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Dale

I knew from the time I was seventeen that I couldn’t be with a normal man.

The revelation came to me in the backseat of my boyfriend’s car. 

The windows getting steamy.

The hormones raging.

You know the story.

Two kids thinking they were grown and were ready for something neither of them had any frame of reference for. 

But you couldn’t have told us anything.

Though, in the aftermath, I’d wish someone had. I would have given anything to have parents who had drilled abstinence into me. Who had used sin and hell and all that stuff to terrify me into never even attempting to “do the deed.” 

Sure, I probably would have needed years of therapy to overcome the negative effects of purity culture.

But at least it wouldn’t have led to an ambulance ride, screaming pain from the boy I thought I loved, and metal cuffs around my wrists.

According to the hospital, while he’d been on top of me, while I’d been trying to adjust to the discomfort of the new experience, I’d pressed my hands into his sides.

Hard enough to break four of his ribs at the same time.

At the time, I’d been too horrified at the damage I’d done and humiliated that everyone knew what we’d been doing to think about it logically. 

It wasn’t until my parents came rushing in with wide, worried eyes, and started to insist that the cops take off the cuffs that I managed to think straight. 

“You’re out of your mind, officer,” my father had insisted, raking a hand through his hair that seemed to be getting more and more gray with each passing day. 

See all these gray hairs, Dale? This is what you’re doing to me. 

He was only half joking. 

I’d been a headstrong child. And after learning that if I overstepped the boundaries enough times, they would give up and let me get away with it, would tire of trying to drag me back, to remind me of the danger on the other side of it, deciding to let me learn the hard way, I’d turned into an independent and rebellious teenager.

Mostly, they indulged me. 

My father, for all his many comments on my behavior, was too laid-back to really care. My mother, well, she seemed to take some sort of pride in my behavior. I often wondered if it was because she’d married and settled down so young, never really having a chance to set the world on fire herself, so she was enjoying basking in the warmth of the flames I stoked daily. 

“I’m afraid not, sir. Your daughter broke four of her boyfriend’s ribs,” the stone-faced cop had told him, lifting his chin.

“Don’t be absurd. Look at her. She’s a little girl. She couldn’t break one rib without a weapon, let alone four of them.”

I couldn’t look at my father right then. Some part of me was too embarrassed to, knowing damn well that he knew what we’d been doing when the “event” happened. 

My gaze slid to my mother instead.

We always got comments when we were out together about how we looked more like sisters than mother and daughter. For once, it wasn’t just ego-stroking of people trying to be nice. It was true. My mom hardly looked old enough to have a kid in elementary school, let alone high school, almost ready to head off to college. She, like me, was slight and almost dainty-looking. We had the same blonde hair—though she kept hers in a long bob while mine was free down my back—the same big green eyes, and the soft, rounded faces.

As soon as I looked at her, though, I could just feel that something was off. There was something odd in the hard way she was looking at me. Not with disapproval or even worry about my fate, the possibility of her little girl going to jail for assault.

No.

It was different.

It was almost, I don’t know, probing.

Or knowing.

As it would turn out, it was both.

My father—and my absolutely stellar but humiliated boyfriend (soon to be ex, as in the next morning)—managed to talk the cops out of charges, insisting it was an accident. 

The three of us had driven home in stony silence, the swooshing of the air through the open windows the only sound in the car.

At home, I was sent up to my room where I leaned against my door and listened to the muffled, but raised, voices of my parents. I couldn’t make any of the words out, but my father’s initial anger seemed to turn to resignation, then defeat.

It was my mother’s footsteps that came up the stairs, then slowed to a stop in front of my door. 

“Move out of the way, kid, we have some talking we need to do,” she’d said, somehow knowing I was sitting there. 

On a sigh, I got to my feet and moved over to drop down on my bed, in no mood for a lecture from my mother.

I had enough on my mind.

I mean, I’d maimed my boyfriend. 

I really had no idea how it had even happened. I guess, in my mind, I’d kind of told myself that maybe Josh had some sort of brittle bones or something that made him so fragile. I’m not sure how I managed to make myself even halfway believe that, given that Josh was on the football team at school and had taken major hits from guys almost twice his size without so much as a single broken bone, let alone four. But that was the story I’d gone with.

Aside from that whole situation, there was the whole, you know, sex thing to think about too. I wanted to be modern enough and mature enough to say it meant nothing, but it had meant something to me. And I wanted a chance to work through my feelings on the matter.

But it would have to wait.

Because I’d never seen my mother look quite as serious and, I don’t know, determined, as she looked as she came in my room, closing the door, then leaning back against it.

She said nothing for a long moment, just taking a deep breath, holding it, then exhaling it hard. 

“Well, kiddo, I never thought this day was going to come. I mean, how could I? I thought the line was dead. I mean, I didn’t have it. And my father didn’t either. It just seemed like there was no chance for more of them in our family...”

“What are you talking about?” I’d asked, brows pinching. 

My mother had always been a calm and rational woman. But she was sounding a little, I don’t know, crazy right about then.

“Honey, there is something you need to know about our family...”

And then she’d said it.

“You come from a line of demonslayers.”

“What are you on?” I’d hissed, shocking back from her words.

I mean... demons?

Slayers?

No.

I mean, we didn’t even go to church. We all had a vague belief in a higher power and an afterlife, but we never spent any real time thinking about or talking about, let alone practicing, a religion.

So the idea of demons was laughable.

“I know it sounds crazy. And I guess that is my fault for not telling you when you were younger. My father told me. I think he was hoping I would be the next in the line, that he was just a fluke or something. But when two generations passed and no one got Called, I figured there was no reason to fill your head with all of it. I just wanted you to have a normal life.”

“Mom, seriously, do you need to like... go to the hospital or something? You’re talking crazy.”

“I bet I sound it. But I’m not. And the fact of the matter is, there is a lot more to this world than you know. Demons and slayers and, God, all that crap from all those paranormal movies and TV shows. It’s all real. I mean, half of their crap is made-up bullshit, but the creatures exist. As do the people who stop them.”

“I think I need to call Dad up here,” I’d said, starting to rise up off the bed.

“You can. But he’s only going to confirm what I’m saying to you,” she’d told me.

That was, well, troubling.

Because my father was the least superstitious person on the planet. He snorted at people who tossed salt over their shoulder after spilling it, or refused to walk under ladders, or freaked out about a black cat crossing their path.

If he was going to confirm what my mother was saying, then, yeah, I guess there had to be some sort of truth to it.

“Listen, honey,” she’d started again, sitting down beside me on my little twin-sized bed with its frilly pink comforter because, as much as I wanted to rebel and be seen as cool and edgy to my social circle, I’d always loved pink and girly stuff. “You’re not stupid. You know there is no way a normal girl of your size could break four ribs on a guy twice your size. It’s not possible. I mean, maybe if you had a bat, or you kicked him. But the way I hear it, you placed your hands on his sides...”

“I, ah, yeah,” I’d admitted, my cheeks going pink at the mental image, praying to whatever higher power there was in the world that my mother wasn’t letting her mind have a picture anything like the one in my head. 

“You’ve never really been strong.”

“No.” I mean, I had to have someone else open jars of pasta sauce for me. 

“But all of a sudden, you can crush things with your bare hands without even meaning to.”

“Okay, yeah, it’s weird.”

“You’re the right age,” she’d told me. “And the powers tend to appear in moments of intense emotions. Good or bad. My father said his father had his Call come in during a schoolyard fight. He’d nearly killed the guy with one punch. But, well, desire and intimacy, those are strong feelings too. It makes sense.”

“So, you’re saying... I have, like, powers. Actual powers?”

“Yes.”

“To... slay demons with.”

“That is exactly what I am saying. And, honey, I’m afraid to tell you, but absolutely everything in your life is about to change.”

“For the better? Or worse?” I’d been smart enough at that moment to ask.

“Oh, Dale. I think it might be a lot of both of those things.”

And, well, she’d been right...
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Dale
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“Ugh,” I grumbled, shifting my position for what felt like the twentieth time in ten minutes. 

I’d endured a lot of pretty brutal training in my life, but in my humble opinion, there was nothing quite as annoyingly aching as a sore ass from sitting on it for too long.

And, well, it seemed like The Academy just got their rocks off by choosing a fleet of cars with the most uncomfortable seats imaginable. All the while knowing they were going to ask us to sit in them for endless stakeouts.

The sadists. 

I was pretty sure this was a dead-end anyway, which made it all the more intolerable. I hated sitting still for so long. I wasn’t wired that way.

Well, no, that wasn’t exactly accurate.

I’d once been just as lazy as the next teen.

But then my entire life got turned on its head.

The years of relentless training afterward beat anything resembling laziness out of me. And I mean “beat” literally. At least some of the time. 

Now, it was almost impossible for me to relax, to kick back and watch a movie, or scroll through my phone like a normal person. I had to be moving. I had to be doing something. 

So these endless hours waiting on a lead that might never come were the surest form of torture to me.

Besides, when I was still for too long, my mind started to wander too. The last thing in the world I needed was for my mind to wander. That was because when I let it, it always made a beeline for thoughts it had no business thinking about.

Thoughts about him.

And how long it had been.

“Fuck,” I grumbled, slamming my head back on the rest, then doing it again for good measure. Like if I tried hard enough, I might be able to knock the thoughts loose. Maybe, if I was lucky, they would be gone once and for all.

It was a pipe dream. I knew that. But there was no way I could let myself stop trying.

Because there was nothing more un-freaking-natural than a demonslayer thinking about a demon. Well, in a way that didn’t involve something pointed getting driven into their gooey centers, anyway.

Okay. Strike that. There was one thing more unnatural than a demonslayer thinking about a demon.

Yeah, and that was a demonslayer fucking a demon.

A strange, strobe-like groan escaped me at that thought as I raised my cold hands to press to my heated cheeks as the images came flooding back. Hands sliding, gripping, slapping, twisting, pulling. A mouth and an intoxicatingly forked tongue doing all sorts of wicked things.

“Stop it,” I snapped at myself even as my body started to warm at the memories.

It wasn’t my fault, not really. 

It wasn’t like I’d chosen to hurt any normal men I put my hands on. I’d tried a time or two again after that incident. I figured that maybe if I knew what my powers were that I might be able to control them.

That turned out to be really flawed thinking.

Because the problem was, I couldn’t do gentle anymore. My gentle could crush glass, could break bones. 

I mean, you could only do so much damage to the opposite sex—without intending to do so—before you had to give up on being close to them.

Yes, sure, there were male demonslayers. In fact, there were a ton of them. They outnumbered the women fifty-to-one. The problem was, the bastards thought that because there were more men than women who got the call, that it said something about their superiority. 

It didn’t matter how hot they were—and all of them were stupidly hot—, I couldn’t sleep with someone who looked down at me because I was a woman.

Which meant that I lived my life in a perpetual dry spell.

I mean, there were only so many times you could handle yourself before even that lost its edge. Sometimes you just needed to feel someone else, needed to really be able to lose yourself in the act. 

I’d killed my most recent battery-operated device. 

Alejandro. 

He’d been a trooper.

He managed to last a couple months before he kicked the bucket. 

It was a record.

See, they told us a lot about what gaining our powers would mean. Physically. Like how strong we were, how we were faster, how our reflexes were insane. 

They conveniently left out that since all of our physical drives were stronger, that our sex drives were as well.

What did you get when you mixed a supercharged sex drive with a lack of sexual partners?

A lot of dead vibrators, that’s what.

I even switched to freaking rechargeable batteries because I felt bad about the pile of the regular ones I was piling up.

It was no use, though. 

It barely took the edge off.

Which left me feeling constantly on edge and frazzled. That’s not even to mention my short fuse. 

I actually had to apologize to my sparring partner the day before because I’d clearly been taking out my sexual frustration on him. 

Thank God we were relatively quick healers, because I’d left a bloody pulp of that poor third-year student. 

I mean, it was probably good for him. Getting your ass whooped was an important part of the schooling. It made it less likely that your name would be etched onto the wall of fallen demonslayers. 

But still.

I felt bad about it.

I’d only lost control because of the frustration.

And, normally, I’d be able to channel the issue into a good, old-fashioned slaying. 

The problem was, my current mark was proving a lot more elusive and clever than he had any right to be.

That was the problem with older demons.

The longer they were around, the smarter they got, the better they became at blending in with the humans.

The newly emerged from hell demons were so much easier. They came out mostly feral still, leaving a path of bodies and traumatized victims in their wake that conveniently led right to them.

Then I could commence the satisfying stabby-stab part that managed to bank down the sexual frustration for at least a couple of days. 

See, the problem was, as you got good at killing, as you proved you were smart and capable with a sword, they stopped giving you the easy kills, leaving those for all the little baby demonslayers, all fresh-faced from The Academy and ready to kill some baddies. 

That left the more seasoned of us to handle the older demons. Which was a lot less fun. And required a lot more of this bullshit sitting and waiting and chasing down leads. 

Granted, I was grateful to be in the field. 

I could have been stuck back at The Academy full-time, teaching the new batches of demonslayers. 

Don’t get me wrong, it was an important job. It was even an honor to be asked. Someone had to train the kids. Someone had to make sure they weren’t being launched out into the world unprepared, meeting a far too early grave. 

It just wasn’t what I wanted for my life. 

All those younger guys who were going to turn up their noses at me, forcing me to work even harder to make sure I whooped each of their asses? No thanks. I’d dealt with that enough.

Leave me alone to deal with the big, ugly demons.

It suited me better. 

Besides, no one was actively breathing down my neck when I was doing field work like they would be if I were at The Academy. Sure, yeah, I had to check in with my superior. But every couple of days only. All the other times, I was left alone. Which was how I liked things. 

Except, of course, when I was losing a battle with my libido, and could really use a distraction. Any kind of distraction. Screw the demon. I would be happy to see a human mugger I could chase down. Something. Someone. 

I couldn’t go to him.

I told him the last time that it was the last time.

Admittedly, though, it was always “the last time.” 

Those were usually the final words I said to him as I was making my way to the door of whatever hotel, motel, or random building I’d met up with him in.

At those moments, yeah, I meant the words too. Because I got a chance to get all that pent-up energy out. It helped me think clearly again.

When my mind was clear of the heavy fog of unmet desire, there was no way I could look back on the encounter we’d shared as anything but an epic freaking mistake. 

It didn’t matter if it felt good.

Great.

Fine, it felt fucking world-shatteringly great.

But that wasn’t the point.

It was wrong.

It was so wrong that I beat myself up about it for at least a couple of weeks after a meet-up. 

Which was why I always told myself it could never happen again.

Each time made the situation more and more dangerous. I didn’t even know what the punishment would be for a demonslayer getting into a sexual relationship with a creature they literally exist to kill. I was honestly afraid to ask, to have anyone look at me sideways, to start to think I was asking for a reason.

Which I would be.

But I could never let anyone know that. 

While I didn’t know what the punishment might be, I did know that it would hurt. At best. At worst, well, I was pretty sure they weren’t above taking me off the face of the Earth.

That was what demonslayers did with abominations.

And what could they think of a demonslayer who screws demons as anything other than an abomination?

It had to end.

Before I got discovered.

If for no other reason than I couldn’t let those rooting for me to fail get to gloat that I had actively been failing our kind for months. Fine, well over a year. 

Make no mistake, there were a lot of people who would love to see me fail. Some, simply because I was a woman who had gotten the chance to work alone quickly. More quickly than a lot of my male counterparts.

Others, because they didn’t want me to wear the title my great-grandfather before me had held, a title that other families had gotten to claim as their own during the generations after where none of my family was called. 

I wanted that title, damnit. 

I mean, I wasn’t eating, sleeping, and breathing it. 

But I wanted it.

I’d actively been showing it through my actions, through my many kills, since I graduated. 

I would continue to work toward it until it was mine, until my portrait was on the wall a few spots down from my great-grandfather. 

Which was why I was absolutely not going to go seek out Minos.

Would it be good, sweaty satisfaction?

Absolutely. 

But did that make it worth it in the long run?

Ugh.

See, the problem is, the longer I went without it, the harder it got to say No, it is absolutely not worth it. 

I sat there another forty-five minutes with a blissfully numb ass, reminding myself of my plans for the future.

“Oh, fuck it,” I growled, reaching to turn the car over.

I was getting nowhere on my demon. 

Sitting there all night hoping my information was good wasn’t doing anybody any good. 

Should I have just gone back to The Academy? Maybe done some intense sparring with someone there? 

Yep. 

Yes, absolutely. That was exactly what a sane person would do.

Was that what I did, though?

Nope. 

I drove around town for a couple minutes to make sure no one was following me. Was that paranoia? Maybe. But I did know that sometimes seniors tailed demonslayers on missions. Not necessarily to babysit them, but to take notes on how they operated, information they would use to teach the next generations of demonslayers what to do—or not to do. 

That didn’t mean, though, that they wouldn’t note bad behavior, wouldn’t report it back to superiors.

When you were about to do something against the rules, it was okay to be a little paranoid about getting caught.

After a couple laps, when I was sure there was no one following me, I went ahead and made my way toward the outskirts of town, parking behind a building that had been abandoned for more years than I’d been alive. 

Climbing out of my car, I made my way toward a busted window, and hauled myself through. 

The inside wasn’t as bad as the outside suggested. Old, yes. A little dirty? Sure. But it wasn’t disgusting. 

It would do.

I figured that if I removed the comfort of a hotel, of a bed, of the suggestion of intimacy, maybe it would make the whole thing easier to compartmentalize in my head. 

Decision made, I took a slow, deep breath, closed my eyes, and tried to lower the wall.

Not an actual wall.

I didn’t have powers like that. That was witch stuff. 

No, it was a wall inside my head.

See, for reasons I didn’t even begin to understand, there seemed to be some strange tether between Minos’s mind and mine. 

I could, I don’t know, sort of... sense him at times? 

And I knew he could sense me. I could feel him sensing me.

I’d tried to research it in the many tomes we had about demons in our library, but I couldn’t find anything that explained what I’d been experiencing since the first time Minos and I got physical.

That said, I knew that whatever it was, was dangerous. 

So I did something that, while not expressly against the rules, was one of those things that a superior—if they caught you—would say it “went without saying.” 

I consulted a witch.

Not one of the ‘deep in the woods’ earthy witches.

No.

I went right to an occult store outside of town and found a witch that actually did tarot readings and shit for the normal people to pay good money for, then promptly ignored the advice of. 

And there she was.

A real, actual, modern-day witch. With powers. With knowledge. 

“Oh, that is interesting,” were the first words she’d said to me when I’d walked into her store that reeked of frankincense and clary sage. 

“I need to know how to... psychically block someone.”

“Yes, yes, my dear, you sure do.”
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