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Dedication


For my family. You’re always there for me.






Book Description


Scarlett knows the things that go bump in the night are real. Her family has hunted demons for generations.  She has grown up learning how to banish them, seeing things most people couldn’t imagine, even in their worst nightmares. In fact, hunting demons is just like many other jobs. The hours are long, the pay is nearly non-existent and the clients are determined to have their own way. Just like any other job… or at least it seemed that way before demons started hunting her. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Chapter One


Scarlett Hunter glanced from the road to the scrawled directions her brother had given her. She frowned. Surely she should have reached the turnoff by now. Alex usually gave her clear directions, but she guessed he’d been in a hurry. She looked in the rear view mirror and seeing no one about, slowed down. This better not take too long. She didn’t want to be stuck driving back into Brisbane during peak hour traffic. 
She wasn’t certain how she’d been talked into doing Alex’s job. She only hoped Mrs Rose, the woman whose house she was looking for, wasn’t in tears. She never knew how to comfort grieving people. They made her feel awkward. Give her a sword and a demon to face any day. 
Scarlett glanced at the directions again and ran the fingers of one hand through her short blond hair that feathered around her face. With a shake of her head she stared at the deserted road. For all she knew, she was lost. Her cousin Riley would probably say she’d subconsciously got lost to get out of the job. She’d argue that comment. Anyone would’ve got lost with the directions she’d been given.
Scarlett checked the rear view mirror again, wondering if she should turn around and have another look in case she’d missed the turnoff. No, she’d drive a little further before doing that. She felt a tingle at her left wrist as a pop, more physical then audible, filled the car. Movement drew her gaze towards the passenger seat. Her breath caught in her throat, her body tensed and her mind whirled with a thousand questions as she tried to keep her attention on the road.
A young man now sat in the seat. He had light brown skin, dark wavy hair and eyes that could only be called black. And so beautiful it took all of her willpower to keep her eyes on the road. 
“What-” Scarlett began. No. She wouldn’t start talking to one of them. That wasn’t what she’d been taught. Her jaw tightened on all the questions that wanted to spill forth.
Seeing a safe spot, she pulled over to the side of the road and turned the car off. As she jumped out, she tugged on the boot lever, pocketing her car keys. Without a glance at her passenger she ran to the boot and pulled out a sword, unsheathing it.
Spinning around, she found the young man in front of her. She hadn’t heard the door open, but that didn’t surprise her. Holding the sword up, she took a step forward. The man held his ground. No surprise there, either.
“What do you want?” Scarlett met the dark eyes, distrust in her voice.
“Your help.”
Now that was a surprise. Scarlett frowned. Maybe her assumption had been wrong. But what else could he be? “What are you?” Her words were cautious.
The man grinned wickedly. “I don’t think you need to ask that question. You already know or you would not hold a blessed sword between us.”
“Why would a demon ask a hunter for help? What trick are you up to?”
“I wish to cease to be.”
Scarlett opened her mouth to speak. Her mind was blank. Surely she hadn’t heard right. “You what?”
“Scarlett-”
When she heard him speak her name, fear rushed through her. Years of training was all that kept her calm. “I’ve never faced you before. How do you know me?”
“You’re well known among my kind. I have a brother who talks of you often.” He glanced at the narrow black line, with a hint of red in it, which snaked around her wrist. The line started at her pulse point in the middle of her wrist and travelled two and half times around her wrist to where it ended suddenly. A demon mark. It lengthened every time she sent a demon home.
“Then maybe your brother should stay in hell where he belongs.” She knew demons didn’t have the same meaning for brother as humans did. They were an ally or what passed for a friend amongst demons.
“Maybe your kind should stop calling him out of hell.”
Scarlett inclined her head in acknowledgement of his words. “You still haven’t told me what you want.”
“But I have. You just chose not to believe me. I’m tired, Scarlett. Century after century spent at the beck and call of humans. I’m only a minor demon. Barely a sin at all.”
“All major sins start with minor ones. Each step is that much closer than the last.” Life would be much simpler if she could send demons to hell the moment she saw them. But the demons had to be causing harm or intending to. So far this demon was all talk, but with demons talk could be more dangerous than physical harm.
“Scarlett. I will be your doom unless you make me cease to be.”
A warning or a threat? She couldn’t be certain. Her eyes narrowed. Demons were tricky with words. Not to mention twisting what was said to them beyond recognition. ‘“Prophecy? Clairvoyance? Or your own desire?”
“My desire is to be left in peace.” He laughed abruptly. “I know, quite an oxymoron. A demon that desires peace. But your human dramas weary me. I would have an end to it.”
Scarlett lowered her sword. You could only hold a sword aloft and in the one position for so long. Even when you trained almost daily, the weight became heavier the longer you held it. Her fingers went unconsciously to her throat to touch the gold cross that hung on a narrow leather necklace. “Why ask me?”
“My sin is not violence. It’s lust.” He leered at her to drive his point home.
Scarlett almost laughed. His antics reminding her of her cousin Riley. She caught herself in time. It was never a good idea to lower your defences around a demon. She glared at him. “What do you want, demon?” She stressed the last word to remind herself what it was she spoke to.
His lips curved into a smile. “Oh hunter, I could make you feel my sin if I wished. But it’s your cooperation I need.”
“Go away demon. I don’t have time to stand here and talk in circles with you.” Scarlett sheathed her sword and walked to the driver’s side door, an eye on the demon the entire time. He hadn’t done anything wrong yet, but that didn’t make him trustworthy.
The moment she opened her door, he disappeared, reappearing in the passenger seat again. She sighed in frustration. Standing with her door open, she stared at the demon. He stared back, an unfathomable expression on his face.
“Great! Just what I need. A demon stalker. How lucky can I get?”
“I haven’t started stalking you yet. The call to kill you hasn’t been made.”
“What?” Her heart leapt. She took a deep breath, reminding herself to remain calm. It should have been Alex on this lonely road, not her.
“Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?”
“It’d help if you didn’t talk in riddles and half sentences. Who will call you to kill me and why do you know about it when it hasn’t happened? And you said doom. That doesn’t have to mean death. Speak plainly, demon.” Scarlett ran her fingers through her short hair, taking a deep breath. Patience, she reminded herself. And caution.
“I have hunter. I’ve asked for your help. I asked you to make me cease to exist before I’m called on to end your life. Ask me to seduce a woman and I’m yours. Ask me to torture someone until they beg for death and you need a different demon. I’m not a torturer. I know what’ll happen to me if I fail. It’ll be safer to no longer exist.”
“Don’t answer the call when it comes.”
“It’s not that simple.”
“You demons always complicate things.” How had she got to this point? Conversation with a demon. What next? Quit being a hunter? No way. She brushed her fingertips along the pommel of her sword. There had to be a way to simplify matters and get rid of him in a hurry. “Why can’t you ignore the call?”
“I owe a powerful demon a favour. He can’t answer the call even though he’d like to. You’re the first stage of his revenge.”
“What’s this demon’s name?”
“You don’t know his true name. The name you’d recognise is Retribution.”
The name echoed inside Scarlett’s head and she shakily sat in the driver’s seat. Retribution! She tucked her sword under the dash so the hilt rested on her seat and pulled out her phone. No coverage. She dropped it in her lap and leaned her head on the steering wheel, the demon beside her forgotten.
Retribution! The demon who’d lost a battle to her cousin Blake’s girlfriend, Alyssa. It had been little more than a month now. She’d faced other demons since him. But none so powerful. With her head still down, Scarlett asked, “Why?”
“Because of the terms Alyssa set. Retribution’s stuck in hell for a century.”
Scarlett’s head jerked up so she could look at him. “A century?” When he nodded, she sighed, leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes. “That’s not possible. She didn’t set out to do that.” Her voice trailed off. “Completely impossible.”
“She might not have planned to, but she’s caused him to be bound to hell for a century.”
Scarlett sighed. “I’m mad to even listen to you. Demons never tell the truth.”
“Ask it of me.”
Scarlett frowned and looked at him. “What?” It was hard to focus on what he said when the word ‘doom’ echoed in her mind. Doom and Retribution. Not a good combination. She forced herself to concentrate. You had to watch every little thing you said around a demon and every word they spoke or you’d end up in trouble.
“Ask truth of me and I can give you a binding oath to speak only truth for you.”
“I will never ask a demon for anything. You lie, deceive and tempt. All you leave behind are broken minds and soulless bodies.”
“Then I’ll offer it to you for a token price.”
“I have nothing I’m willing to give.”
The demon slowly smiled, his eyes black pits of temptation. “Scarlett, I would ask so little of you. A kiss. What else would a demon of lust and desire require?” He reached out and ran his knuckle down her arm. His voice lowered. “A single kiss, Scarlett.”
She pushed his hand away. “You’re a demon!”
The demon laughed. His deep tone filled the car. “And you’re a hunter.”
“I won’t kiss a demon!”
“I’m beginning to regret I must cease to exist. I’ve not been so entertained in ages.”
“I don’t have time to sit here and listen to your rubbish.” She pushed the key into the ignition and turned it. As soon as she sorted out Mrs Rose’s problem she’d go home to Gran. Hopefully she’d know what to do. She glanced at Alex’s map and frowned. Where was the turn off?
“Another five kilometres.”
Scarlett stared at the demon. She tried to ignore his looks, but she was only human. In her mind, she began to recite prayers. “How do you know what I was thinking?”
“Why bother asking questions when you won’t trust in the answers?” 
Scarlett’s lips pressed tight together. She buckled her seat belt, slid her phone into her pocket, checked her mirrors and pulled onto the empty road. Five kilometres later she turned onto a rutted dirt road. She drove slowly and watched for the large red mailbox she’d been told sat by the driveway. And there it was, about four hundred metres along on her right.
She pulled up in front of the old timber cottage that was badly in need of paint. It had a verandah across the front, slightly sagging on one end. To one side of the door was a pile of boxes and on the other were two cane chairs with a wrought iron table between them.
“What’s your name, demon?”
“I’m no fool. Give a hunter my true name? You may call me Desire.” He smiled as she continued to glare at him.
“I won’t be calling you anything then. Leave demon. You’re not needed here.”
“Demons are never needed, only wanted when someone needs their dirty work done.” 
“You’re a demon. Don’t expect me to feel sympathy for you.” Scarlett opened the car door and her hand hovered over her sword. ‘She couldn’t take it with her even though every instinct screamed at her to remain armed. Her fingers curled into a fist and she turned away, closing the door with her other hand before she strode to the verandah. The demon walked beside her. She refused to acknowledge him and instead knocked on the front door.




Chapter Two


Within minutes the door swung open. A woman in her sixties with short steel-grey hair and metal-framed glasses stood there. She looked at Scarlett, with a single glance towards the demon. “Father Joe said he’d be sending a boy. Why are you here, girl?” 
Scarlett took a calming breath and ignored the irritation in the woman’s voice. She tried to tell herself it was preferable to tears. “I’m Scarlett.” She gestured towards the boxes. “Are these the boxes you need taken to Father Joe… ahh…” For a moment she couldn’t think of the woman’s name, most of her attention was on the demon beside her. “Mrs Rose?”
“Who is he?” The woman stared at the demon.
Scarlett turned her gaze to him. He smiled lazily at her and didn’t bother to introduce himself. He could have made himself invisible instead of making this job more difficult for her. Scarlett took another deep breath. She did the only thing she could. She shortened the name he’d offered her. “Des.”
“Those are the boxes. All eight of them have to go. You got room in your car?”
Scarlett looked at the boxes and nodded her head. She took a couple of steps closer and reached out to pick up the first cardboard box. Before her fingers came in contact, her demon mark heated and she pulled her hands back as if something had bitten her.
Mrs Rose laughed bitterly. “You feel it too. My daughter said I was mad. Said I should sell the stuff. But I couldn’t. Father Joe said he’d deal with it. I don’t know what my brother was into, but you can rest assured he isn’t with the angels in heaven. I’m betting he’s warming his toes at the fires of hell.”
“Where did you find these things?” Scarlett looked past Mrs Rose to stare at the house.
“Not in there. A little timber shed out the back. I’m going to burn it to the ground. Makes me feel like I’m being watched every time I go near it.” Mrs Rose shuddered.
“Can I see it?”
“Around the back. You can’t miss it. I keep expecting to see gargoyles perched on the ridge. But you won’t get me near it anymore than I have to.”
“Thank you.” Scarlett hesitated only a moment before she strode back to the car. With one demon already shadowing her she wasn’t about to take any unnecessary chances. Mrs Rose could think what she wanted. She dropped the belt of her sword over her head and one arm, so it rested against her back. Picking up a second vial of holy water, she slid it into her pocket next to the one already in there. The vial was about the size of her little finger, but she wouldn’t need much. A drop of holy water went a long way when dealing with demons.
“You’d be better off taking a bag of salt with you.”
Scarlett ignored Des and strode back towards the house.
“What are you, girl?” Mrs Rose dropped onto one of the cane chairs with a grunt.
“I’ll see what I can do to dispel any demons left behind by your brother’s meddling.”
“You can do that?”
Scarlett nodded.
“Then maybe it was a good thing you came instead of just him.” Mrs Rose nodded towards Des.
“Maybe.” Scarlett didn’t bother explaining Des wasn’t the one who was supposed to be here. Alex should have come and he was just as capable as she was at dealing with demons.
Scarlett walked around the side of the house. She stopped when she saw the timber shed. It made her demon mark feel warm and her skin crawl. She straightened her shoulders and marched forward. When she stood in front of the shed, she drew her sword. Whatever demon was in there was far more powerful than Des. He only made her mark feel like a mild itch that wasn’t worth scratching.
Des stood a couple of metres away from her, arms crossed on his chest and a smile of amusement on his face. “Are you going to send me to hell once you’ve dealt with the demon here?”
Scarlett looked over at him. “Do you feel one here too?”
“I’ll exchange the information with you.”
“Do you think you can talk just once without complicating things?”
He shrugged. “Probably not.”
“How can you sit in my car? It’s been blessed by a priest.”
“Are you worried you might not be able to send me home?”
“I didn’t say that. Oh, forget it. I can’t believe I’m still talking to you. It’s just so wrong.” Scarlett turned back to the shed.
“It isn’t easy. My skin feels like it’s being attacked by a thousand biting insects. It also feels like the occasional knife is thrown at me too, but I think that’s when you start praying in your head. I can ignore the pain.” Des paused. “It’s nothing compared to what a major demon can do to punish you.”
“I don’t kill.” Scarlett continued to look at the shed rather than the demon near her.
“It isn’t killing. It’s more like unmaking. Now you must answer a question.”
“I never agreed to that!”
“I offered an exchange of information, you asked a question.”
Scarlett sighed heavily, closing her eyes. She knew talking to demons only brought trouble. Even minor ones. She opened her eyes to glare at him. “Get it over and done with.”
Des smiled, his head slightly on the side as his gaze roamed her figure. “I think I’ll save it. I never did put a time limit on it.” His smile widened and his voice lowered. “Anticipation.”
Scarlett rounded on him, opened her mouth to speak and then closed it with an audible sound. She glared at him for a moment, eyes narrowed, before she deliberately turned away and took another step closer to the shed. “Demon! This is not your home. Come out and face me.”
The wind picked up. Des chuckled. Scarlett continued to ignore him.
“Demon! Show yourself. Stand before me.”
“Try spilling a little blood. He’ll be out in a flash. He’s so very hungry. Mainly for power. He doesn’t have much of his own.”
Scarlett turned to glare at Des who had moved closer to her. “Do you mind?” She didn’t even bother trying to keep the annoyance from her tone.
Des grinned. “Not at all.” He turned towards the shed. “You might as well come out brother. She isn’t going anywhere and it will only cause you unnecessary pain to resist. She will send you straight home. No punishment.”
“Do you promise this, brother?” The deep voice came from the shadowy doorway of the shed.
“Brother-”
“You can’t speak for me.” Scarlett interrupted him.
“Give him a break, Scarlett. He’s only Deception. The masks we wear when we face the rest of the world. Prayers only. No touching him with holy relics. What does it matter? He’ll still be sent home.”
“He can’t be so minor a demon. I feel something stronger than that.”
“It was the method used to call him,” Des said.
Scarlett’s lips thinned and her hands tightened on her sword. That could only mean human sacrifice. “I’ll give him ten minutes. Then I use holy water and my sword.”
Des turned back to the shed. “You heard, brother. I have gained you ten minutes. Let her help you find the way home. No punishment if you can make it in time.”
“I thank you, brother. I owe you for this favour.” Deception walked out of the shed. He was half the size of Scarlett, his wiry body covered in greyish skin that seemed to ripple as he moved. His face was fluid and changed his appearance by small amounts every second.
Scarlett began to pray the moment the demon was in front of her. She noticed Des move away when she started and found that action comforting. She had worried it would be difficult to send Des home. Closing her eyes, she pushed everything from her mind but the need to send the demon back to hell. When she reached the end of her prayer, she felt her demon mark cool considerably. She opened her eyes to find she was alone. Only the power from the sacrifice, that had called the demon, causing the warmth she felt from her demon mark.
Des was nowhere to be seen. Regret crept over her and stunned by the feeling, she pushed it away, moving forward to examine the shed. Des stepped out of the gaping doorway and Scarlett smothered the shriek that came to her lips, glaring at him as she sheathed her sword.
“Tell the old woman to burn the place. There’s no need to go in there.”
“I’ll decide that, not you.” Scarlett stood in front of Des and waited for him to move.
Des shrugged and stepped back into the shed. Scarlett forced herself to move forward, fighting the urge to flee as fast as possible. Her skin crawled and her demon mark felt like it writhed beneath her skin. She glanced around the dim interior, her gaze drawn to the far end of the shed. Walking shakily forward, Des at her side, Scarlett couldn’t look elsewhere.
“Why put yourself through this? You know what you’re going to find. Actually, that was a rhetorical question. Answering it doesn’t count.”
“Stay out of my business, demon.” Scarlett stopped and stared at the dirt floor. It looked like an animal had clawed and scratched at the ground, disturbed before it could make more than a shallow indent.
“Burn the shed and be done with it.” His words were soft as he moved closer to her.
Scarlett shook her head. “Whoever it was deserves a proper Christian burial.”
“Even if they were a murdering rapist?”
“Were they?” She opened her mouth to withdraw her question, but she was too late.
“No.” Des grinned at her. “You owe me two answers.”
“Then one answer will only be yes or no since that’s all I gained from you.”
“It was a young woman who was hitchhiking that he picked up about eighty kilometres from here nearly three years ago.”
“I didn’t ask for the extra information. It doesn’t count.”
Des laughed. “Fine. But you had best watch what you say because I’m listening very carefully. Not to mention I’ve already been generous. I haven’t counted your ‘do you mind’ question.” 
“That wasn’t a proper question.” Scarlett pulled out one of the vials of holy water and sprinkled it across the disturbed grave before she hurried from the shed. 
“Technically it was still a question. But I’m willing to be generous.”
Scarlett took a deep breath of the untainted air outside the shed. She started to argue the point with Des, but stopped. He didn’t need any encouragement. She strode to the front of the house and Des walked beside her. “Ar-” Scarlett broke off before she could finish the word. How did you ask a demon if they planned to be your shadow without actually asking a question? The best solution was to send him home, but she didn’t think he’d stick around for that. Besides, it was against what she stood for. Scarlett growled in frustration.
Des chuckled.
Mrs Rose came to her feet when she saw them. “Well?”
“The demon’s gone. I’ve got a business card in the car for a detective you need to call. Tell him you’re from Father Joe’s church and you’re at your deceased brother’s home. Say that someone mentioned your brother was interested in demons and human sacrifice and it looks like some animal has been digging up the dirt floor of his shed. You thought you’d call him first before you disturbed the area.”
“Oh!” The woman staggered back to her chair. “Oh.”
“I’m sorry,” Scarlett said. She hated telling people bad news. They always took it harder from her. Even Alex could break bad news better. At eighteen, he was nearly a full year younger, but much better at dealing with people. “I won’t be able to take these boxes for you, the police might need them. But I’ll ask Father Joe to see to the taint on them and in the shed.”
Scarlett retreated to her car for the business card. She strode back to the house, her gaze drawn to Des where he leaned against a verandah post. She forced herself to ignore him and gave the business card to Mrs Rose. “Do you have any idea of when you might ring? I need to call Detective Tuck after you have, to give him some other information.”
The woman looked at her blankly.
“You’ve such a nice way about you, Scarlett.” Des moved to sit beside the woman. He reached out and took hold of her hand. “I guess your daughter’s going to have to listen to you say, ‘I told you so’. I’m sure she hates it when you’re always right.”
Mrs Rose smiled shakily. “I would have preferred if she was the one saying it this time.”
Des patted her hand. “You’ll manage though.” He smiled slowly and leaned forward. “But I’d book an appointment at your hairdresser and splurge on a new dress before those reporters come calling. You’ll want to look your best when your photo appears in the newspaper.” He winked at her.
“Oh, my, yes.”
“I’d ring straight after you call the detective to make sure they can fit you in. You can bet the reporters will be out here as soon as they hear about the shed.”
“Yes, yes, of course.” She rose to her feet. “Thank you, young man. You’re absolutely right of course. I’ll make those calls straight away.” 
Scarlett turned away and strode to her car. Sitting in the driver’s seat, she tucked her sword in beside her, leaning the hilt against the seat before she grasped the steering wheel. Glancing back, she saw Des putting an arm around the woman before he moved away from her. She was torn. She’d brought this demon here. Anger coursed through her. He’d been able to comfort the woman when she hadn’t known the words to use. She wondered if he’d used his demonic powers, but he was such a minor demon she couldn’t be one hundred percent certain. And unless she was, she couldn’t intervene. She’d walked away before she did or said something she shouldn’t.
She started the car as Des opened the door and climbed in. She wanted to drive off and leave him there, but it would’ve been wrong to leave a demon behind after getting rid of one from the property. She ignored Des who stared at her.
“I’m surprised you didn’t leave me behind,” Des said after several minutes. When he received only silence, he spoke again. “But I’m not going to let it go to my head. I’m sure it’s only because you know you’re stuck with me until you answer my questions.”
“I’m wh-” Scarlett broke off before she formed another question. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not stuck with you until I answer your questions.”
Des chuckled, but didn’t volunteer any information.




Chapter Three


Scarlett sat in frustrated silence. There was no way she was going to owe him three questions. She forced herself to ignore him as she drove towards home. When she saw a public phone box on the side of the road she glanced at the time on the dash. It had been about twenty minutes since she’d left Mrs Rose’s house. That should have been enough time for her to have made her phone call. Parking beside the phone box, Scarlett hopped out of the car, continuing to ignore Des.  
She dialled the number on a card identical to the one she’d given Mrs Rose and listened to the phone ringing. Her toe tapped as she waited for the detective to answer.
“Tuck.”
“Hi Detective. Hunter here.”
Tuck laughed. “Hello Hunter. Been a while since you were a woman.”
Scarlett smiled. When any of her family, male or female, rang him with information they always used their surname. They’d been contacting him for years and he’d taken them seriously right from the start. “I’m wondering if you’ve had a call in the last twenty minutes.”
“About a man who possibly summoned demons with human sacrifice?”
“That sounds like it.” Scarlett gave him the address. She faced the opposite direction as Des came to stand near her.
“Yes. You have more information for me?”
“I’m afraid so. I don’t know how much it’ll help though.”
“Fire away.”
“A young woman hitchhiking
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