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            Introduction

          

          HUMANITY NEEDS A HERO AND FATE CHOSE ME.  THE WORLD IS SO FUCKED.

        

      

    

    
      Some people’s midlife crisis involves chopping off their hair or buying a convertible. Not me. I get to see demons, and even more traumatizing, I’m supposed to get rid of them.

      A secret society of reapers and witches who’ve been keeping our planet demon free for generations has taken me under their wing. It’s nice to feel like I’m a part of something important, but will they have the time - and patience - to teach me how to wield my power before the biggest and baddest demon escapes his prison?

      Join me for a wild and dangerous ride as I go from ordinary store clerk to supposed savior of the world.  I’m going to learn to fight. How to wield magic. Fall in love.  And uncover secrets that almost destroy what little sanity I have left.

      I never asked to be a heroine, but fate doesn’t care. When it comes time for the big boss battle it’s going to be up to me to vanquish the greatest evil in existence. I hate to say it, but Earth might be fucked.
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      Sometimes I swear the world has it out for me.

      The pouring rain came out of nowhere, meaning I was soaked the moment I stepped outside. Once more, the incorrect weather forecast proved that nature would do whatever the fuck it wanted. The prediction of 0% chance of precipitation meant I didn’t have my umbrella. The bus shelter couldn’t provide any respite, as a homeless man had taken it over, papering the glass and hanging a torn sheet from the door, making it clear he didn’t want to share his space. I wasn’t about to fight him for it, so I stood outside with cold droplets rolling past the neckline of my jacket and down my spine.

      Miserable and wet, I waited for the bus that seemed to follow its own schedule. It never came on time. Ever. Either it arrived a few minutes early and I missed it, or it showed really late. Either way, I’d gotten used to standing.

      It was only seven o’clock and already dark on the streets of Toronto as we marched into autumn. The streetlights did little to illuminate, given a few appeared to be malfunctioning again. I’d heard it said that the solar panels powering them had issues charging during the day because the birds loved to shit on them. Whatever the excuse, it resulted in gloomy streets, especially since the shops lining the street were closed and darkened, and the few apartments above the stores had their blinds drawn.

      The pounding downpour hit the pavement and rolled for the curb. The sewer intake on the opposite side of the road gulped water as fast as it could, which made it odd that the grate rattled and lifted against the current.

      Something had to be pushing it from below. I’d wager a rat. A big one, grown fat on city scraps. I’d seen my fair share down on the subway platforms, feeding off the garbage that people left behind. Mostly harmless, so long as you didn’t try to steal the half-eaten sandwich they scrounged. Luckily, my shitty job still paid enough I didn’t have to dumpster dive for dinner.

      Whatever shoved from inside the sewer managed to push the grate to the side and slide out, slick and hairless, misshapen as well. I frowned as I squinted in the pouring rain, trying to make sense of the strange shape. The thing stood, and I gaped as I realized it wasn’t a rat at all but a child. A bald and naked one, its ass cheeks scrawny like its body.

      I might not have a single maternal bone in my body, but I did have some compassion. I took a few steps into the road and approached slowly so as to not startle. “Hey there. Are you okay? Do you need help? Are you in danger?” Dumb questions. Obviously they were not okay given they’d just crawled naked from a sewer.

      The child whirled, and I gasped at its wizened face, wrinkled and spotted, the pale flesh gleaming with moisture. Its eyes glowed a strange yellow, but more frightening was the gleam of its sharp teeth.

      Ever seen Lord of the Rings? Remember that nutty fucker Gollum? I was looking at his cousin. Had to be a costume or a trick of the light.

      It stared at me for a second, and I held still until it turned away. I fled back to the relative safety of the sidewalk but kept an eye on the thing as it crouched by the sewer. A second form slithered out from the opening then a third. By the fourth, I wondered if I should walk to the next bus stop.

      The four sewer creatures stood in a cluster, scrawny in size, about waist high or a little bit taller. Their eyes all had that strange yellow glow, and as they crossed the street with hitched gaits and dangling arms, their gazes locked on me.

      And what did I do? What everyone who had social media would do. I took out my phone and started filming, all the while hoping the rain didn’t ruin my cell since I couldn’t afford another. Worth the risk, because, honestly, who would believe me if I didn’t have video proof? If I died, I wanted them to know it was alien sewer monsters and not rats that had torn me apart. I couldn’t have said why it made a difference.

      Now some might ask, why not run? Firstly, I’d just worked ten hours on my feet—I was the only employee other than the owner of Crack Kitchen Housewares—and the thought of the exertion made me want to barf. Second, the pavement gleamed slickly, and my clumsy ass would most likely do a spectacular face plant. And thirdly, I’d rather face a threat, sobbing in fear, than have it tackle me from behind. Assuming these things meant me harm. For all I knew, I’d been chosen for some elaborate prank that someone filmed. It took everything in me not to babble and scream and sob. Only the thought of becoming an eternal meme held my tongue.

      A car’s bright headlights illuminated the foursome and their indistinct appearance became even worse. Their gray skin looked papery thin and wrinkled. Their teeth were definitely filed into sharp points, and their hisses as they shielded their eyes against the bright glare sent a shiver down my spine.

      The driver laid on the horn and braked to avoid hitting them. A useless gesture, as the monsters didn’t budge from the road. On the contrary, one of them leaped to land with a thud on the hood.

      The driver jumped out and hollered, “Get off my car, you cosplaying freak!”

      The last thing he said as the thing—for lack of a better word—launched itself at the man and tackled him to the ground. The car blocked what happened next, but it involved much shrieking and then abrupt silence. The other three sewer aliens leaped upon the vehicle and appeared to be having a grand ol’ time jumping up and down on it, denting the hood and roof.

      The one that took down the driver popped up to join them, and it took me a second to realize what it held.

      A head. A fucking severed head.

      Run, Sadie. Run, you fucking idiot. My brain tried to kick-start my self-preservation, but I remained frozen in horror. What if moving triggered them?

      New headlights shone from up the road, higher and more powerful. My bus, fifteen minutes late.

      The sewer aliens paused in their stomping of the car to stare at the bus, which slid to a stop by the shelter.

      Bad move.

      The creatures flung themselves at the windshield, but the flat front didn’t offer much purchase. Although one did manage to grab hold of a wiper and go for a ride, back and forth. It might have been funny if in a movie on a television. In person? Fucking terrifying.

      The other three sewer aliens found different handholds on the bus. A pair hung from the mirrors on either side, while the last did its best to wedge open the folding door and hissed when it refused to budge.

      From the back of the bus, a passenger emerged—a big burly dude in construction yellows—and yelled, “Listen, you fucking punks. It’s late, and I want to get home. Pull your fucking shit elsewhere.”

      The way that two of the sewer aliens suddenly stopped dangling from the mirrors and hit the ground to lope on hands and feet was something straight out of a horror movie. The bulky man stood courageously—dumb—and even beckoned them. “Think you can take me, you little fucks? Let’s go. Time you got the spanking your parents neglected to give.”

      Brave last words. Wait, not his last. I heard, “What the fuck are—” and then the sewer aliens were on him. Poor construction dude didn’t even have time to scream.

      I stopped filming at that point and shoved my phone into my pocket with trembling hands.

      Hide. I had to hide. The stores up and down the road were locked up this time of night, but I did have a key to my place of work less than twenty feet away. My feet finally decided to do something smart, and I hightailed it away from the carnage, huffing and convinced that at any second, one of the creatures would tackle me from behind. My hands shook as I tried to slot my key, breathing so fast I keened. The lock clicked, and as I opened the door, the bell tinkled, making me almost sob. I didn’t want those things to come running for dinner.

      I threw myself inside and slammed the door shut, locking it right away. Beep. Beep. The alarm system gave warning, and I wheezed as I punched in my code twice because the first time my fingers shook so hard I messed up.

      Alarm disarmed, I then glanced around for a weapon. I had a few options, starting with the knife set by the register. They were sharp but would require stabbing, which I wasn’t sure I could manage with how quickly those weird little alien freaks moved. The frying pan, on the other hand… Even I could swing that.

      With a sweaty grip on the handle, I dropped down to below the door’s window and did my best to calm my breathing. Not that anything would have likely heard me over the blaring of the bus horn. Then again, who knew? Sewer aliens weren’t supposed to exist in the first place, so, for all I knew, they could have super-duper hearing.

      Help. We needed help. Since I didn’t have a number for sewer alien exterminators, I called 911 and got put on hold with some shitty prerecorded message about what constituted an actual emergency.

      When the line clicked to transfer me, I mentally practiced what I’d say. Hi, there’s some sewer aliens killing people. Send someone with a flamethrower. The line rang three times and disconnected me.

      Fucking hell!

      The horn stopped blaring, and things got quiet.

      Too quiet.

      Despite knowing it might be stupid, I inched up enough to peek out the window. The one-inch crack between the closed sign and the door frame was enough for me to see the sewer aliens still trying to get into the bus.

      Three of them, at least. One on top. One plastered to the windshield, looking like it was licking it, and the third banging on the folding door.

      What of the fourth?

      It came flying from out of the bus shelter as if punted and slid on the damp pavement. The homeless dude emerged from his makeshift home, wild-haired and waving his arms. “Go find your own shelter. This one is mine!”

      The sewer alien hissed and flipped to its hands and feet before racing back to confront the guy refusing him entry.

      I looked away before impact and sank to the floor, wondering if maybe I was dreaming because this couldn’t be real. Most likely sewer gases making me hallucinate.

      Yup. Only explanation.

      I sat with my head pressed to my bent knees and took deep breaths. This isn’t happening.

      To prove it, I peeked again.

      Wrong. So wrong. The screaming started just as I looked. The windshield of the bus had been splintered. I saw no sign of the sewer aliens, most likely because they’d boarded the quickly emptying public transport.

      Bet they didn’t pay a fare. My hysterical mind thought it a good time to joke, but it was better than sobbing and rocking on the floor. I wished I had the guts to help, to do something for those people who thought it safe to exit the bus from the rear door, pushing and shoving to get out. As if there was any escape. A creature suddenly dropped from the roof of the bus and clung to a lady like a hat. She ran screaming. All of the passengers did, bolting in different directions in their panic.

      One man tripped over the corpse of the homeless dude in the street. That was the last thing he ever did. I sank back down and tried calling 911 again, only to get a busy signal.

      A strange shiver went through me, as if a cold breeze had entered the shop. Outside, no more screams, but I did hear a deep male voice say, “All right, you pesky fuckers, time to go back to Hell.”

      With that kind of statement, you’re damned right I had to see what the fuck was happening. I glanced and, at first, didn’t see him, the man’s long duster somehow making him almost invisible. What caught my eye? The gleam of a blade.

      Not just any blade. A scythe.

      What the heck? I stood and pressed my face against the window for a better look. There was a dude out there, a tall one, wearing all black, including an Indiana-Jones-style hat with a brim that sluiced the rain away from his head and partially masked his features in shadow.

      He wielded his farm implement with two hands, whirling it like a drum major with a baton. Although, in this case, instead of guiding the marching band, he lopped limbs off of the sewer aliens. An arm went flying, a head. The blade was sharp enough it went right through a torso, the top half sliding off slowly and hitting the ground with a thud.

      Holy shit.

      In no time, the four murdering creatures were oozing in the street.

      And then the Grim Reaper whirled and stared right at me!
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      I ducked so fucking fast I almost quacked.

      Don’t make a sound.

      I slapped a hand over my mouth to prevent any noise. Possibly overkill. I mean, a fellow who showed up to kill monsters probably wasn’t the bad guy, but at the same time, PEOPLE WITH SCYTHES DON’T SHOW UP TO KILL THINGS!

      Like seriously. This wasn’t a horror flick or a book. In the real world, this kind of shit didn’t happen. The Grim Reaper didn’t exist.

      Tell that to the big dude outside.

      A shadow suddenly blocked what little streetlight seeped in through the window, and I held my breath. As if that mattered when my heart pounded so loud it might as well have invited the looming specter in.

      The door handle rattled, and I almost peed my pants. I sweated so hard I almost lost my grip on the frying pan.

      The shadow of the scythe man moved away, and I waited. Waited a good thirty seconds before I couldn’t stand it and I crept upwards for a peek.

      And got caught!

      The man in the duster stood staring at the store’s front door and caught my gaze.

      I gaped. Did I look upon my killer? At least he wasn’t ugly. Despite the low brim of his hat, he had a square jaw, sexy stubble, and surprisingly tempting lips set in a frown.

      “Who are you?” he asked, his voice muffled but still distinct enough to hear through the glass.

      “No one,” I squeaked, putting a second hand on my weapon in case he burst in and I had to swing.

      “What did you see?”

      “Nothing,” I lied. “I just finished work.”

      “Open the door.”

      “I don’t fucking think so,” I huffed.

      “I mean you no harm.”

      “Says the dude with a giant scythe,” I muttered under my breath.

      His head swiveled as sirens wailed in the distance, their strident woo-ooo getting louder as they neared. He glanced back at me. “You might want to keep quiet about what you saw.”

      “What did I see?” Because I still struggled with it all.

      “Nothing. If anyone asks, it was dark, and you didn’t see shit.”

      With that warning, the guy whirled, his long coat swinging with him. He tapped his scythe on the ground, and it shrank. Don’t ask me how, but it got small enough he could tuck it into his pocket. He strode off, and my whole body slumped in relief.

      He’d not killed me.

      The sewer aliens were dead.

      But so were a bunch of people. Or so I assumed? Maybe they were just injured and in need of some pressure to stop the bleeding. If so, I really should render some aid.

      I rearmed the store and locked the door once I emerged. I wasn’t the only one standing in shock on the sidewalk. People in apartments had heard the commotion and, now that red and white lights blocked the street on both ends, they’d found the courage to step outside.

      I hugged myself as I surveyed the carnage. Bodies lay all over. None moving. My gorge rose as I saw the head of the first driver just sitting in the street.

      Some of the slickness on the sidewalk and asphalt had to be blood. Hard to tell for sure with the darkness and the pouring rain. Oddly, I didn’t see any sewer alien parts. Despite the scythe dude having diced them mere paces from the shop, not a trace of them remained.

      Odd. I’d not see the Grim Reaper taking the bodies with him.

      Police officers came running with guns out, shouting, “Hands up! No sudden moves.”

      Despite knowing I wasn’t a criminal, I shot those babies in the air.

      A man in a suit came striding through the people in blue uniforms aiming their weapons at those of us looking shell-shocked on the sidewalk. The rugged-looking suit ignored the fact the rain soaked his jacket and plastered his hair as he planted hands on his hips and stared at the bodies.

      It took him a second before he bellowed, “What the fuck happened here? Anyone see?”

      Someone across the street in her housecoat yelled, “It was racoons! I knew there was something shifty about them.”

      Yet another person hollered, “Probably the Nazis.” The go-to excuse for any depraved crime that people couldn’t fathom.

      The detective—had to be, given the way he waved officers to question those who’d offered answers—crouched by the body of the homeless guy just as a female in uniform approached me. “Who are you? Why are you here?” she barked.

      “I’m Sadie. Sadie Butler. I work here.” I inclined my head to the store at my back with its sign, Crack Kitchen Housewares. According to my boss, Enzo, people couldn’t resist weird and unique kitchen gadgets, hence the crack part.

      “Are you armed?”

      “No.”

      Officer Perez, according to her badge, eyed me suspiciously before saying, “You can put your hands down. Mind if I ask you some questions?” Before I could answer, she continued. “Did you see anything?”

      The reaper’s warning about not talking about what happened ran through my head. It made sense, because the story sounded crazy; however, it was the cops asking. They arrested people for lying. I blurted out, “Sewer aliens.”

      Officer Perez blinked at me. “Er, what?”

      Rather than repeat myself, I mumbled, “The things that attacked those people came from the sewer.” I pointed to the hole across the street. The grate still sat to the side of it.

      “Rats did this?” she asked as if to clarify.

      I wished I could say yes. Instead, I had to mutter, “I don’t know what they were. They were hairless and could walk on two legs.”

      Her brows lifted. “Oh. I see.”

      “It’s true,” I hastened to add, seeing as how she didn’t believe me. “I got a video of it.” I reached for the phone in my pocket.

      She jerked back a step, put a hand on the butt of her gun, and barked, “Hands where I can see them.”

      “I was just going to grab my phone so I can show you.” I withdrew my hand, holding my cell.

      “Let’s see.” She didn’t move her fingers from her gun as I entered my passcode and then poked at my folder for media, the first thing on there being the video. I tapped it, and as it began to play, I flipped it around for her to see.

      As she leaned in for a look, the screen did a weird flash with bright colored lines before it died.

      “No.” I snatched it close and shook it as if that would fix it. My lips turned down. “I think it got too wet.”

      “Forget the video for now. You saw the attack?” Perez questioned.

      I nodded.

      “We’ll need you to come to the precinct to answer some questions.”

      “Must I?” I grimaced. “I mean I don’t know what those things were that attacked those people, other than they weren’t human.”

      “And you’re sure they weren’t rats?”

      “Very sure.” I’d have nightmares about those savage freaks.

      “Racoons?”

      “I told you. They were two-legged and hairless. Also naked.” I grimaced.

      “Male? Female?”

      “Don’t know. I wasn’t looking between their legs on account their faces freaked me out. They had their teeth filed like sharks!”

      “Mm-hm. Where did they go?” Perez asked next, and I could see by her expression she didn’t believe me. Hell, I had a hard time believing myself, and yet I couldn’t walk back my admission at this point.

      “Not sure where their bodies went, but I do know they died. Some dude with a scythe came along and killed them. Maybe he took them their remains with him.” Yeah, I threw the Grim Reaper under the bus. Anything to deflect attention from me.

      It only made things worse, as Perez raised a brow and drawled, “So you’re saying a male with a scythe killed the perpetrators.”

      I nodded.

      “And where is that person now?”

      “Dunno. He took off when he heard your sirens. But he can’t be hard to find. He’s like really tall and wore a long duster, all in black. Had a hat with a brim.”

      “And a scythe,” she added with a smirk. “Should be easy to find.”

      “Actually, the scythe shrank, and he tucked it in his pocket.” My voice got smaller and smaller as my brain finally woke up and pointed out just how crazy I sounded. Never mind the fact it happened. I could see the cop didn’t believe it. Heck, I still had a hard time processing the events.

      “You know what, on second thought, I don’t think you’ll need to come to the station. I’m sure we’ve got what we need.”

      Perez dismissed me, making me home free, so why did my dumb ass blurt out, “I’m telling the truth.”

      “Ma’am, this is a serious crime scene, and we don’t have time for your fanciful stories about creatures from the sewer and a man with a scythe who killed them.”

      My lips parted, but I held in the words, I’m not lying. It was obvious she didn’t believe me. Hell, at this point, I began to second-guess myself. “Does this mean I can go home?”

      “Yes, but just in case we need to follow up, I need your name, phone number, and address.”

      The officer held out a pad of paper that got wet, and she frowned. “Let me find someone with a tablet who can take down your info.” She wandered off, and I glanced around, noting the growing crowd, as well as the arrival of more flashing lights as paramedics arrived to render aid. Not that anyone appeared to need any. Not a single body twitched or moaned.

      A shiver went through me. I could have been one of those corpses given I’d stupidly stood there watching.

      Perez didn’t return. I assumed she’d been distracted, and since the rain wasn’t getting any lighter I decided, fuck this. I walked away.

      I headed away from the mess of lights and people, my feet squelching in my shoes. I usually avoided the subway at night, but I didn’t think they’d be sending another bus anytime soon, so it was my only option.

      When it came time to head down to the station, I eyed the stairs and felt a moment of trepidation. Dumb, really. The sewer aliens literally crawled out of a sewer, and that system didn’t open up into the subway. Besides, if they were in the tunnels, people wouldn’t be calmly walking up the steps but sprinting while screaming. Or there’d be no foot traffic at all.

      My prepaid Presto card let me through the turnstile, and I skipped down more steps to the platform itself. It wasn’t crowded this time of night, but there were enough people to make me if not relaxed at least not twitching. So long as I stayed behind a few, I’d get a head start if more of those sewer aliens decided to attack. I kept watch, staring left and right at the dark tunnels extending past the well-lit areas.

      The train arrived in a rush of air that made my teeth clack as I finally reacted to the cold. My sodden clothes hung heavy as I embarked with everyone else, choosing a seat away from a door, where I could tuck against the window. Usually, I’d be reading or playing games on my phone, but tonight I just stared at the fast-moving concrete walls as we sped along. As it slowed for the next station, strange motion outside the window had me blinking and straightening.

      Nothing there. Probably a shifting reflection in the glass.

      When we neared the next stop, I stood and held the overhead bar as the train slowed. The doors whooshed open and I looked first before slipping out with the other folks onto the platform, a herd of us walking quickly for the exit. As I waited my turn to board the escalator, I glanced behind to watch the train leave and gaped, because riding atop the last car?

      A bald, gray figure!

      Gone in a flash, and so was I. I eschewed the moving stairs for the immobile version and pounded up them so fast I huffed, and my heart pounded against my rib cage trying to escape the cruel body making it exercise. A stitch in my side begged me to slow down and take a rest. Not happening. My fast-paced stride gave me shin splints but got me to my apartment building in three minutes instead of my usual lazy strolling five. Only once the security door latched behind me did I heave a sigh of relief.

      My paranoid ass checked the elevator before getting inside just like I eyed the hall before stepping out onto my floor. I practically ran to my door, my jingling keys noisy, but at this point, I didn’t care. I just wanted my apartment.

      I got in and quickly slammed the door shut. Locked it. Chained it. And then because it didn’t seem like enough, I wedged a chair under the knob.

      Only then did my shoulders drop. Home, sweet, safe home. Just me and my plastic plants because I didn’t do well with other living things. Plants died, so did fish. I’d thought of getting a cat, but the idea of scooping a litter box icked me out.

      As the adrenaline wore off, a chill hit me. I shivered so hard my fingers had a hard time stripping my soaked garments. My teeth clacked as I dropped all my stuff in the laundry basket.

      A glance in the bathroom mirror showed me looking wretched. Eyes slightly bloodshot. My hair a ratty, sodden mess. My lips a purple-blue.

      While a hot bath would have been nice, my compact apartment only had a shower, and the water emerged lukewarm. A cozy pair of fleece jammies did the trick, warming me up, as would a cup of hot cocoa with marshmallows. While I prepped the warm milk for it, I dunked my phone in a container of rice. Please god, let it dry out and work. I really didn’t want to downgrade to a cheap flip phone. I’d only finished paying for my current smart one three months ago and would prefer to not lose the extra grocery money, given inflation made everything more expensive these days.

      My couch cradled my ass nicely, and my thick blanket cuddled me further as I balanced my laptop on my thighs. Despite having been a front-row spectator, I found myself curious as to what the news and social media were reporting about the murder scene by my work. Not much, as it turned out.

      Internet searches of various keywords—massacre, bus attack, Bulberry, the street it happened on—didn’t pull up shit. Could be the search engine had not indexed anything yet. After all, it had only been an hour since it happened.

      I went to Reddit, my local source for neighborhood drama, and finally got a hit.

      WTF happened to Bus 678? A friend who lives on its route says it’s stopped in front of Moe’s Dry Cleaning and has its windshield smashed and its roof dented. Claims there’s bodies in the road. Anyone got the deets?

      A bunch of replies followed, and the more I read, the more my brow creased. The stories and theories were all over the place. The most common hypothesis being a drug addict had an episode and turned mass murderer. The most ridiculous one mentioned a thick fog that killed people just like in that Stephen King story, The Mist. Even more oddly, no one spoke of the man with the scythe.

      How could anyone who claimed to have seen the incident have not noticed either? I mean, yes, it was dark and rainy. However, part of the events had been illuminated by the headlights on the bus and car. Could it be I was the only up-close witness? I hoped not, because the lady cop had acted as if I were having a drug-induced episode, her entire attitude dismissive of my claims. In her defense, it sounded pretty far-fetched. Even in retrospect, I second-guessed what I’d seen.

      A yawn cracked my jaw, and I noticed the time. Late. And I was supposed to be opening the store in the morning. I rose and shuffled to my kitchen to deposit my mug in the sink. As I headed for my bed, I glanced out the window. My view of the alley and the backside of a warehouse was the reason why my rent was fifty dollars cheaper a month than apartments overlooking the road.

      A hint of movement by a dumpster had my lips pursing. Probably a racoon or an actual rat. Still…

      I yanked the blinds closed, and then, because I was suddenly nervous in my own place, shut my bedroom door—not something I ever did—and slid my dresser in front of it. As for the window? I moved my nightstand under it and placed some knickknacks on top.

      Wasn’t nobody getting in without waking me.

      For the first time in my life, I also slept with my hand around the butcher knife I usually kept in my nightstand.

      The next morning—after cursing out the phone that still glitched after I pulled it from the rice—I’d nearly convinced myself I’d overreacted.

      Until I left for work. As I went to lock my place, I saw claw marks on the outside of my apartment door.
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      Seeing the claw marks, I bolted right back inside. I mean, how bad would it be if I became a hermit? I could order in groceries. I had internet and Netflix. Did I really need to leave the house?

      I did if I wanted to be able to keep my apartment and pay for said groceries, internet, and Netflix. Not going in for work meant losing my paycheck and if I couldn’t pay rent, I’d end up on the street with whatever the fuck clawed my door.

      Could it have been a dog? Sure, if any lived in my building. I’d yet to see any. A few cats in the windows, yes, but nothing that barked. Could be someone brought their pet on a visit to someone on my floor. But why the hell would anyone let them tear at my door like that? I didn’t even want to think what the landlord would say. I’d better not have to pay to repair it!

      Taking a deep breath, I reopened my door, exiting my apartment and keeping my gaze on my hand—rather than the damage—while I locked my place. Heading for the elevator, I kept glancing over my shoulder as if I expected to see something chasing me. Nothing but dust bunnies rolled in my wake.

      The elevator held a few people when it stopped on my floor. Two strangers in construction-orange jackets, leaning against the rear wall, eyeballing their phones, and Mrs. Fitzpatrick, who lived on the floor above me. I’d helped her bring up groceries a few times. More like got conscripted. She had this way of ordering people around. “You don’t mind giving an old lady a hand, do you?” she’d croak. Only an asshole would say no.

      She smiled at me. “Morning, dear.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Fitzpatrick. How are you?”

      “I would be better if I’d slept. Did you hear the rats last night?” she asked. Then continued before I could answer. “They were scratching something fierce.”

      “I must have slept through it.”

      “I’m going to get some poison. Those bastards won’t be chewing on my toes while I sleep!” she fiercely declared.

      “Sounds like a good plan.” Seriously. Maybe I’d pop by her place later and ask for some to put outside my door.

      We parted ways outside with me rushing for the bus stop, and a good thing, too, since it came early. I made it on board, despite the crush of people. I stood and held the bar, my body swaying as the bus lumbered along its way. It didn’t stop at its usual space on my street. The driver drove down the road parallel to it before shouting, “Bulberry and Kline, get off here.”

      “This isn’t the right spot,” someone in the front complained.

      “I’m aware, but Bulberry is closed for an investigation. This is the temporary drop-off,” the driver stated.

      “This is bullshit,” grumbled the complainer as the doors opened.

      I hustled my ass off and walked a block over to see the street cordoned off and full of police.

      A young fellow saw me approaching and held up his hand. “Sorry, ma’am. The street is closed for an active investigation.”

      I pointed to Crack Kitchen Housewares. “I work there.”

      “Doubt you’ll be getting any business today.”

      “Yeah, but if I don’t go in, then the boss doesn’t pay me.” I shrugged.

      “Fine. But don’t go near any of the taped-off areas.”

      I didn’t plan to. I kept my gaze averted lest I see the bloodstains bound within the yellow tape. There were cops all over, some dressed in hazmat-style suits. Others manned the barricades at either end of the road or chatted over coffee and donuts.

      I headed for my work and found the sign still flipped to closed but the door unlocked. I walked in, the bell tinkling to announce my arrival, to find my boss, Enzo, pacing and talking to someone in Italian on his phone. The moment he saw me, he chirped, “By-ah,” and hung up. “Sadie! Did you hear? We had a killer strike right out front!”

      “I know. I was here,” I stated, heading for the back to hang up my coat and purse.

      “What?” he screeched. “Are you okay? What happened? Why didn’t you call and tell me?” The last being the most important bit, as Enzo did love to gossip.

      “Sorry, my phone got wet. I should have borrowed someone’s cell to text you, but I was so frazzled that I just wanted to go home.”

      “Sit,” he ordered, pointing to the little bistro set we kept in the storage room as a place to have lunch. “Spill.”

      I plopped into the seat and sighed. “You might not want to hear this. It’s pretty gory.”

      Those words just whetted his appetite. His eyes got even wider and brighter as he turned from the coffee machine with a mug for me. “You saw it happen?”

      “Yeah.” A dull admission as I accepted the drink and took a grateful sip.

      “I heard it was an addict who went on a murder spree,” he blurted out.

      I couldn’t blame him for the salacious interest. Usually, I would be the one dying for details, but I found myself strangely reluctant to admit what I’d seen. In the light of day, it seemed impossible. Blame the darkness and rain for muddling what I thought I’d witnessed.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure who did it. It was hard to see, and once the screaming started, I hid inside the shop.” Only a half-lie.

      “That must have been terrifying.”

      I nodded as I cradled the hot mug of java. “Super scary. I mean, whoever attacked had some serious issues. They went after anything that moved.”

      “I heard some people got away and are trying to claim it was as if the very air itself attacked them.”

      That pursed my lips. “Surely someone got a video or pictures?” It had been more than twelve hours since the attack. Plenty of time for folks to upload footage. If my damn phone would turn on, I could have shown off the footage I’d gotten. Prove to that cop I told the truth!

      Enzo shook his head. “Nothing that shows anything. Like you said, the weather was pretty bad, and that fog was thick. It hid everything. You can just hear the screaming.” I almost interrupted him to ask about the fog, which I hadn’t mentioned since I didn’t remember it, but he kept talking. “What’s weird is the videos after the cops arrive are all clear. No hint of a mist at all. Strange that.”

      No shit, seeing as how I didn’t remember any kind of murk other than the rain. “Do they have any suspects?” I asked since he seemed well-informed for a dude who’d not even been present.

      “Nope, so people are freaking. I mean there’s at least one if not more murderers on the loose. Some rumors say there’s at least two, maybe up to four perps.” His giddy excitement was macabre. Never mind I’d reacted the same way in the past. It felt different since it happened to me.

      “Here’s to hoping they catch them,” I exclaimed vehemently. I intentionally neglected to mention the guy with the scythe who mowed down the sewer aliens. Last thing I needed was for my boss to think I needed professional psychiatric help.

      “On a different note, the store won’t be open today. The cops say they’ll be processing the crime scene for hours. I tried to call and tell you to stay home. but your phone went right to voicemail and the text message wouldn’t deliver.”

      “Yeah, it didn’t come back alive after sitting in rice overnight. I’m hoping it just needs a little more time to dry and that it’s not permanently dead.”

      “Sorry you came out for nothing.”

      “Actually, this would be a good day to do inventory.” A hated task that we usually did on the weekends when the part-timers were working the front.

      “Are you sure you’re up to it? I’d be lying in bed for a week if I’d been a witness to a murder spree.”

      More like he’d be on the phone with everyone he knew, but then again, Enzo liked people. Me? I preferred a book. I’d reached the ripe age of forty-two, and the few friends I had either moved away to places less expensive than Toronto or had started popping out babies. In other words, we grew apart, and I didn’t find replacements for them. Why bother? I enjoyed my own company. I didn’t answer to anyone. And for the few times I found myself lonely, I hit a bar called Cougarville, where the ratio of guys to gals looking to get laid made it easy to find someone who could give me an orgasm, and even easier to walk away. Their smarmy attitude reminded me why I never bothered settling down with someone.

      Did I sometimes envy those posting happy pics of couple vacations and anniversaries? Yes. But not enough to truly put myself out there dating. I found it too demoralizing.

      “I can handle the inventory if you need to go do stuff,” I offered, even as I hoped he’d stay. I might want to pretend I’d not seen monsters last night, but the fact remained: something violent did happen and I no longer felt safe.

      “I’m going to clear out that junk cabinet under the register.” Enzo shuddered. “If I scream, bring the Raid.” We kept a large canister due to his spider phobia.

      “You could always spray first?” I suggested.

      His nose wrinkled. “And go around reeking of it bug spray? No thanks. I’ve got a hot lunch date with the barista on the corner.”

      A guy half Enzo’s age, at least. But then again, my boss didn’t look anything close to fifty, given his hair remained jet-black. Me? I had straw-colored straight hair, also with no grays, but no one ever mistook me for being young.

      We both went to work, me in the back with a tablet where I counted the stock and entered it, Enzo in the front, making more phone calls and talking animatedly in a mixture of Italian-English.

      When the door chimed, I heard him call out, “Sorry, we’re closed today.”

      A deep voice replied, “Hi, I’m Detective Williams. I believe one of your employees might have been a witness to the events of last night.”

      I could practically feel Enzo’s excitement. “You mean Sadie? Yes, she was. Poor thing. I’m so happy she wasn’t murdered. I would have been utterly devastated. She’s such a sweet girl.”

      I wasn’t, but I enjoyed the praise.

      “Do you know how I can get in touch with her? I’d like to ask her a few questions.”

      “I sure do. Oh Say-dee!” Enzo sang my name loudly, and I debated running out the back door.

      Dumb. I wasn’t in any trouble. The detective wanted to ask some questions. Might as well answer them and send him on his way.

      I exited the back room to see the detective from last night, his suit now wrinkled and his jaw dark with bristle as if he’d not been home to sleep, shower, shave, or change. No doubt the thing to blame being the number of bodies he had to process. His ragged appearance didn’t detract from his good looks, though.

      As I emerged, Enzo made introductions. “Sadie, this is Detective Williams. He’s here about last night.”

      “Hi.” I held my hands in front of me and tried to not fidget. How should I act so I didn’t come across looking guilty?

      “Do you mind if I ask you some questions?” Detective Williams queried, eyeing me with the most beautiful green eyes. Striking when combined with his tawny complexion and dark hair cut short.

      “Of course.”

      The detective turned to Enzo. “Excuse me, Mr…”

      “Call me Enzo.” My boss leaned forward eagerly. “What can I do for you, Detective?” Only Enzo would flirt with someone investigating a murder.

      “Would it be okay if I asked to have some privacy with your employee? It won’t be for long.”

      I swear my boss almost said no, but he glanced at his watch. “You know what, it’s almost time for my lunch date. I’ll be back in an hour or so. Be gentle with my Sadie.” He waggled his fingers at me as he headed for the door, and he mouthed something I didn’t understand but figured probably had to do with jumping the detective’s bones. Enzo was very much a casual relationship kind of guy, and he struggled with the fact I really had no interest in getting laid on a regular basis.

      The door shut before the detective said anything else. “So you were here last night.” Stated, not asked.

      “Yes.” And then because it would be dumb to lie, “I was here for the whole—” I paused as I looked for a word that wasn’t rude to the dead. Fiasco? Madness? Massacre? I settled on, “Tragedy.”

      “Care to tell me what you saw?”

      And have him look at me with the same dismissal the Officer Perez had? But how else to describe the events? “The rain made it hard to see things well.”

      “Can you tell me the first thing you noticed?”

      “I was waiting outside for the bus when someone jumped on the hood of a car passing by.” I used someone instead of something because, again, explaining that a Gollum wannabe emerged from the sewer with some buddies would have him writing me off as ready for the nuthouse. So sue me if I didn’t want the cute detective to think he dealt with someone he could easily write off.

      “One assailant?”

      I hesitated before admitting, “Four.”

      His brows lifted, and he scribbled inside his notebook. “You saw four distinct attackers.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you describe them?”

      “Not really. It happened so fast, and with the rain and lack of good lighting…” I trailed off, hoping that was a good enough explanation for him.

      His expression told me nothing. “You haven’t mentioned the fog.”

      Dammit. I’d forgotten people online had claimed they couldn’t see because of a misty murk.

      I shrugged and offered my first real lie. “Yeah, it was kind of misty. I could only make out shapes.”

      “You say one of the assailants jumped on a car, and then what?”

      “I heard someone get out of that car and start yelling.” I paused and swallowed before adding softly, “Then there was screaming that cut off abruptly.”

      “And during this time, you were…”

      “Standing by the bus shelter waiting for my ride.”

      “Literally right beside the vehicle and the accosted driver,” he pointed out. “And you didn’t get a good look at the perps?”

      “I wasn’t about to be caught staring at them.” First rule in a city rife with violence? Don’t get involved. Don’t make eye contact.

      “Yet my colleague says you claimed to take a video.”

      Damn you, Perez! Despite the fact that she clearly hadn’t believed my story, she had obviously relayed our conversation to the detective. “I did.”

      “May I see it?”

      “My phone died because it got too wet.” My lame reply and I could see he didn’t believe me.

      “You threw it out?”

      I shook my head. “I have it in a bowl of rice at home.”

      His lips pursed. “What about the bus? Were you still outside when it arrived?”

      Given I didn’t know what the survivors said, I had to admit, “I was.”

      “And?”

      I shrugged. “Couldn’t see much.”

      “On account of the mist.”

      “Yeah. I heard the driver blaring on his horn, and that’s when I ran back to the store and hid inside.”

      “You didn’t call for help?”

      “I did!” I hotly insisted. “I called 911 and they hung up on me, and when I tried to call back, it was busy.”

      “I’ll need your phone number to verify your call logs.”

      “Uh. Sure.” I recited it, and he wrote it down in his notebook.

      “So after you hid in the shop, did you look outside at all?”

      “I did, but I didn’t really see anything. Mostly heard people screaming and stuff.” Then because it made me sound callous, I added, “I didn’t know how to help them.”

      “You did the right thing. Chances are you would have been killed, too, if you’d gotten involved.” He glanced at the window in the door and wandered to it, staring outside. He glanced back at me. “The officer you spoke to last night said you claimed the assailants were short, naked, and hairless and that a man with a scythe took them out.”

      I offered a weak smile. “Blame my panic and shock for seeing things. Most likely I assumed them hairless because they wore hoods.”

      “And the man with the scythe?”

      “Probably someone with a baseball bat.” My lame excuse, to which I added, “The mist made it difficult to make out details, and my imagination went a little wild. Sorry. I must have sounded so crazy.” In the light of day, and upon reflection, I changed my story. Let them think I’d misspoken due to shock.

      “It’s strange how the only fog reported in the city happened on this street.”

      “Very odd,” I agreed, especially since I’d not seen it.

      “Anything else you’d like to add?”

      I shrugged. “I wish I could be more help.”

      “Me, too, because, as of now, there are four killers on the loose. I’m surprised you came in to work knowing that.”

      Shit. It hadn’t even occurred to me since I’d seen scythe dude mow them down. I needed a quick and plausible answer. “Most crime tends to occur at night, and quite honestly, a crime like this is like lightning. It rarely strikes twice in the same spot.” A terrible answer but he gave a nod.

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. He wrote on the back before handing it over. “Here’s how you can reach me. I’ve put my cell on the back. You can call it any hour of the day.”

      My nose wrinkled. “I’m sure if I recall something important it can wait for office hours, or I can leave a message.”

      “Think of it more as in case of an emergency. Say, like those assailants return. Could be they’re part of a larger gang. They might look to eliminate witnesses.”

      My eyes widened. Did the sewer aliens have friends who’d want revenge? What if there were more? All things I couldn’t say aloud. “Um, do you think that’s a possibility?” I squeaked.

      “Until we know more, I’d tread with caution, Ms…” He paused.

      “Butler. Sadie Butler.”

      He smiled. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Butler.”

      “Of course, Detective. Again, sorry I couldn’t be more help.”

      “Call me if you think of anything.” His parting words as he left.

      Me? I went to the back and slumped hard into a chair.

      Had he believed a single word of that bullshit? A detective was trained to spot liars.

      Guess I’d find out if they came back to haul me off to the police station.

      The day passed without my arrest. Enzo returned from his lunch, looking pleased. I inventoried until three and then left while daylight reigned.

      My paranoia had my shoulders tense and my neck sore from swiveling by the time I arrived home.

      I locked myself inside and planned a night of reading when the knock came at my door.
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      As every single woman knows, when someone knocks on your door and you’re not expecting anyone—especially at night—the first rule is: DO NOT ANSWER.

      Like seriously. I played dead, holding my breath, not moving. The knock didn’t repeat, and I assumed they’d left. Out of curiosity, I rose and went to my door with its little glass peephole. A glance through showed arms crossed over a broad chest. Like, really wide and intimidating.

      Yeah, no way was I answering.

      “I know you’re there,” growled a low male voice.

      I didn’t reply because there was no way he knew. Most likely it was part of his schtick to get single women to open their door so he could murder them!

      “I can hear you breathing.”

      Like fuck he could.

      “If you don’t open this door, I will.”

      Ha. As if my door would be so easily penetrated. My apartment building might lack many things, but a solid door wasn’t one of them—as whatever had tried to claw in last night had learned. Add in my two sets of locks, and buddy would more likely hurt himself trying to kick it in than successfully enter.

      “For fuck’s sake, stop dicking me around. I’ve got better things to do than stand in a hallway dealing with your cowardly ass.”

      Cowardly? I pursed my lips before snapping, “I don’t know who you are, but you have the wrong apartment, so fuck off with your threats.” With that, I went back to my couch and had just plopped my butt down when the deadbolt clicked and my security chain rattled.

      I gaped as my door unlocked—on its fucking own!—and the man from the hall entered. Not just any man. I stared as I recognized the scythe wielder from the night before.

      The Grim Reaper, in my apartment.

      Panic bubbled, and I jumped on my couch, standing on the cushion as if that would somehow give me leverage.

      “Get out!” I hollered.

      Rather than reply, he shut the door behind him. While he did that, I grabbed my book and flung it. “Take that, motherfucker. You chose the wrong woman to victimize.” Unlike those who screamed and cowered, I would die fighting to my last breath.

      I grabbed a candle I’d never lit—out of fear of starting a fire—and tossed it. Then the couch pillow for my lower back.

      Without batting an eye, he let them thump into his solid body and fall uselessly to the floor. Times like this I wish I had a samurai sword hanging over my couch like an ex-boyfriend of mine.

      “Are you done having a tantrum?” the Grim Reaper asked.

      “I won’t die easily,” I promised. I adopted a battle pose which, I should add, I’d copied from a movie. Half crouched, butt waggling in readiness, fists up. With my hair in a sloppy pony while I wore my sloth print pajamas. Totally intimidating.

      Not.

      It might be why he arched a brow. “What are you talking about?”

      “You tracked me down so you could eliminate the witness. I remember you from last night. Swinging around your great big scythe.”

      He held out his hands. “I’m not armed.”

      “I’m not stupid. I know you keep it in your pocket.”

      “I keep it stashed because, for some reason, people get a little antsy when they see it.”

      “Ya think?” I hotly retorted.

      “Would it help if I said I didn’t come here to hurt you?”

      Actually, that did help, especially considering he hadn’t made any aggressive movements in my direction.

      “Then why are you here?” I huffed. “And how did you get inside?” Because while he might have managed to get a key from my place by stealing it from my landlord, that didn’t explain how the chain had moved on its own. And before anyone claimed he used a magnet, I’d bought a non-metallic one after watching a YouTube video that went over how home invaders got through people’s security.

      “I have a knack for getting into places.”

      His reply brought back my unease. “Ever think that you should wait for an invitation to come inside first?”

      “I asked for one. You told me to fuck off.”

      “I don’t let strangers into my place.”

      “A good rule to have.”

      “Says the guy who ignored it,” I groused.

      “Extenuating circumstances and all that. Now, if you’re done whining, can we get to my reason for visiting?”

      “No.” I stubbornly shook my head. “You and your murder scythe can go away.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Not after last night.”

      “Aha!” I jabbed a finger in his direction. “You are here to kill me because I am a witness.”

      “What is your obsession with being murdered?” he grumbled as he paced my tiny living room. “How many times do I have to tell your pea-sized brain I’m not here to harm you? Although, your attitude is making me reconsider.”

      “Fine, if you’re not here to slice off my head, then why the fuck are you in my living room?” I countered, focusing on the main point rather than losing my shit over his pea-sized comment. Fucking misogynist.

      “I’m here because you can see demons.”

      I blinked and rose from my crouched stance. “Uh, what?”

      “Demons. You saw them last night. The ugly, bald creatures tearing apart those people on the bus.”

      At his explanation, I rolled my eyes. “Oh, you mean the sewer aliens.”

      His turn to blink. “Aliens?”

      “Well, they’re certainly not from Earth.”

      His lips quirked. “True enough.”

      Despite the unlikelihood of his story, my curiosity had me blurting out, “Why did you call them demons? And how come you can see them, and I can see them, but pretty much no one else seemed to?” I mean the guy in the car had, as had that construction worker on the bus, but they were dead, leaving me the only crazy-sounding eyewitness.

      “Most people can’t perceive demons because they cloak their presence.”

      “Are you a demon?” Maybe the prince of darkness himself. He certainly had the looks to seduce anyone he wanted.

      “No.” His brows drew together, his indignation clear.

      “It’s a valid question, seeing as how no one saw you either.”

      “It’s the coat. It shields its wearer.”

      “Of course, it does. Silly me. Why didn’t I know the man with the giant knife was wearing an invisibility duster?” I rubbed my forehead. “I need a drink.”

      I climbed off the couch and headed for my kitchen and the bottle of wine chilling in my fridge. I didn’t drink often, but when I did, I liked it ready to go. I thumped the bottle of Sauvignon Blanc on the counter, wedged out the cork, and just chugged it straight. No point in dirtying a glass, seeing as how I planned to finish the bottle. When I returned to the living room with it in hand, the big dude remained, arms over his chest, standing in the middle of the room, taking up way too much space.

      “You’re still here,” I stated, taking a long pull of the wine.

      “We’ve not finished discussing business.”

      “We have no business.”

      “Afraid we do. You saw demons.”

      “Says you. And did I really? Because I also saw you chop them to pieces and yet not a single part of them was left behind. No one else saw them. All the videos I’ve seen are just blurs of fog. Which reminds me, what’s up with the fog everyone saw?” I swigged more wine, feeling the warm tingle as the alcohol spread.

      “The fog is meant to obscure their presence from humans.”

      “You saw the demons.” I tossed in the accusation because this whole conversation didn’t make sense.

      “I see them because it is part of my gift.”

      “Is killing part of your gift too?” My tongue loosened as I decimated the bottle of wine. Half gone, half to go.

      “As a reaper for the Fraternitas Messorum⁠—”

      I interrupted. “The what?”

      “Fraternitas Messorum. It’s Latin for Brotherhood of Reapers. Think of it as a specialty guild where its members are tasked with keeping Earth free from demonic influence. Reaper is the title given to its hunters.”

      The explanation did not help, and so I flopped on the couch with my wine, which I chugged. Maybe it would help me better understand. “So, let me get this straight. You belong to a fraternity of dudes who go around killing sewer demons.”

      “They’re not actually from the sewers but an alternate dimension.”

      “Called Hell.”

      “Actually, it’s Inferis, which might sound familiar, as it is a Latin word meaning underworld.”

      “Well, shit. You think you know things, and then some stranger breaks into your apartment and tells you he kills demons for a living. Congrats! Your mom must be so proud. Still don’t see why you’re here.”

      “Because you can see them.”

      “So you keep saying.”

      “You shouldn’t. Only gifted reapers can.”

      “Oh no, a girl can do it too! What will happen to your little sausage club?” I might not be slurring my words, but I was most definitely drunk.

      “You are a naturally born woman?”

      “Would you like me to drop my pants and prove it?” I was only half joking. It wasn’t only the wine that had me admiring my burly visitor. Despite his long coat, I could tell he had a decent physique. And his face? Very handsome. Rugged features topped with dirty blond hair.

      Rather than reply, he frowned.

      “Why so grumpy?”

      “More confused. You’re an anomaly.”

      “Why, thank you.” Might as well treat it as a compliment.

      “You don’t understand. Seeing demons? It’s always been a male trait.”

      “Seems kind of sexist.”

      “Yes and no. Women usually have the power of the spirit. They wield magic in our fight against Inferis. They scry the locations of incursions, heal those afflicted by demon bites and scratches, while the men actually do the physical labor of eradicating demons that cross over.”

      “You know, women are just as capable of swinging a sword at a demon as a man.”

      “Agreed, only they usually can’t see them on account of the fog the demons use to hide their presence.”

      “I didn’t see the fog.”

      “Because you’re immune to their concealing magic, which is unheard of for a woman.”

      I couldn’t help a cheeky grin. “Look at me, I’m special. So does the fact I see them make me a demon hunter?”

      “I don’t know. There’s never been anyone like you before.”

      “That you know of,” I pointed out.

      “True,” he acceded. “It’s possible that those who did see them were killed by the demons or hung as witches before anyone knew.”

      A reminder that I’d barely survived the night before. It sobered me enough to ask, “What did those demons want?”

      “To escape.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Inferis is a crowded and cruel place. Because humans are a tasty treat. Because the Demon Lords would love to rule our world.”

      “Whoa. Info dump.” I waved my hands. “Not to mention, can we not call humans a tasty treat? That’s kind of gross.”

      “Would you prefer I lied?”

      “I’d prefer to be alone in my apartment, reading a book and pretending I never saw demons.”

      “Ignoring them won’t make them go away.”

      “I’ve gotten to forty-two years of age just fine not knowing about them. Pretty sure I can go back to that blissful state of mind.”

      “What you want doesn’t matter. I’m here to recruit you for the fight.”

      At that, I laughed somewhat hysterically. When I calmed myself enough to speak, I turned down his offer. “Listen, while I commend those who put their lives on the line for others, I’m not that altruistic. Nor am I brave or heroic. I ran and hid last night rather than help those getting slaughtered because I didn’t want to die.”

      “Given your lack of training, what you did saved your life.”

      “Exactly. I am not a hero, but you are, so good job, and keep up the good work.” I fist-pumped. “Now, I’m sure you have demons to kill. You know where the door is.” He’d have to show himself out. That bottle of wine went down too quickly, and I now needed to find my bed. The room appeared to have reached the spinning stage of my drinking.

      “You don’t want to receive training?”

      “Nope.”

      “I told them they should have sent someone else,” he muttered under his breath.

      It led to me squinting at him. “Why would they send you?”

      “Because no one believed me when I told them you’d seen demons.”

      My mouth rounded, and then I laughed. “Ha! So you thought you could drag my butt in to prove them wrong. Sorry, dude. Not happening. Like, ever.” The demons I’d seen the night before were enough, thank you. I’d prefer to never ever see another again.

      “You say that now, but I’ll wager it won’t be long before you change your mind. Good evening.”

      “Wait,” I hastened to say, as his long stride already had
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