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      Some people say there’s no such thing as a nice monster. Vampires seem sexy but let’s be real. They’re dead. They’re a walking, talking corpse and the last thing they want is ordinary sex. They want to feed. On blood. Maybe yours.

      Ghouls aren’t picky about what kind of flesh they feed on. In theory, the more rotten the better, but a hungry ghoul will take what they can get. And I’ve never met a ghoul that wasn’t starving.

      I could go on, but you get the idea.

      The one monster that might be worse than others is the monster hunter. They kill indiscriminately assuming the monster is evil no matter what. Some monsters are. I mean when they’re led by the kind of hunger a human might have after two days without food, they can’t help but want to feed on anything that moves.

      Others, like werewolves, often just want to be left alone. Wolves hunt animals. Shifters prefer larger animals but they will be just as happy with a deer as a person. In fact, they’re probably happier with the latter as it won’t bring the cops sniffing around, wondering if there’s a creepy serial killer on their hands.

      But many of the wolf shifters and the other, gentler shifters, get taken out by hunters who see every non-human as evil and bad.

      Hell, there are hunters who take out brownies, as if anyone is going to complain that one cleaned their house. I sure as heck wouldn’t, but I stink of hunter blood so it’s unlikely any are going to help me any time soon, though slob that I am, I could use it.

      That’s why I hunt hunters.

      My own kind. Not exactly winning me any awards but it’s what I do. My sister won’t come near me. I have few friends. The monsters don’t trust me and other hunters hate me. Humans are clueless unless they have some magic, which automatically makes them suspect for many hunters so they don’t trust me either.

      Maybe for a drink. In a crowd. During the day. But nothing more.

      To say I was lonely would be an understatement but I couldn’t seem to stop hunting. I hated injustice. Hence, I hunt the hunters, which, I had often found, were the real monsters. Humans so often are.

      No other monster hunts for the sake of it, or to take out a living creature just in case. All the other monsters kill for a specific reason. Many hunters are relatively ethical, taking out only the most dangerous of monsters, waiting for word of a vampire nest or maybe ghouls taking over the local cemetery.

      I’ve known a few who specialize in liches. Believe me, if you want to be famous in hunter circles, specialize in liches. Even I can get behind that. Not that those hunters want me around, worrying I hunt the way some of our own kind hunt—just killing in case they get out of line.

      That evening, as dusk was falling, I was following Mick Stanger, a hunter I’d seen kill two shifters who weren’t bothering anyone. They were were-bison and grazing with the herd under the full moon just three days prior. Mick had killed them. Just them. Death by bison was rare enough. There was no reason for that particular type of were to die.

      Most hunters would have turned their noses up at such a kill even if they had been asked. Again, bison aren’t not generally dangerous to humans. But not Mick.

      Historically, Mick had done worse. Remember when I mentioned hunters killing brownies? Yeah, during the day I work as an insurance biller. One of my coworkers had twins. She’d been thrilled with the help of the brownie who lived in her house. Maybe she was too vocal about it. Mick heard and decided to take the poor helpful creature out. Simply because it wasn’t human.

      I’d hunted Mick off and on for the last six months. I had to do some work to keep my condo. Then other hunts got in the way, things I was paid to do because a monster got out of hand. But I kept Mick in my sights.

      Tonight, that would pay off. I’d been following him, making him a priority. His hunting was making me sick. I’d heard through the grapevine that he was planning to go after Lothian, the gray dragon of the Appalachians.

      I could have waited to let Lothians take him out, but figured she would be better as an ally than expecting her to do it on her own. Besides, there were rumors that Mick had something up his sleeve.

      Sitting in my car, the night air chilly in the interior that stank of old French fries, I shifted my weight a little. Mick was getting things from his garage. He lived up in the mountains of Kentucky, barely within Harlan city limits, but close enough that an extra beater car wouldn’t be noticed, fortunately.

      It was late August and the weather had already begun to turn in the mountains. The leaves were still green with traces of yellow here and there, though that could have just been from the drought that had gone on the last few months.

      I heard the bangs as Mick pulled something out of the old garage that looked ready to topple over. The houses on the street were all older, a handful of bungalows and some post-war boxes in red brick. Mick’s was of the latter style, a garage back behind the little box that he called home.

      While many of the houses were nicely kept, Mick’s was less so. Grass grew higher than it should have, mid-calf on him at least. Plenty of weeds were doing their best to choke the grass out completely. Across the street from him, the weeds had won their victory, although his next-door neighbor probably worked extra hard to keep their lawn practically pristine.

      Mick’s gutters were filled to overflowing. The only other house that had that problem was on the next block. Even if they weren’t good about keeping the grass tidy, most people cared that the house remain standing. Or maybe there were landlords who sent folks out to maintain most properties. Hard to say.

      I lived just outside Columbia, South Carolina so I wasn’t familiar with this particular mountain town, other than what I had seen on television and the bits and pieces I’d picked up following Mick.

      In the distance I heard trucks moving along the main streets. I’d followed those several times, learning my way around in case I had to get out of town fast. That would be challenging. I wasn’t exactly someone familiar with the area and there were limited ways out and down the mountain.

      That was the downside of trying to get Mick in this area. I could only hope that Lothrien would help me if I needed it. I had heard she could be helpful when she was in the mood. And if not dying wasn’t something to put her in the mood, I didn’t know what was. Maybe I’m too optimistic about monsters.

      Technically, yes, dragons are monsters but there are problems with killing dragons. The first is that people like dragons. It’s not like they go flying around and hunting people or even herds of sheep or cows these days. There’s something romantic about the age of dragons that even the most hardened hunter tends to fall prey to.

      Second, dragons often looked human. It was easier to hide that way. They didn’t take just any face. They’d often take a face that resembled someone in the area. Probably to throw hunters off. Dragons are smart.

      Third, dragons are damned hard to kill. They were impervious to magic. Ordinary weapons didn’t penetrate their scales. Only diamond hard weapons that had been blessed by the light of the full moon by a priest or priestess could hit them. And, it had to be a priest or priestess in good standing with their god, full of belief. That last got harder and harder to get these days.

      Fourth, I mentioned dragons were smart. They were also very good at protecting themselves beyond the scales. They breathed fire, cold, or acid, depending. Lothrien was a cold breathing dragon. They had sharp claws, that were about as long as my forearm. That didn’t even count their teeth or their tails. Heck, to a human, even their wings could be lethal.

      Yeah, not many hunters went after dragons.

      Besides, they weren’t killing people. Which was my beef.

      Mick, no doubt was hoping to make a name for himself.

      After the night deepened and the street quieted, no longer any anemic lights drifting from the homes around me, Mick got in his black F-150 with tall, wide tires that would let him off-road about anywhere, and set off. I hoped that he wouldn’t be doing any off-roading. My beater car had been designed to blend in, not go bumping through the mountains breaking a trail.

      My chest tickled in the way it does when I’m near magic and I knew that either Mick was using it or he had something with a lot of magic. Not going to be helpful against a dragon, though, so maybe he had another target that night. I didn’t like it. My sources had been good so far and I didn’t want to think they’d let me down.

      Mick accelerated down a wider road, leaving me behind in a roar of dirt. I stayed behind, not catching up as fast as I wanted. I needed to be just another driver on the road, not someone to be noticed.

      He skidded around and turned right quickly. When I slowed and reached the turn, I noticed it was a narrower road, still black-top but the two lanes were barely wide enough for two cars the size of mine and no one would be able to pass Mick in that big truck, certainly not the way he was driving as if he was the only one allowed on the road.

      I turned off my headlights before turning down the road and drove slowly. The track wasn’t even on the GPS which suggested a private road or perhaps something that only certain people could see. Hunters were one of those. I was surprised that it appeared Mick had nearly missed it.

      Maybe he wasn’t as powerful of a hunter as he liked to make out. Which could explain the tingle of magic, though I hadn’t felt that before. He had to have something he thought would be helpful.

      The incline of the road steepened until it started to curve and switchback. Even then, the angle was steep enough that I’d hate to try driving it in the middle of winter. I took a chance and turned on my lights. I made sure that I was around a corner from Mick so that he wouldn’t just see lights coming on.

      I kept an eye out for roads off of this one, roads that could lead to a dragon’s lair. I knew Lothrien lived up in this area but not exactly where. No one knew exactly where dragons lived. They often had houses that their human selves inhabited or caves where their dragon selves slept, but they kept those secret. Their human selves tended to have multiple houses, all with magical booby-traps.

      The most likely scenario was that Mick’s magical item would protect him from any magical alarms that Lothrien might have set. It would be a smart thing to carry if one hoped to surprise a dragon, though I had a feeling that if Lothrien was near, she already knew what Mick was up to. She’d probably watched him assemble things down in Harlan.

      I smiled a little. I hoped that she knew. I hoped that she’d be able to help me.

      Now and then I watched Mick’s red tail lights heading up the mountain. He didn’t seem to be in a rush but he wasn’t driving slowly either. He drove confidently. It made me wonder if he’d seen this road but wanted to be certain no one was following him. But, of course, someone was. I was just far enough back that he probably couldn’t see me.

      At some point I noticed a cut off on the main road. It was a dirt thing. I paused there and watched ahead, looking for the flash of tail lights. Nothing.

      I waited a little longer. Then I turned.

      Magic tingled everywhere. It was enough to upset my stomach. It couldn’t be Mick. No human ever had that much magic. Even liches rarely had enough magic to make me nauseated. This had to be dragon magic. I drove slowly down the rutted drive, the thick branches of trees leaning over, crowding the narrow track even further. Even in daylight the drive would have required headlights.

      The road curved once and I followed it. Magic tingled further.

      I stopped the car and got out. The road went
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