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    To the US soldiers that fought in the Vietnam War:
Thank you for your service.
May you find peace.
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Introduction
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At the tail end of 2023, at the same time I was busy getting Troll Song and Forgotten Legends published, I was also at the tail end of writing She Hunts Demons. I often talked with a friend of mine, who doesn’t wish to be named, so we’ll just call him Mr. U. Mr. U is a veteran of the Vietnam War and was repeatedly injured in combat while he was there. He joined the army voluntarily, out of a desire to serve. He went on to serve our country and community for many years, both in and out of the military.

The subject of demons repeatedly came up in our conversations at the time, because the piece I was working on was filled with them, and it would seem the subject got him thinking about his own demons, the very same that have haunted him since that awful time in war.

I’m no soldier and I’ve never been to war, but I have experienced some awful emotional trauma in childhood from growing up in an abusive family environment. I also once got into a car accident on the busy highways of Denver, Colorado that left me with something akin to PTSD for about a year or two and just getting behind the wheel again was difficult, because it forced me to relive the accident in my mind. I still refuse to ever drive through that city, but that may be more a matter of practical safety than trauma, since the roads there are psychotic, bearing only a tenuous connection to actual reality.

I may not fully understand Mr. U and his issues with the demons that haunt him, but we at least have some common ground, because I’m haunted by a few of my own.

Still, a writer should write what they know and I didn’t consider myself qualified to write about the subject when my friend tried to convince me to do a piece set in Vietnam. Initially, I refused. Mr. U didn’t give up, though, and finally talked me into it. In the end, I relented mostly because it was obvious he was ready to talk about his time in war, where previously he’d largely kept it to himself, for fear of offending me.

So, I listened, asking him to mentally put me on the ground of the jungles of Vietnam and we spent hours talking about the minutiae of his time there, starting with some general background on military life, followed by the distinctive slang used at that time and place. After excessive research, reading about even more slang terms on the internet, the traps used by the Viet Cong and the general conditions, down to the smallest details I could find, I started writing.

I watched some Vietnam War movies along the way, purely for research. I normally avoid rated-R movies, as recommended by my church, but to truly comprehend, I needed to see accurate depictions of the war, in all its horror and ugliness. History is the one exception I make to that rule. After all, how can one learn not to repeat history, unless one takes the time to really look at it? The movies available to me were Point Man, We Were Soldiers and Flight of the Intruder. I also watched old news footage of the war, surprised by how young all of the soldiers were: they were largely all eighteen, about the same age as the missionaries my church sends out to the world to share the gospel.

Between my discussions with Mr. U and my research, I came to understand that it’s nearly impossible to depict the Vietnam War accurately without constant cursing, horrific violence and gore, because those were the events taking place on the ground.

The young men our country sent there didn’t want to go, they didn’t want to kill people they’d never met and they just wanted to go home, or ‘back to the world’, as they tended to say. Even worse, they had no idea which of the locals they could trust, forcing them to stay continually on guard and never relax, always afraid, just a hair’s breadth from death. As far as they were concerned, they’d been sent to Hell.

All throughout writing this novel, the same phrase stuck in my mind: war makes demons of men. In all my research, I can’t help but admit there’s a kernel of truth to that old saying. The war made the Viet Cong into demons and it made the boys we sent to fight them into demons, because that’s what it took to survive. The war stole their innocence and in its place gave them the eyes of killers, forcing them to live with the horrors of war for the rest of their lives.

As Mr. U says, in his darkly humorous, sarcastic way, “PTSD is the gift that keeps on giving.”

Those same, young boys came home to people spitting on them and throwing a variety of unspeakable things at them. I’m ashamed the people of our country could ever behave in such a sickening way! Those boys didn’t want to go, they didn’t want what was forced on them by being drafted and deserved better, because they weren’t just soldiers: they were heroes and they still are!

To all the veterans of the Vietnam War: thank you for your service and I hope you’ve since found peace or soon will.

I hope you enjoy this novel, because it wasn’t easy to write and it took me far longer than average to hit my stride. That’s also why it turned out a bit short. I hope I’ve treated the setting and the soldiers of the time with the respect they deserve, while telling an enjoyable tale.

This was a particularly difficult piece to write, due to the way I had to dance around curse words so much. After all, without the cursing, it wouldn’t reflect the true nature of the time and place, but I didn’t wish to afflict my readers with foul language, either. I hope the balance I struck will be pleasing and I hope you’ll find the way Staff Sergeant Greer and Corporal Carter try so hard to avoid cursing in front of a lady to be amusing.

She Goes to War gets pretty dark in places, because I couldn’t leave the Hunter unscarred, lest I cheapen the experience of those that were there, so I felt something had to be done to lighten the mood. In the end, I decided to write something humorous to pair with this novel, in which our fearless protagonist faces the most unthinkable and horrifying of challenges: teenagers. I hope you’ll enjoy reading She Goes to Summer Camp as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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Prologue
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Summer of 1972

Cargo Master Sergeant Ellis Burke sat to one side of the main cargo area of a C-130, among the largest military aircraft used for hauling cargo and passengers. He was nineteen years old and had spent enough time hauling cargo back and forth across the pacific for the warm glow of serving his country to have worn off, only to be replaced by the warm glow of a decent paycheck in a job that had so far kept him out of actual combat. His blond hair was very nearly buzzed right off and he wore a cap to keep his head warm, because it got a little chilly at altitude. His uniform was the same olive green color everyone in the US military wore in the field.

Burke was a diligent worker and the cargo had been secured for a long series of flights to cross the Pacific, en route for an air drop over the jungle of Vietnam. There were crates of guns, ammunition and explosives, all the things an army needed to keep a war going, as well as the crate that didn’t officially exist.

However, he found the strange way the plane had been refueled and immediately handed off to new pilots at every base along the way fairly strange. It was as if something on board was time-sensitive and needed to be dropped, ASAP and he suspected the crate that didn’t officially exist was the reason. He’d been with the plane since Hawaii, when the previous Cargo Master had been replaced, to give him a chance for some shut-eye. The man he’d replaced had a blood-shot, stressed-out look in his eyes and Burke had taken his place on short notice.

There wasn’t much to do during flight, other than an occasionally checking the freight, to keep it secure. He’d already finished his usual reports, tidied up a bit as things shook loose from turbulence and spoken with the Flight Engineer regarding the usual arrangements for an air drop. Everything was ready and Burke was a little bored.

He heard a soft, low moan, almost like the wail of a ghost, sending a chill right up his spine! It wasn’t for the first time, though it was louder than before. With his blood full of adrenaline and his mind back to full alertness, he worried something had come loose to make such an unusual sound, so he removed his safety belt, stood and took the clipboard with the cargo manifest in hand, intending to give everything a look. With a few minutes work, he’d pulled on the straps securing the closest crates and found one had come loose, so he tightened it. Checking the manifest, it was full of ammo. Nothing in it could have made such a sound, so he moved on, looking for other troubles.

He finished checking the straps on everything except the last crate, the one he’d been ordered to have never seen. Everything else was secure, so he carefully slipped on a pair of heavy gloves as a precaution and approached it.

The wooden crate was labeled, in large, black, painted letters: Vicious live animals! Do not open!

Halfway to the crate, they hit some turbulence and he heard the same low moan, but since he was closer, he knew it had come from the crate that didn’t exist on the manifest as anything other than a number, with no content listed and instructions to drop it along with the rest of the supplies. It was a chilling sound, as if the crate contained an angry, chained ghost that was motion sick from the continuous vibration of the plane combined with the turbulence.

Not for the first time, he wondered why they were shipping a crate full of vicious animals to Vietnam. On the other hand, the military had tried about everything else in the years the war had been going, so why not vicious animals?

Worried a clawed paw might reach out through the many small air holes at any time, Burke quickly and efficiently made his way around the crate, checking the straps. It was about six feet long, four tall and wide enough for two men to lay down inside, side by side, though it would have been rather close for them. Oddly, a smell not unlike stale, buttered bread wafted from it, along with the stench of animals that had probably been retching with motion sickness.

The Flight Engineer picked his way along one wall, checking over equipment with a clipboard of his own.

When the moan erupted from the crate again, the redheaded twenty-year old commented as he yawned, “They’re caterwauling again? It spooked Holland so bad he couldn’t stand it anymore and they brought you in. It’s Burke, right? How’re you doing?”

Stepping away from the crate, Burke nodded, “Yeah. It made me think something was loose. Any idea what’s inside?”

The engineer shrugged as he continued to work, “‘Vicious live animals’, I guess. Everything else on this flight is normal enough, so I think the reason we’re tearing across the Pacific at breakneck speed is all about it. We don’t normally run the engines so hot, so this ain’t normal.”

Another wail erupted from the crate, much louder than those that came before, ending with a slightly wet gurgle.

Both soldiers shuddered, because first of all, they had no idea what kind of animal could be making such noises and second, they wouldn’t do anything about it even if they could, because the crate had been clearly labeled the way it was for a reason.

“Creeps me out, man.” Burke grumbled, still staring at the crate of presumably dangerous animals intended for fighting the war.

The engineer slapped him on the back, “Don’t worry. The pilot says we’re ahead of schedule and should be over the target in about an hour.”

“Good. I want this thing out of our hands, ASAP!”

“Amen to that, brother!”

* * *
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With the back door of the plane open and wind rushing around, Burke secured the animal crate’s chute line to the rail on the ceiling and with an over-eager assist from the engineer, they gave it a shove, so they could wash their hands of whatever it was.

Burke swore as the chute turned out to be a streamer, meaning it never opened up! There was nothing he could do, so he was about to turn away, when something utterly bizarre happened.

“Did you see that?” He shouted over to the engineer, who was also staring at the spectacle with his mouth hanging open.

“No!” The Engineer declared, “I officially never saw that crate! I did not see the flash of a sword cut the crate apart and very specifically didn’t see it explode into a shower of thousands of dinner rolls, with a teenage girl in the middle!”

“Good!” Burke shouted back, “I was afraid I was the only one that hadn’t seen that!”

Both of them stared as the girl deployed a parachute to arrest her fall. Having confirmed she was safe, they turned their attention to the rest of the cargo that needed to be dropped, since they wouldn’t be over their target coordinates for long.
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Case 1
Voice of the Jungle
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Chapter 1
Instinct
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The Hunter was amazingly ill from her long journey and had only barely managed to slash her way free of the shipping container in time to deploy her backup parachute. She looked down at a sea of greenery as the wind tossed her around and the motion sickness caught up with her for the three-hundred-seventy-eighth time!

Retching, a spray of half-digested dinner rolls rained down on the trees and she moaned like the miserable creature she was. The Hunter didn’t travel well. While she’d been eating to avoid the awful reality of dry-heaving, food did very little for her. In fact, her true fare was life energy and her favored source was the ambient energy of a city filled with humans, which she considered to be her sheep and she their shepherd, having long ago vowed to protect them. However, a forest was almost as good as the concrete jungle she was used to.

Appearing no older than seventeen, she was a short and petite girl with unevenly trimmed, shoulder-length, plain, brown hair and unusually blue eyes that almost appeared to glow, though that was surely an optical illusion. She wore vomit-stained, olive green military fatigues with no markings of any kind and a pair of boots too large for her small feet. To make up for the size difference, she wore three pairs of socks. The only unusual thing about her appearance, aside form her mere presence in a war zone, was a rat-like tail that protruded from the base of her spine and stuck out through a hole in her trousers.

She finished vomiting just as her parachute caught in the trees of the jungle, leaving her dangling twenty feet from the forest floor, which appeared to be swampy, due to a nearby river flowing through the jungle.

Taking a moment to soak in the life surrounding her, the Hunter felt refreshed. Looking at the parachute, she wasn’t at all sure how to free herself from it, especially since she’d probably put it on wrong in the first place. After all, she’d been horribly sick at the time and in a bit of a rush. Besides, it was only supposed to have been a backup plan.

She remembered a kindly army fellow teaching her how to use the thing and what to do if she got stuck in a tree, but couldn’t quite recall the particulars, because that was days earlier and she’d been violently ill nearly the entire time between.

After a few minutes staring at the harness, she decided to cut the lines attaching her to the tree before she tried unstrapping the thing, for fear of getting tangled.

With very little concentration, her trusty sword appeared in her right hand, having condensed out of the air from a sudden, black mist, like reverse evaporation. It was a Japanese short sword, a wakizashi, with a tsuba, or hilt guard, in the shape of an open rose with blue petals.

She looked down to judge the distance for her fall and then up at the cords holding her, slashing them with a single strike! Her sword evaporated as a dark mist while she fell the last twenty feet with the grace of a cat. She nearly landed properly, but it’s almost impossible to pull off in shallow water and deep mud. For just a moment, she stuck the landing and then slipped sideways, as her foot slid out from beneath her, causing her to fall face-down in the muddy water!

She came up from the water looking like a mucky monster from the deeps, with bits of rotting fern dangling from her hair. She also looked beyond frustrated, as if falling in the mud were merely the icing on the cake of a bad day that had already been far too miserable. She emitted a low growl of discontent and stood up.

After a moment to look around, she located a small, mossy mound that stuck up out of the water and mud, so she climbed on it and sat down. She discarded the parachute harness and then unbuttoning her shirt, to remove a folded, black top hat, which she gave a flick, causing it to pop out to full size.

Reaching into the hat all the way to the shoulder, her arm simply vanished inside. She appeared to rummage for a time, only to produce a fluffy, white towel with a big, black duck that had an overly orange beak sewn into it. She squeezed the muck from her hair and then wiped her head mostly clean with the towel. When she was finished with it, she shoved the muddy towel back inside her hat. Taking a moment to examine herself and button her shirt, she was pleased to see the swampy water had at least washed the vomit out of it.

Finally relatively clean and dry, she put the hat on her head, closed her eyes and sniffed the air like an animal. The air was awash with life energy more intense than that of New York City. Birds sang and insects buzzed. The air was solidly filled with the stench of decayed plants and filthy water. The screech of an angry monkey reached her ears.

The natural life energy of the jungle transformed within her body into raw animal magic. Something she’d never known was there, deep down inside, stirred and her heart beat faster, caught up in the rhythm of the jungle. It was like spending a lifetime blind, deaf and unable to taste or smell, only to suddenly be flooded with sights, sounds, smells and even the very taste of the air! Like waking from a colorless dream to a vibrant world, the Hunter stirred from the dream of humanity to the reality of the jungle and the overpowering allure of animal instinct.

The mission she’d traveled so far to complete was forgotten as her ears and nostrils filled with the drum-beat of her heart and the scent of the jungle, calling to her like a siren’s song to a sailor that hadn’t seen a woman in decades. Likewise, who she was no longer mattered, either. All that mattered was the drum-beat of her heart and the call of the wild!

Looking down at herself, she recognized neither her clothing nor its purpose. Feeling constrained by the uniform, she pulled the shirt from her body, popping the bottom few buttons off, shrugged out of her trousers, shoes, socks and then her underclothes. Last of all, she violently shook her head and her hat fell to the ground.

Dropping to all fours, she sniffed the air like a cat and black mist rose, surrounding her body for a few seconds, until a huge, startlingly blue-eyed panther emerged from it. Sniffing the air and looking around for a moment, the panther leaped into a tree and then vanished into the forest, moving both silently and very fast. The last of the mist cleared, leaving only a discarded pile of sodden, muddy clothes and the old top hat.

As the hat lay on the ground, open to the sky, a black kitten poked its head out, cursed and then shouted in a New Jersey accent, “Where you goin’ without us?”
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Chapter 2
Hot LZ
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Wop-wop-wop-wop! – The roar of the helicopter’s rotors was nearly deafening. The Bell UH-1 Iroquois, which the soldiers called a ‘Huey’, was a loud ride that vibrated, shuddered and bounced. It wasn’t exactly comfortable and Simmons was nervous.

Aside from Simmons and the crew, the chopper carried five soldiers, each of which was no more than twenty years old. Four were armed with black metal and plastic M16A1 rifles, which fired 5.56mm rounds. The last of them carried a much larger, belt-fed M60 machine gun, which was also black and each member of the squad carried a spare belt of 7.62mm ammunition for the heavy gun.

It bothered him that his country was basically sending boys into battle: one of them even had a real issue with acne. Everyone wore the same olive green fatigues and round, steel helmets, though the clothing Simmons wore lacked any kind of markings and appeared to be more finely tailored. Aside from Sergeant Hopper, who was the oldest of them, the men eyed him with barely-concealed contempt. Most of them clearly didn’t like the idea of ‘babysitting’ a civilian, but orders were orders. One of the soldiers eyed Simmons with particular distaste, until he was bawled out by the sergeant for his rudeness.

Simmons was a tall man with dark hair and a well-trimmed mustache. He was fifty-seven years old, but only looked forty. He wore a wedding band on his left hand. His green eyes were filled with concern, due to the strange circumstances. After all, he’d never taken part in a real war, though he’d been fighting an invisible one for most of his adult life.

He worried about his partner, who he affectionately called ‘the boss’, even though they were equal partners. He’d departed for Vietnam first, while she stayed behind for a bit of impromptu training. The plan was for her to arrive at a much more rapid pace on a military plane, because she didn’t travel well and if all had gone well, she was arriving at the same time, via a cargo drop. Having seen her violent reaction to leaving the confines of a city nearly thirty years before, he didn’t envy her. On top of that significant issue, she also got motion sick rather easily. Still, knowing her, mere physical discomfort wouldn’t significantly slow her down, because she was the most tenacious creature he’d ever seen.

With nothing better to do, his mind wandered to a week before.

* * *
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Simmons was at his desk in the new office for the detective agency he ran with the boss. The room bore two desks, a big one for himself and a small one with a disused typewriter for the boss, who tended to play the part of secretary for their clients, even though she couldn’t read or write.

He missed their old corner office, but the building had been bought out by a big company that wanted all of the space for their own employees and the lease hadn’t been renewed. Most of the things they’d moved were still in boxes, but they’d been too busy with work to unpack.

As Simmons filled out an invoice form for a client, the boss suddenly cried out, in great distress, “It’s a secret!”

She looked seventeen, but Simmons knew better: she was closer to seventy-five years old. The half-demon girl had been extremely slow to grow and develop, at least physically. In fact, he wondered if she’d stopped growing, because she hadn’t visibly changed in more than a decade, while Simmons felt his age a little more each day. She wore a modest, black, knee-length dress and the top hat she went nowhere without.

Simmons was quickly by her side, asking, “What is it?”

Black mist solidified into a crayon drawing of a green snake with an open mouth and lengthy fangs.

“Vogerath?” Simmons asked, his eyes wide with surprise, “What about him?”

Vogerath was an old enemy of theirs, a snake demon who’d been quiet for close to thirty years. According to rumor, he was the very same serpent that tempted Eve to eat the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden, though the truth of that claim was debatable. Further, he’d been responsible for the deaths of the boss’s parents. In theory, Vogerath should have still been trapped in Hell, which was where he’d been the last they heard from him, but demons had a myriad of ways to escape in spiritual form, becoming the dark whispers in the hearts of men.

The boss pulled a box of crayons and a sheet of paper from her desk, starting a drawing. She was functionally mute, being unable to say anything other than “It’s a secret” due to a curse Vogerath had placed on her. Pictures weren’t an efficient way to communicate, but they were the best she had.

The curse was so strong, it made her unable to even use sign language, an experiment they’d tried a decade earlier, forcing her to sign only the word ‘secret’, by tapping her lips with the back of her right thumb. Simmons had been surprised to discover she already understood sign language and shortly after, he discovered she understood all languages, a gift from her demonic heritage. In the end, Simmons continued to study sign language, because it was useful for silent communication.

She drew a big, green snake, followed by a smaller stick figure with a tail, which Simmons knew represented her. Finally, she used a blue crayon to draw a line between the two. She touched her eyes, ears, nose and tongue, then pointed at the snake on the page.

“You can sense his presence somewhere out there?” Simmons asked.

She nodded.

“How?”

She opened her mouth and made eating motions.

Vogerath’s greatest demonic power was the ability to grow two new bodies for each that was killed, making him particularly difficult to exterminate. During their previous encounters with the demon, the boss had taken to eating him alive, because that prevented him from reproducing. Eating demons was also one of the only ways she could sustain herself outside a city. Eating strong demons, like Vogerath, tended to supercharge her magical powers.

“You can sense him, because you’ve consumed his power in the past?”

Again, she nodded.

“Do you know where he is?”

She nodded, so Simmons rummaged around the boxes in the office until he found a map of New York City, which he unfolded on his desk. She walked over, took one look and shook her head.

“Not in the city? Okay.”

He rummaged some more and produced a map of New York state, but she shook her head. Starting to feel frustrated, he pulled out a map of the United States, which she impatiently shoved off the desk as soon as it was unrolled. Simmons rummaged through box after box until he located a dusty, old globe he kept mostly as a decoration. He set in on the desk and the boss spun it round, looking for a particular place, causing dust to fill the air until they were both coughing.

She pointed at a spot and Simmons cursed, “You know that’s a war zone, right?”

The boss shrugged and then jabbed the spot, emphatically.

Sitting down at his desk, Simmons started making phone calls, the first to the local headquarters of the Order of Ash and Smoke, the secret organization of demon hunters both of them belonged to and which Simmons happened to be the leader of. The members of the Order were commonly referred to as Ashen Blades.

After that, he reached out to Lt. Colonel Dixon, who was in charge of a classified US army battalion that specialized in exterminating demons, the members of which were all Ashen Blades.

* * *
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The chopper nosed downward and Sergeant Hopper stirred Simmons from his recollections by shouting over the sound of the engines and rotor, “We’ll be landing soon! Make sure you jump when we do!”

“Okay!” Simmons shouted back.

The level of tension in the soldiers increased as the chopper dropped to within a few feet of the ground. Almost as one man, the soldiers stood and Simmons followed suit.

For the sake of timing, the Sergeant counted down with his fingers, then shouted, “Go!”

Everyone jumped at once and the chopper, having lost the weight of the men and their equipment, suddenly lifted up. From the ground, they appeared to be in a large clearing in the jungle. Debris in the form of bits of plants and dust billowed around them, due to the powerful draft the chopper stirred up.

The ground looked almost like a solid mass of moss, with an occasional clump of short grass and many ferns waving in the rotor wash of the the chopper. At the edges of the jungle clearing bamboo and trees took over, though the ground was still covered in ferns. The ground at the base of the trees was much darker, due to how densely packed the foliage was.

The soldiers scattered in all directions, seeking cover, while Simmons looked up at the departing chopper, feeling ill at ease. He was just in time to spot some kind of rocket flying through the air, which exploded on impact with the side of the chopper! Simmons was knocked from his feet!

“RPG!” One of the soldiers shouted, as each of them opened fire, aiming their M16’s in the direction the rocket had come from, while their heavy gunner fired his M60! Trees fells as a hail of bullets shredded their trunks and one of the soldiers dropped a smoke grenade from which spilled red smoke.

Simmons felt like a fool for standing out in the open while the soldiers scattered. Worse was the fact he’d been hit by fragments of the exploding chopper. Lifting his head, he noted a twisted bit of metal sticking out of his gut, which was pretty painful!

On the ground less than ten seconds and he already needed medical attention. He normally did much better in combat situations and it was embarrassing, to say the least.

With no better option other than to lay there and bleed out, he softly whispered, “Mashu’ra!”

Mashu’ra was the true name of an imp in the form of a black kitten, a juvenile demon that had been serving the boss all her life, having been her mother’s familiar. More commonly, people used his pseudonym, Masher, because a demon’s true name could be used to command or compel them. He normally hid inside the boss’s hat until he was called on by Simmons. Fortunately, there seemed to be no range limit, so long as they were both on Earth.

The old, familiar pain of the imp invading his body was refreshing, in a strange way. Feeling the strength of the demon filling his body, Simmons grabbed the largest piece of shrapnel and yanked it free, while his body transformed and regenerated. His ears shifted to the top of his head and became pointed, like those of a cat, while whiskers and short, black fur sprouted from his body. As the same time, some of his teeth became fangs and his muscles tripled in size. When Simmons stood up, he’d become an eight foot tall hybrid of panther and man! Smaller fragments from the chopper fell from his body as the power of the imp forced them out and healed his body.

The bargain between Simmons and Mashu’ra was a simple one: Simmons was able to call on the imp’s power by saying his name, while the imp fed on Simmons’ pain and suffering, using him as a vehicle for vengeance on demon-kind, for the death the boss’s mother, whom he’d loved dearly. Imps were too weak to fully possess a human body, so the two of them had to willingly work together to maintain the balance, with Mashu’ra controlling the level of pain Simmons felt, while trusting him to wield the power produced by it. Injuries in battle tended to make them stronger, rather than slowing them down, but the cost was a tendency for Simmons to think less clearly and a berserk fit was only rarely the correct option.

His uniform automatically adjusted its size to fit him as he grew and then, once all of the shrapnel had been eliminated form his body, the fabric restored itself to its undamaged condition, while all of the blood simply fell off as it cleaned itself. Simmons had been wearing the magical suit for nearly thirty years, which had been a gift from Mashu’ra, intended to take care of the practical concern of Simmons destroying his clothes every time the two of them merged. Technically, the suit was a living, magic trinket, feeding on the natural magic of his body and in exchange, it shape-shifted to suit his whim. It also served as lightweight body armor.

Using the superior olfactory senses of a cat, Simmons pinpointed the enemy by smell, who weren’t where the soldiers were firing. The one with the rocket launcher had been killed, while the rest of them were quietly sneaking around, to flank the army men. He was bothered by the scent of a demon somewhere nearby, but wasn’t able to pinpoint it due to the way the chopper and the explosion had disturbed the air.

Without hesitation, Simmons charged into the trees and tore into the enemy soldiers, using his claws! 7.62mm bullets bruised his body as he was shot with AK-47s, but that only caused his muscles to grow even larger, while the bullets fell to the ground, having been stopped by his suit! Stunned by his sudden appearance, the three brown-skinned, oriental men struggled to adjust to the fact that giant cat men existed and he took advantage by slashing the throats of two of them with his claws, without slowing down, then used his momentum and greater mass to barrel into the last! There was a loud crack as the smaller man slammed into a tree and broke his neck.

Simmons looked down at the bodies and closely sniffed each, in turn. All three had been human, rather than demons. It wasn’t the first time Simmons had killed men, but he didn’t have to like it. Still, they’d been the enemy and if they’d had their way, they would have killed Simmons and the soldiers he’d arrived with.

The sight of dead men brought to mind a situation most Ashen Blades dealt with sooner or later: following a trail of missing persons in the hopes of finding a demon to kill sometimes led to a human serial killer, instead. Just like demons, they didn’t care for being found out, reacted violently and self-defense usually led to their death. Such people were already well on their way to becoming demons, but even considering how vile and tainted their souls were, he didn’t care for being forced to cut their lives short.

Stepping back into the clearing, he was surprised by his allies pointing their weapons at him. He was equally surprised as they opened fire! Growling as bullets bruised his body and then dropped from his suit, Simmons did his best to keep his emotions in check as he raised his hands, in peace.

When they stopped firing, he grumbled, “I’m on your side!”

Sergeant Hopper fearfully asked, “What are you?”

He wasn’t supposed to have transformed around the soldiers, but the situation had called for immediate action, lest he bleed out.

Feeling tired, Simmons spoke truthfully, “Clayton Simmons. I just happen to be able to take this form, which makes me stronger. Just keep in mind that everything related to me is classified, okay?”

“Okay, then.” The sergeant reluctantly nodded, “I was warned you might do ‘unusual things’.” He turned to his men, “Stand down.”

The soldiers lowered their weapons, but the one that didn’t like him stared at Simmons with clear distaste. Simmons smiled back, showing off Mashu’ra’s fangs, which only caused the man to scowl. Again, he caught a whiff of demon, but couldn’t quite pinpoint where it was coming from, so he reasoned it must have been off in the woods, watching.

“Why the red smoke?” Simmons asked.

“Warning to the other chopper that the LZ is hot.”

“LZ?”

“Landing Zone.”

“Well, it’s not quite as hot, now,” Simmons grinned, “but there’s something else nearby that might be trouble, though I’m not sure where it is, so be cautious. Probably not more of the locals.”

“How can you know that?”

Simmons tapped his nose with the tip of a claw, “Cats have an amazing sense of smell.”

“Okay. We’ll let the other chopper know.”

While the sergeant accepted what looked like a telephone receiver from a man carrying a heavier pack that appeared to be nothing but radio equipment, Mashu’ra whispered in the mind of Simmons, using a New Jersey accent, We got real trouble, pal.

“What’s wrong?” Simmons muttered.

The boss stripped naked, turned into a huge, black cat, near as big as us and took off, alone. She left us behind. There was serious worry in Mashu’ra’s tone of voice, She left her hat behind.

Simmons couldn’t help but feel the same way, because the boss’s hat was part of her power, holding the pocket dimension that contained her weapons. It also housed the spirit of her dead father and served as Mashu’ra’s home.

Simmons shook his head, “Any idea why?”

Well...if I had to guess, it’s the magic of the jungle. The magic she gets in a city is more refined, more human, but the magic of this place is really raw and heavy with animal strength. She’s not used to it and it probably enhanced her instincts to the point she forgot how to be human.

“That throws a wrench right into the works.” Simmons grumbled, softly, “We were counting on the boss being able to lead us to Vogerath.”

I know, but for now, we better go get her hat. I don’t like leavin’ Jake alone. After that, I might be able to track her magic trail, but even if we hurry, she’s gonna have a huge lead. Mind you, she was movin’ fast, too.

Jake was the boss’s father.

“You’re right, we got trouble.” He turned and looked into the sky, where another Huey was coming down, filling the air with its roar, “If Verda helps, maybe the three of us can track her faster.”

Just as Simmons was almost able to pinpoint direction and distance to the nearby demon, the second chopper flew over the clearing and hovered, ruining the air currents. Five soldiers and a woman with short, brown hair leaped out. Once they were on the ground, the chopper zipped off into the sky, headed back the way it came.

The soldiers immediately moved out into the jungle, while Hopper stepped over, “It was interesting...meeting you, sir, though we’ll do our best to forget everything we saw, today. Thanks for taking out those gooks. I’m told the lerp you’re meeting up with will be here soon. Until then, you’re supposed to stay put. I’d offer to stick around until they arrive,” the sergeant looked Simmons up and down, with particular focus on the blood covering his claws, “but I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Simmons didn’t care for the soldier’s racist slur, because he’d met and befriended more than a few Chinese in Chinatown, back home in New York City, but decided to let it pass. Soldiers were often...crass with their choice of language and, to a certain extent, hating their enemies kept them alive. Still, it made him extremely uncomfortable. No human racial group was evil and even among demons, who were evil by default, there were rare exceptions, like Mashu’ra, the boss and her mother. Simmons had learned the hard way, prejudice toward humans was never appropriate.

However, he noted the sergeant’s gaze at his claws, and wiped them clean with the leaf of a fern, as he asked, “Lerp?”

“LRP: long range patrol. Lerp just rolls off the tongue better than LRP.” The soldier saluted, as a sign of respect, even though it wasn’t necessary, “Good luck with your mission.”

“Be safe out there, because I still smell something lurking nearby.” Simmons nodded and looked at some of the burning wreckage of the chopper, “It’s a shame what happened to the chopper crew.”

The sergeant walked away, sighing, “Life’s a-” he finished with an impolite term for a female dog.

As the soldiers vanished into the jungle, before the chopper’s wind had ceased, Simmons watched them go, feeling concerned by the presence of a demon, worried they might become its victims. When the scent of the demon disappeared with them, however, he was bothered by the possibility one of them might be the demon.

When they were gone, the woman approached with a smile, “How long did you last before you blew your cover?”

Verda Bagley appeared to be only slightly past her prime, with dark hair and brown eyes. Everything about her screamed youthful exuberance, except the look on her face, which told a tale of hardship. As the most powerful witch in the Order, she’d seen more of the harsh aspects of life than most. Like the boss and himself, the soldiers had dressed her in the same olive green uniform, so she wouldn’t stand out. Aside from that, she wore what the soldiers called a ‘butt pack’, for a few essential items. It was a curious, small alternative to a regular pack that hung at waist height.

Despite her appearance, Verda was about five years older than Simmons; the witch had been extraordinarily lucky and turned out to have a natural, subconscious power that dramatically slowed the aging process. Sooner or later, she’d succumb to the passing years, but she and the other witches in the Order had concluded it was likely to take centuries. Her anti-aging power was even stronger than the effect Mashu’ra was having on Simmons’ body, causing him to age at one-third the normal pace.

“Seconds on the ground.” Simmons hung his head and gestured to the wreckage, “Our chopper got shot down after it dropped us off. It’s almost like they were expecting us.”

“They probably were.” Verda grumbled, “If Little Miss Secret can sense Vogerath, then he can probably sense her, in turn. Metaphysical bonds are rarely one-way. We should expect heavy resistance at every turn.”

Little Miss Secret, sometimes shortened to Little Miss or even LMS, was the nick-name the Ashen Blades used for the boss, since she had no official name, a habit they’d picked up from the black-market arms dealer that supplied them with military hardware. Simmons, however, still preferred to call her ‘the boss’, which was an old habit from the days when he’d been no more than a handler assigned to watch over her, because the Order hadn’t fully trusted her in those days.

The boss had never been named, because her mother feared her name would be used to control her, which was why demons were so protective of their true names. That fact had saved her from demonic influence and frustrated Vogerath’s plans, many years before. One of the consequences was that she had many unofficial nicknames, ranging from the affectionate, coming from the members of the Order, to the insulting, coming from demons.

“Unfortunately, it gets worse.” Simmons explained, “Masher brought me some bad news...”
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Chapter 3
Tunnel Cat
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The great, black cat sniffed the air, picking up the scent of prey. Her lips parted and she growled ever so softly, in anticipation. She leaped from tree to tree, following her nose, until she reached a cave entrance, which was little more than a dark tunnel framed by three lichen-covered boulders, looking like a mixture pale green, pink and orange, coming from three different varieties.

Taking a deep breath, she concluded there were many prey and one sheep inside.

The cat stalked toward the entrance and smelled old dung coming from a particular spot in the ground. Taking a moment to pause, she sniffed the air and then carefully pawed at the offending patch of moss, uncovering a concealed, shallow hole, filled with bamboo spikes that had been smeared with dung.

The prey were sometimes clever, which was why the cat was cautious.

Taking another deep breath, she paid very close attention to her nose, until she was practically able to see by smell, alone. Subtle, but harsh scents of something unnatural came from the side of the entrance, with a weaker smell of the same kind in the moss, where she spotted an almost invisible, thin, but clearly flexible strand of metal cleverly pulled tight so it almost vanished into the greenery, so she entered from the other side, carefully avoiding stepping anywhere near the trap.

Inside and in the dark, unable to see, she followed her nose.

* * *
[image: ]


Thai Kim Son was one of the Viet Cong, or VC, as the Americans called them, though he thought of the organization as ‘the Front’. He lay in the perfect gloom of a private corner of the cave that had become his home, trying to sleep, though his thoughts were disturbed by current events.

He was a young man who’d joined up to protect his country from an invasion of Americans. He’d once been a simple rice farmer, but his rice patties had been repeatedly marched through by American soldiers and a particularly fierce battle had destroyed everything. In the wake of that incident, he blamed the Americans. After all, what business did they have interfering in his homeland? Would the war have lasted so long if the Americans had stayed out of it? Why had people come from so far away just to march through his rice patties?

When the recruiters came to his village, it hadn’t taken much to convince him to join. Oh, they’d promised him better food, improvements in living conditions and education, but he’d signed up to kill Americans.

He’d gotten his wish, after a fashion, but in retrospect, he’d lived better as a farmer, even when he’d been starving. He now lived in a cramped, dusty tunnel system in the dirt, running between the roots of the trees, rather than an old shack and the food he ate was actually a bit worse in quality. As for education, all they’d taught him was a few ambush tactics, how to shoot a gun and how to make traps.

True, he’d killed a few Americans, but that hadn’t fixed anything and after killing a few ARVN soldiers, who he couldn’t help but think of as his countrymen, even though they were on the wrong side, his sense of vengeance and hatred had cooled. Instead, he felt empty inside, with nothing but longing in his heart. He longed to return to his farm. He longed to sleep in his old shack again, even though it leaked in the monsoon season. He’d been perpetually poor, but at least he’d lived above ground in the fresh air, rather than a fetid cave that stank of poor hygiene. Thai Kim Son longed for his old life, but knew he couldn’t leave the Front. He’d seen what happened to traitors and deserters, wanting no part of it.

His comrades always sought to convince him that hate was the only way, that hating the Americans would win the war and killing anyone that opposed their righteous cause was just. He played along, paying lip-service to the Front’s politics, though he harbored strong doubt.

Eventually, he dozed off, once again unable to find a solution to his troubles.

Some time later, he woke to a blood-curdling scream of agony, coming from another member of his guerrilla unit! Seconds later, while he was wondering if he’d dreamed the sound, rapid-fire AK-47 gunshots echoed through the cave, forcing him to conclude they were under attack!

Feeling around in the dark, he took his knife in hand, a ka-bar he’d taken from a dead American and then felt around for his pistol, a M1911 semi-automatic pistol with a metal body and wooden grip, which he’d taken from the body of an ARVN soldier. He didn’t bother with his AK, because it was too large to be effective for tunnel combat.

With his heart beating hard and drumming in his ears, due to the quiet of the cave, he felt his way out of his small corner and listened with his ears facing different directions. He waited to hear a sound and within moments, the dying scream of a comrade echoed from the right side.

He had his doubts about his place in the war, but his home was under attack. Someone was killing comrades and was unlikely to spare his life, so regardless of the way he felt, he would fight to survive, because he wasn’t ready to lay down and die!

He crawled until he reached another junction and listened, again. Another scream gave him direction and so he repeated time after time, until the fifth junction, where he heard nothing at all for quite a long time.

He listened until he was nearly blinded by a sudden flash a blue light in the dark!

* * *
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The cat stopped and took a silent breath. She’d slaughtered eight prey and consumed the dark, smoky essence of some, mostly out of instinct. In truth, she had no need to feed, but instinct compelled the great cat to never waste a potential meal.

However, she’d come across the lone sheep, smelling it very close by. It was too dark to see, so she used some of the fresh store of power she’d consumed from the prey, producing a blue flame in the dark, which illuminated the thin frame of a male sheep with light-brown skin and a fearful expression. He was holding things in his hairless, monkey-like paws. Instinct screamed to her the things the sheep held were dangerous.

An instant later, the cat let the flame die and then shadow-stepped to the other side of the sheep, a magical way to move from one shadowed location to another, without crossing the intervening distance. The sheep pointed one of his unusual objects where the cat had been, producing a brief flash of light, a powerfully strong report and a scent of unnatural material burning!

She intended no harm to any sheep, but if the sheep was going to attack, something had to be done. With a slash of claws, she knocked the objects from the sheep’s paws and then gave a loud roar of warning, right in the sheep’s face!

* * *
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Thai Kim Son was shocked by the sight of a great cat, which had practically been burned into his eyes by the unexplained flash of blue flame! Why had a tiger come into the cave? Why was it killing his comrades? No tiger had ever entered the cave before, so why now? What had changed? How had it been so lucky to avoid all of the traps at the entrances and especially the grenade traps?

He reacted quickly and swung his pistol around to shoot the cat, lest it eat him! The muzzle flash showed him an empty tunnel and he wondered if his imagination had gotten the better of him, until his hands were slashed by cat claws coming from the other side, forcing him to drop his weapons! The injuries were painful, but not life threatening, though he did scream! As if in response, the great cat roared in his face, producing a lengthy spray of spittle and a warm, wet draft!

He dropped to the floor of the cave and desperately prayed, “Buddha, give me strength to endure! Enlighten me, that I might survive!”

It wasn’t exactly how he’d been taught to pray, but in his time of need, the prayer was a small comfort. There was another distant scream, marking the death of the last of his comrades. Unsure why he’d been spared, but worried he was being saved for a later snack, he did his best to be unobtrusive as he heard the beast calmly pad its way back through the tunnel, passing right by him without even trying to be stealthy.

He held his breath for as long as he could, to remain as silent as possible and then quietly sucked in a breath. He waited as long as he dared and then decided to seek fresher air, because the tunnel reeked of death. He had to climb over a few mauled corpses along the way, but eventually, he stepped out into the light of day, taking great care to avoid the trip wire for the grenade trap, finding himself surrounded by billowing, black mist that was coming from the blood he’d crawled through, to escape, which was black and ink-like, rather than red. The scratches on his hands turned out to be fairly superficial, as if the cat had merely been playing.

Just as he was wondering whether the evaporating black substance all over his arms and legs was actually blood, after all, he looked up and into the intensely blue eyes of a huge, black cat, which had the size and shape of a tiger, but fur as black as midnight! He was stunned by the intelligence burning in the eyes of the graceful beast and shocked by the lack of stupidity he’d come to expect in the eyes of animals. It lounged in the tall grass outside the main entrance to the cave, while its tail idly flicked back and forth, just like the small cat he’d once kept on the farm for the sake of vermin control.

The great, black feline lazily eyed him with detached interest, yawning as he slowly backed away and then ran off into the jungle. Despite the fact he wanted to, he didn’t scream, afraid he might attract the wrong kind of attention.

* * *
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The cat was in a playful mood. She was sated by her many fresh kills, having absorbed the dark essence of several of them, until satisfied, leaving the rest to rot.

The lone sheep ran into the jungle and she decided to follow, quietly, curious to see where he would go, but also concerned for his safety. After all, the jungle clearly held many prey and she knew the prey preferred the taste of sheep...

The sheep looked back many times as he ran, while she slipped from shadow to shadow, sometimes crossing the gaps openly, while other times shadow-stepping instantly from one dark area to the next. When the sheep looked, she was never there, because it was easy to avoid being seen.

The sheep slowed down and appeared to calm himself, taking the time to examine the trees and plants as he passed. He located a large stone at the base of a tree and shifted it to one side, revealing a deep hole. Climbing inside, he pulled the stone back in place and was gone. The smell of prey was thick on the air until he re-closed the hole.

The cat sniffed around the stone, catching the scent of still more prey. For a time, she dug around the stone, but quickly hit solid bedrock on all sides. So, it was a proper cave, rather than a dirt hole, with a vertical entrance. Vertical approaches weren’t the best way for her, so she spent a little energy, producing a brief, but high-intensity flame, to melt the stone covering the hole to the rock walls it capped, leaving the stone glowing a cherry-red color. She took a moment to claw at the soil, burying the edges of the stone, so her prey would be less suspicious of what she’d done.

Next, she circled further and further afield from the concealed and sealed entrance, sniffing for another. She was satisfied to find a limestone cave entrance at the base of a hill, which was overgrown with dangling vines, from beyond which wafted the scent of prey.

Approaching cautiously, the smell of rust hit her nose and she managed to spot metal teeth hidden among the ferns at the foot of the cave, marking the presence of a dangerous trap designed to snare the legs of animals. Despite the trap’s obvious age, someone had clearly been oiling the mechanisms, to keep them functional. Her caution further paid off when she spotted a taut strand of metal concealed among the underbrush, marking another trap, this time attached to some flexible bamboo that had been tied down and cleverly hidden in the underbrush, complete with sharpened bamboo spikes. When she smelled them, she recognized the scent of snake venom.

She stepped over both traps and silently entered the cave system, carefully keeping her senses alert for more traps.

* * *
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Just as he’d been instructed to do in an emergency, Thai Kim Son had reported to the closest allied base, another cave hideout of the Front, though it was much larger than the cramped, crawling cave he’d been calling home, being an actual limestone cave.

He stood to attention in a small room of the cave, where the floor had been somewhat flattened and a makeshift table had been installed, which held a map of the area and a hurricane lantern that stank of kerosene, the only source of light in the room.

He finished delivering his report, “...I looked the black tiger demon in its blue eyes and then slowly backed away, convinced it would kill me if I turned my back to it. When it was out of sight, I ran straight here.”

The commander opened his mouth to speak, but never got a word out, because in that instant gunfire echoed through the cave, followed by a blood-chilling feline roar!

Immediately panicking and imagining the horror of the tiger demon stalking him, Thai Kim Son breathed rapidly and muttered, “No, it followed me!”

The commander shook his head and spoke with confidence as he headed for the room’s exit, “My men are more than enough for any man-eating tiger. They’ll soon kill your black tiger demon and we’ll make you a blanket of its pelt!” He chuckled and ordered, “Wait here for my return.”

The young man wasn’t comforted as the commander left him alone. When the screams of the dying began to fill the cavern, he bolted for the closest exit, being the ladder to the surface he’d entered through, feeling certain he’d be killed if he stayed!

He climbed the ladder as the tiger demon’s roars mixed with ignored screams for mercy, only to find the cover stone so hot it burned his hand when he tried to lift it! He covered his hand with his shirt sleeve and tried again, but the stone was stuck!

Hyperventilating in the dark, he climbed back down the ladder and returned to the room with the lantern. Picking it up, he ventured out to look for another exit, all the while terrified he might encounter the blue-eyed, black-furred tiger demon! Screams erupted from remote corners and echoed in strange ways, seemingly coming from all sides at once.

As he was walking, he spotted a pair of blue eyes glinting in the light of the lantern, though he saw no other part of the beast!

Dropping to his knees, he prayed aloud, “Dear Buddha, please protect me from this tiger demon!”

He hoped a prayer would save his life again, so he set the lantern down, closed his eyes and incoherently blubbered for a time, but just when he’d started to feel adventurous enough to open his eyes again, he felt the fur of the tiger demon brush against his backside with a measure of pressure, almost knocking him over! At the same time, he heard a curious, feline rumble that was too quiet to be a roar, but loud enough to be threatening, sounding almost like a soft growl. He screamed and looked, but the beast was already gone!

Whimpering in the silence of the cave, which was occasionally broken by distant cries of pain, as if the tiger demon had merely wounded some, rather than killing everyone, he picked up the lantern and wandered, coming across many dead bodies, which looked at least somewhat like members of the Front, based on their clothing. Each corpse had terrifying claw and bite wounds, bleeding large volumes of black, inky blood, which was evaporating as a black mist. What had the tiger demon done to them to make them bleed such a strange, distressing and above all, supernatural way? What kind of demon’s attention had he caught?

He worried it was the kind of tiger demon his mother told him chilling tales of as a child, concerned all of those killed by it were destined to become Ma Tranh, slaves to the demon, whose only purpose from that point on would be to lure others to the same dark fate. In the deepest depths of his soul, he worried he’d already become such a cursed being, considering the unwitting doom he’d brought to his comrades.

He picked up the lantern and wandered until he mercifully stumbled across the exit, only to step right into a
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