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“Forever battling the demons within; always wary, always ready...” – Ian D. Downes
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Red and blue fluorescent lights lit up the dreary scene, the Christmas tree had set fire to the apartment, cindered presents wrapped beneath the black pine like some demon fire god’s droppings. Hank held the cloth to his mouth and nose, blocking out, or least attempting to, the fetid smell of burnt flesh.

You’d think a dead man wouldn’t mind death, but there you go.

“She was dead before the fire,” he muttered, more to himself, once again stating the obvious to his partner in crime.

Saul sucked his teeth. “You think?” he glanced down at the butcher’s knife protruding from her chest. He fingered the pistol on his belt, a sure sign he held misgivings.

Hank looked close at the knife’s pommel, and found it engraved with archaic runes.

“Enchanted,” growled Hank.

“That’s the second this week,” added Saul.

“Sure as shit the Chief is gonna flip his lid.” Hank stood and rested his hands on his belt.

The radio on his belt hissed static, the storm outside doing its job of straining their only connection to base. He picked it up and listened, as the monotonous voice droned through the airwaves, Hank felt tingles brush up and down his spine, like someone was walking over his grave, which just might be true.

“This is Detective Jones, run that by me again?” he called into the radio.

Moonlight thieves on the Lonely Mountain...

The voice still gave him the heebie jeebies, even after almost three centuries on the job. Harbingers weren’t known for their happy-go-lucky personalities, and he was just glad that he wasn’t within earshot of the beast, as he said, “Damn it, we’d best get up there, Moon won’t thank us if it gets robbed again.”

He’d found it odd when the chief had informed him he was dead, and even odder when he told him that there were only two responsibilities of a Death Patrol Officer. One was obviously caring for the dead. The second was always making sure the Moon rose at midnight, on the dot, for the Sun was a non-existent absence, a thing reserved for the living, and there was no such thing as warmth to a non-beating heart, so Hank didn’t miss it.

“You’d think it would fight for itself.” Saul had that look in his eye, the one that made Hank want to smack him senseless.

“Moonlight is our only sustenance, fool, so shut your mouth and get moving.” Hank led them past the men in grey gowns, past the blue faced priest who was holding a dead chicken in his hands, ducked under the yellow perimeter tape, and back out into the street.

“We ignoring the serial killer?” asked Saul.

“We ain’t ignoring shit, and he ain’t a serial killer until he’s murdered again.” Hank pulled his peaked hat low as the icy rain pervaded every dying sense left in his brain. He hated winter, which was eternal in the Land of the Dead, so he always hated everything, and that suited him just fine.

“You’re the boss, boss,” said Saul, slipping into the passenger seat.

Hank hit the siren and the blared off away from the sidewalk, the car skidded round a corner, narrowly avoiding hitting an old woman crossing the street. It didn’t do well to maul innocent civilians in car accidents, but you couldn’t kill a dead thing with mundane trivialities, like getting hit by a police car.

No, you had to use Enchanted weapons to murder in the Land of the Dead, and they weren’t exactly easy to come by.

They raced through the winding streets of the Nameless City, the lights spilling by in a dreary haze, the storm clouds throwing everything into a darker shade of grey than usual. Lonely Mountain surrounded the west and northern parts of the city, with thick forest to the south and east. No one escaped, ever, as the Harbingers crept in the abyss that was outside, awaiting their chance to suck your soul, entrapped in an ethereal asylum, forever.

He shuddered, as they came to the edge of the city and crossed a bridge, dark water streaming past beneath. Hank turned off the horn and pushed down on the throttle, the car’s engine roaring to life, as they kicked out and drifted around Devil’s Bend, a drop of more than a thousand feet on the opposite side of a thin steel barrier.

The figures were soon visible atop the mountain side. Outlined by Moon, the thieves turned at the approaching headlights, eyes red as luminescent blood, faces pale as a drowned babe. Hank jammed down on the brakes ten feet from the nearest Moonlight thief, who was sifting the last bit of Moonlight inside of a large jar which glowed once filled.

Hank stuck his pistol out of the window, aiming. His bullet caught the creature in the face, ripping open his jaw, spurting congealed blood across the jar still held in its hands, and making it glow like pink jelly.

The gang of mutants leapt towards the car, the jars dropped, one smashing and wafting mist light into the night. Instantly a sliver of moon reappeared. Saul was a decent shot, each one of his five bullets finding a mark, the last one smashing into a mutant’s knee and making it crawl away.

“Damn fiends,” spat Hank. “You think they’d stick to the Ever Marshes. Bloody fools never learn,” he stamped on the injured mutant’s head, crushing in its fetid brain.

“At least they didn’t get away this time,” said Saul.

Hank grimaced. He only too well remembered the time when they’d turned up too late, and the Nameless City had gone without Moonlight for days. The screams still haunted him.

They released the last of Moon back into the sky, where it took its rightful place, high above. Moon couldn’t talk, but was sentient, no doubt, and seemed to be pleased by their actions.

Hank tipped his hat to Moon, and then headed back towards the car.

The radio static droned once more, a body had turned up on the docks with a spearhead through its heart. The spearhead it turns out had been Enchanted.

Hank fixed Saul with a glare. “Don’t even say it...”

Saul let I told you so hang in the air unsaid.
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The body was bloated beyond recognition, but the spearhead on further inspection had an engraving on the bottom. Hank pulled the metal object out of the body’s chest cavity, and sighed.

“You know where we need to take this, don’t you?” he tossed over his shoulder.

“Vanessa?” Saul cringed. “I just hope she forgives us...”
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“You fucking two!” spat Vanessa. Her two different colored eyes glared at them both, her fists banging against the counter top.

“We missed you too.” Hank sauntered up to the counter. “How about a kiss?”

“Fuck you, Hank. I lost a Grade A demon’s heart because of you!”

“We really didn’t know the demon was looking for it,” began Saul. Hank held up his hand, silencing him.

“We didn’t come here to settle old scores.” Hank took out and tossed the spearhead into the air. Vanessa caught it, and then put it to her eye in one fluid motion.

“Etrilium?”

Hank nodded. “This is the third weapon this week. We think it’s the same guy.” Hank looked across at Saul, who was still stood in the doorway.

“Or girl,” said Saul.

“This is expertly crafted,” Vanessa cooed over the spearhead.

“Where exactly?” asked Hank.

“Could be Vargos, could be Duponte?” she muttered more to herself, and Hank let her. Vanessa was the woman to talk about illegal doings in the Nameless City. “But I would recognize their mark, each one is unique, mind you, so they don’t attract attention, but they both possess a landmark hand. This, I do not know who crafted it...”

Hank sighed. He’d been expecting as much.

“So we’re up shit creek without a paddle,” said Saul, entering and shutting out the storm behind him.

“Guess so,” smiled Vanessa sadly. “But, can I keep this?” She held up the spear head.

“Why not, I don’t think our bloated compadre will miss it,” nodded Hank.

“I do know someone who might know more...” Vanessa shook her head after a moment’s hesitation. “No, he’ll never talk to cops.”

“Who?” Hank noted the interest in his tone and had to check himself.

“Spider.” Vanessa hooded her eyes, trying to recall some memory or other it seemed. “I could tingle the web, see if he stirs?”

“At what cost?” asked Hank.

“Your thirteenth sin, never confessed?” Vanessa haggled. “Or your second love, twice denied?”

“My only love in this world is you, Vanessa,” it was Hank’s turn to smile. “And I have more sin in me than I’d care to recollect. You’re welcome to it,” he said, and at Vanessa’s eager expression, he grimaced. “Will it hurt as bad as last time?”

“You know it.” She took out a spine-looking instrument, all twist and bone, and stuck the sharp end into Hank’s right ear.

The pain was mind-splitting, but gone after a moment.

“There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” she pinched his cheek.

Hank looked tiredly at Saul, who looked like throwing up at any moment. Soul-sucking wasn’t everyone’s forte, it seemed.

“Let us know when you locate this... Spider.” Hank tipped his hat to Vanessa then led them outside.

Outside, Saul huddled into his overcoat, rain pelting down hard against them as they made their way back to the car, and Hank saw the uneasy expression on his face.

“What?” he snarled, after they’d gotten in.

“You keep selling pieces of your soul like they’re worth nothing,” reprimanded Saul.

“Well, it’s my soul to forsake, ain’t it?”

Silence was his only answer...
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Back at the station, Hank was just dozing off when movement brought him back to the land of the un-living. He looked up and saw the Chief circling his office, like some starved buzzard.

Saul was asleep on his desk, and Hank slammed his fist against the surface, waking the man.

“Come on, I think we’re in trouble.” Just as he said it, the Chief opened his office door and waved at them to enter.

“You’re in deep shit,” growled the Chief.

“I thought I smelled an odor,” Hank frowned. “You been showering again Saul?”

“This is no damned time for jokes!” shouted the Chief. “Three dead within a week! All Enchanted killings of the same origin.”

“We have a lead—“

“You don’t have shit!” hissed the Chief, his pale face growing paler. “You find this fucker before he turns up another corpse or it’s your asses on the line!”

They left the precinct to the watchful stares of a Harbinger, which gave a hissing laugh as they passed.

Outside, Hank climbed inside of the car and sighed. He was tired of the grind, the never ending pile of shit that was eternity. Had he been so bad? To be cursed to inhabit limbo forever?

Nothing but memories floated through his mind, the ones he hadn’t sold yet for a sip of whiskey, at least. Yes, he had been a crooked cop, but hadn’t everyone been on the take? He guessed that’s why there wasn’t a shortage of boots on the ground in the Nameless City.

He turned the ignition and let the road blur past, Saul’s silence stretched out just as long as the face he was wearing.

“What?” he growled, looking sideways at his partner.

“I don’t like it.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t like being so close to the wood chipper. If we don’t figure out who’s turning up these double dead corpses, then we’re food for the Harbingers.”

Hank shuddered. “You’re always worrying.”

“And I noticed the smell of whiskey on your breath this morning.”

“So?”

“So, one day you’ll wake up, and not remember who you are, the last shred of you identity sold for a drop of devil’s blood.”

“Always with the dramatics, eh Saul?” Hank huffed. But he knew the man was right. Hank was hurtling towards oblivion, a one way dash to who knew where you went when the Habringers swallowed you whole.

Saul remained tight lipped as he dropped him off at his apartment. Hank nodded goodbye, then headed towards his own rat infested home. Cockroaches skittered here and there as he climbed the steps, entering the bare, Spartan residence he’d called his place of haunting these past centuries. He sighed deeply as he opened the fridge, something furry sat on the second shelf, and as it tried to skimp away into darkness, Hank’s hand shot out and grabbed it.

He chewed down on the rat’s head, crunching skull with his molars, sipping at the cold blood like a delicacy.

After all, it’s not like he could die from disease, or starvation for that matter, and on that note he tossed the rat into a bin, and sat down on the couch. Outside the storm still raged
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