Muffle the room.” Simmons requested and rose to his feet.

With a snap, a black mist flowed from the boss’s fingers and surrounded the three of them. Cole was shocked by the display of magic and started to rise, but Simmons reached across the desk and pressed him back down.

“Stay in your seat or I’ll make sure you can’t stand.” Simmons threatened, then turned to the boss, asking, “Is he one of them?”

The boss sniffed the air and shook her head.

“Good.”

Her wakizashi appeared in her hands and she stepped closer, gently holding it in the vicinity of Cole’s neck!

“What are you going to do to me?” Cole asked, clearly terrified by the supernatural appearance of a wickedly-sharp sword out of thin air.

“I’m going to ask you questions.” Simmons explained, “You’re going to answer them honestly, and after this meeting is over you’re going to straighten up and fly right. If you don’t, you’ll face the business end of my secretary’s sword and she won’t be in a good mood.”

Cole swallowed slowly, but didn’t speak.

Simmons started by asking, “You remember a man by the name of Vyse? He was a colleague of yours, another broker.”

“Yes.”

“He sent you a couple letters, right?”

“Yes.”

“What did you do to him?”

“Nu...nothing!” Cole protested, “I just told som...someone about him.”

“Ah, now we’re getting somewhere. Who did you tell about him? Is this one of the clients that’s been bribing you to hide what you’re doing for them?”

“Tha...that’s above my pay grade!”

The boss turned the blade and pressed the dull side into the man’s throat, for emphasis.

Simmons ordered, “You’ll tell me that name or she starts cutting things off of you, right here and now, though I should warn you, she has a sick sense of humor and a cruel streak.”

“Vogerath! Otto Vogerath!”

Simmons didn’t notice it, but the mere mention of the name caused the boss to sweat, profusely. She withdrew the sword and it vanished from sight as she started to tremble with mixed fear and hatred.

“That sounds German.” Simmons pointed out, “You know we’re at war with them at the moment, right?”

“Yes, but that’s why he didn’t want his name on any of the paperwork. He’s not a Nazi, though: I made sure of that. He’s been living in the states since before the first world war. I was just trying to help out a fellow that’s having a hard time, because of the war! That’s the honest truth!”

Simmons shook his head, “And making a tidy profit on the bribes, right? That’s how you got this fancy, new desk, isn’t it?”

“He offered and I didn’t see the harm!” Cole looked down in shame, “Why shouldn’t I get rich by helping a man buy stocks, when his name on the papers would cause nothing but trouble?”

Simmons slapped the man, hard, growling, “Where’s your integrity, man? You swore when you took this job to follow certain rules! You agreed to it and now what does your word mean?” He spat on the floor, “
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