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To Kris: Thank you for the writing dates and the gentle nudges and support. And fine, my next story, I MIGHT try to do the fluffy, love, heart stuff that you are so fond of, but I refuse to use all your girlie parts words—you know the ones.
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Author’s Note:
From its conception, I’ve planned this story to be a trilogy. But now that we’re standing here staring at the end of days, I’m honestly having a hard time letting go. I connect, on some level, with every single character I write, even the background ones. But there is something special about AJ. She has wrapped herself around my heartstrings. I don’t know if it’s the hard and soft mix of her persona, the extra sass level she brings, the unwavering commitment to make things “right” even when it comes at a great sacrifice to herself, or her quirky habit of naming weapons (and a few body parts) after aging pop stars. *Shoulder shrug.* Probably all the above.
All that to say, who knows, I guess somewhere down the road if AJ has more story to tell, we’ll make sure we get it told. But for now, ya better buckle up, Buttercups, ’cause I have a feeling it’s going to be one HELL of a ride.




Chapter 1
“It’s been seven hours and fifteen—” I began to croon in my best, which so totally isn’t anything like Sinead’s voice before I was backline chorused by two groans of annoyance. “—days,” I finished just for spite because I’ll admit it, I’m in a mood. An I’m-flipping-bored-so-when-is-this-flaming-asshat-going-to-make-his-move kind of mood. Or it’s PMS. I double-checked, ticking off days on my fingers. Yeah nope, it was the waiting on Lucifer to drop the apocalypse bomb thing. Mostly. There was also a self-imposed slow your roll on the Oreos thing going on too that had me a little itchy, but otherwise I was pretty sure it was the A-bomb thing.
“Every hour for the last fifteen days was all leading up to that little moment, wasn’t it?” Ashlyn asked.
“Duh. I’m really surprised you didn’t click on that one sooner.” I tsked in mock disappointment. “I thought you knew me? I thought we were in sync? Not the boy band, but partners in soul and mind—”
Ashlyn responded by chucking a couch pillow at said mind. I blocked it, of course, ’cause I have mad skills like that, as you’d expect since I’ve got this whole demon hunter gig going on. And just a quick P.S. Ashlyn and I clicked on so many levels, specifically a hundred and nine ... nope, just thought of a new one ... a hundred and ten naked ones. I was just bored, and when I’m bored, I get annoying. I know this about myself.
Head down, eyes on his keyboard, where they’d been the last (see earlier song inspired time reference), Danny offered up a “Thank you” to Ashlyn. I rewarded his blind backing by Frisbeeing the pillow in his direction. He also blocked it because he’s got some fairly mad skills himself. I mean, I’m sorta next level, but to be fair, he was flying solo, where I’m super-juiced with his great-times-three grandpa’s magical—and there is no way to end that sentence that doesn’t sound super icky. Let me digress since apparently, we have all the time in the world before the ultimate evil diva shows up to start this party. We’ll get to that part too, but I’ll start at the beginning and hit the highlight reel.
Oklahoma, circa a dozen years or so ago, when the grandparents took my sister and me on a summer vacay, which was their normal summer MO. However, this particular trip had a little side bonus of getting me out of town after the “unfortunate incident” or UI for short, not to be confused with an actual medical UI that happened outside Winnipeg on which I won’t expand beyond that it involved too much Fireball Whisky, a shady swing set, and a stripper named Cyni-buns. This, no need for meds UI, involved my then on-again-off-again, later determined to be demon-infused high school girlfriend, who’d “leapt” from a bridge into a river. I hadn’t been able to save her. Spoiler alert: I may or may not (totally do) have a smidge of emotional baggage from said experience.
Back to said summer vacation on a Native American reservation. I will short-script this part: I snuck out, made friends, drank corn alcohol, ran across Danny, a.k.a. Dyani Whitefang, sitting center stage of a drum circle ready to undergo a sacred ritual, which would pass the ancient hunter spirit from his grandfather to him. Insert me again, fueled by my insatiable curiosity and seven too many chugs from the jug. I stumbled literally and figuratively—absolutely not on purpose —smack dab into the middle of the right-of-passage ceremony. And just like that, wham-o, blam-o, I was super-infused with a shot of demon hunter or as I now lovingly like to refer to him, “Norm.”
I spent the next several years trying to right my wrongs, trying to evict Norm from my human apartment complex and into Danny’s, but fate and some ancient prophecies had other plans. Some of which I had just recently learned during my little trip to the ultimate land down under, and I’m not talking about Australia, because that would’ve been awesome. Kangaroos. Koalas. But no, we’re talking the real deal, h-e double hockey sticks, hell. Which, if you would like to know, comes complete with demons, fire, and a big, uber-creepy, dark castley thing, which I kind of destroyed. Sorry. Not sorry. Oh, and I killed the Queen of Hell, who kidnapped a little dude named Apoc, short for Apocalypse, but we’ll get to that fun name game in a bit. Sure, Apoc was her kid, but there were extenuating circumstances. One being she was a total bitch. In that form anyway. There’s kind of a Disney malevolent good-turned-villain backstory thing going on, but whatevs. Timing.
Apoc was his given name, well given to him by me, because of his own sucky fate as the love child of an angel and a demon. Also prophesied or prophe-sighed; it all depends on whether you are a “glass half full” or a “fuck the glass, give me the bottle” kind of person. Anyway, Apoc was specifically created to have his own starring role in the destruction of Lucifer. Insert me again. I went to get him in hell, a lot of demony stuff happened, yadda yadda, I got Apoc back, killed the queen, then no-goed Lucifer’s little offer to fill in for the recent queen vacancy by shooting him in his dangly pant peppers. Oh, and I stole his dog. I know, I know, it should totally be a country song.
Anyway … yeah, that’s pretty much the down-low on this shit show and how I came to be here twiddling my thumbs with Danny, Robin to my demon-fighting Batman, and my main love squeeze and righteous badass in her own right, Ashlyn. Now we’re just tres amigos sitting here in Grand’s, Danny’s fo’ realz and my adopted G-pa, double-wide, waiting for the big bad to bring it. Errrk! *Record scratch* Oh sorry, rewind. I should also mention Michael, who’s also chilling ground-level at the moment. Michael, fallen angel and baby daddy to Apoc, who we all thought was dead after Round 1 with his ex, the queen, until I found him in hell meat-hooked from a ceiling and totally … umm, rhymes with “plucked.” Let’s see, what else … I feel like I’m forgetting something important. Yeah, I don’t know. I’m sure there’s something else, but whatever. The important thing to know at the moment is that I’m bored, there’s an upcoming apocalypse, and tomorrow is the all-you-can-eat chicken-fried steak night at the diner down the road. So yeah, whichever comes first, we’ll deal with it.
“I’m going for a run,” I stated, partly because I thought it prudent to be in primo shape for the upcoming battle royale and, well, again CHICKEN. FRIED. STEAK. NIGHT. I mean, girl, pleeease.
“I’ll go with you,” Ashlyn said as she stood and headed for the back bedroom.
I smiled at her eagerness. In the short time since she had joined our band of merry men, Ashlyn had been pushing herself hard both in physical strength and endurance training. Add in weapons and hand-to-hand with Danny and me and yeah, meoooow. I watched her and her toned backside start down the hall.
Yeah, I should probably go help her pick out an outfit. I’m thinking something naked since naked accentuates her eyes. I started down the hall, but pulled up short when Ashlyn turned and faced me, her finger up and twirling. “Put it in reverse, Sinead. I don’t need your help.” The way she emphasized the word “help” made me think she didn’t find me helpful at all. I scoffed. I thought I’d been rather helpful in the shower this morning. Twice helpful to be exact. “I know what you’re thinking and no. Run now, then whatever that smirk …”—another swirl of a finger, but this time at my face—“… is about, we can do that later.”
“I was just going to help you pick out an outfit,” I offered, with all innocence, rainbows, and kittens in my voice.
“Nice try, McFly,” she said, stepping into me and slipping her arms around my neck. “How about this?” She nipped at my jetted-out lower lip, which sent zippy do da messages to my naughty bits. “I’ll pick out my own outfit, we’ll run, and if you behave and aren’t too exhausted from me beating you, then I might let you take off my outfit.”
“My skill set does lean more to the taking off versus the picking out,” I offered as she nipped at my ear.
“Agree,” Ashlyn said, leaning back as she tugged on one of the strings of my worn-out SPD hoodie, which had seen better days since my time at the Seattle police academy almost a decade ago. “See you outside,” Ashlyn said, spinning me away and pushing me back down the hall.
“Denied,” Danny teased, never looking up from the screen of his laptop.
“Delayed, not denied,” I clarified, flicking his computer as I passed. “You want to join or are you going to stick here doing the geek stuff?”
“Geek stuff,” Danny answered. “I have some leads I’m trying to run down.” Translation: Danny was convinced there’s some secret Raiders of the Lost Ark something out there that’d give us a leg up on downtowning Lucifer again. That is, if he ever decided to show his pretty face. “Plus, Michael and I are supposed to go a few rounds later.” Danny finally brought his eyes up to meet mine after I went incommunicado for a few beats. I smirked. He glared. “Fighting,” he clarified.
“Is that what the boys are calling it these days?”
Danny’s eyes went roller coaster loop de loop, ending their ride back at his computer.
Five minutes later, Ashlyn and I stood at the edge of Grand’s small reservation and our current Motel 6. “Mile head start?” Ashlyn asked as she caught her ankle behind her to stretch one thigh, then switched to stretch the other.
“To the highway and back?” I asked.
“Works for me,” she said as she bent down to touch her toes.
I took in the sight. “That works better for me.”
Ashlyn straightened and slapped playfully at my shoulder. “Meet ya in the shower?”
“Yes, please.”
She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and took off. “First one back gets the loofah,” she yelled over her shoulder.
I growled low in my throat. Damn her. She knows my devotion to skin care … hers, of course. Mine was more of a “cool it’s still attached” kind of a relationship. I looked around while I waited for Ashlyn to hit the mile mark, which would only take about five and a little change. I took in the summer sky, its brilliant blue a perfect backdrop to the fluffy white clouds that slowly drifted by as if they didn’t have a care in the world. It must be nice. I closed my eyes, letting the sun’s warm rays heat my skin. I tried to soak in the sereneness vibe, as my vibe of late was pre-tuned to the chaos and fear channel, the side effect of knowing about an impending apocalypse.
A sharp bark brought me back from my dark thoughts and I turned to see Six, my on-the-lam hellhound, jogging toward me. He was in his mini-me version, which was still intimidating. He’d been enjoying the river again as his underbelly was a mass of mud-slicked hair. He’d adjusted well to this above-ground life, especially the food, refusing all forms of dog food and electing instead to belly up to the breakfast, lunch, and dinner table with the rest of the crew. “Hey, not-so slim shady.” I greeted him with a head rub. “Want to take a run?”
He lowered himself to the ground, covering his eyes with a paw.
“Ashhhllyyyn is already out there …” I crooned, using the crush he had developed on my girl to sway him. His paw came off his face, and both ears went full sonar at the mention of her name. He sat up, looking in the direction I pointed. “First one to catch her gets her—” And he was gone. I saw a blur of fur and tail. “Cheater!” I yelled after him. His return bark came from about a hundred and fifty yards away.
Six tail-checked me when I tried to pass him a minute later, pushing me back a good twenty yards, which gave him the space he needed to go full-scale. Supersized, he proceeded to play a mad game of New York cabbie, blocking my path anytime I tried to dart around him. That lasted for a good portion of our run until I decided to drop back a few steps and leapfrog his ass. It was a good plan all the way up until he backdoor stink-bombed me. Fun fact: Last night’s din-din was pot roast and cabbage, just in case you were curious.
When my vision and lungs cleared, Six had shrinky dinked it back to normal-ish dog size and was jogging companionably alongside Ashlyn, her fingertips rubbing at his ears, while she praised him. “Good dog. Gooood dog.”
I passed them both on an eye roll. I went another five miles while Ashlyn and Six did three. I found them again on the trail back. Ashlyn was taking a cooldown walk near the river, and Six was, not surprisingly, in the river.
“Better?” she asked as I approached.
“Better,” I said. I’d pushed it hard the last two miles, so I took up the cooldown routine alongside her. “I should probably let you know that I might have lost you in a bet of egos. I’m pretty sure Six owns you now.”
She glanced at me, then at the dog playing doormat in the river. “I bet I can buy my freedom with a bucket of chicken.”
“Throw in a family-size mashed potato and gravy, and I think you’ll have a good chance.”
“It’s good to know one’s worth,” she said, sliding a hand into mine as we walked.
We fell into silence as we walked along the river, each in our own thoughts. Mine now consisted of chicken and mashed potatoes with a side of pending apocalypse.
Speaking of … a shift in the air had Norm flipping the demon hunter lights on, and Six’s zero to Defcon 1 stance had me pulling Ashlyn closer as I searched the area for threats.
Ashlyn’s body stiffened against me, her eyes doing their own recon. “What is it?”
“I don’t—” know was the genius end to that little statement as another … we’ll go with crackle, rippled through the air. I checked the sky; still clear and brilliant blue except for the perfect donut hole punched through an otherwise undisturbed cloud. “Six, you’re with Ashlyn,” I ordered, as I pulled my Glock, a.k.a. Barbra Streisand, from my waistband, her safety already off and ready to falsetto the shit out of whatever just Superman’ed itself through the clouds.
I was already running as I tried to lock in on Apoc and Michael’s current location. I leaped the short wood fence, which separated the field and woods from the people part of the place. I cleared a picnic table and skirted around a row of clothes flapping in the summer breeze, running wide to do a drive-by of Grand’s house. I knuckled the windows as I passed. “Danny! Rambo it up, we’ve got company!” Ten steps later, I heard the front door bang open, the rack of a shotgun, and booted feet hitting the dirt path behind me. I smiled. Aw, Danny. I seriously dug how he could go from super geek to super badass in 2.2.
Grand merged into my side view. I glanced at him, and he gave me an “I’m right behind you” nod. Grand was pushing seventy, and even though he’d given up the hunter’s spirit over a decade ago, he was no poser. Plus, he had that whole “think before you act” thing going for him, something that has served him quite well. I’m tracking about 30/70, or 20/80 if you consider the breadstick basket at Olive Garden. I mean seriously, are those things not freakishly good? I have a theory BTW … garlic butter-flavored crack. I’m just sayin’.
I adjusted my grip on Barbra, bringing her up to eye level a la SWAT-style, as I rounded the corner to the sandbox and mini-playground area the elders built for the kids. And Apoc’s new favorite go-to since our little return trip from the land down under. Again we’re talking hell, not Australia.
I skidded to a stop, needing a second to take in the total WTF before me. Michael was kneeling in front of the hottest dude in the history of ever. And that’s saying something with the Rock, Jason Momoa, and the current down-in-the-dirt hottie with a banging body, Michael, in the running. Sooo yeah … this dude was a next-level fella with his brilliant white wings, blond hair, ivory skin, and drown-in-the-crystal-blue of his eyes. None of which, of course, would deter me from feeding him his own earlobes if he took one more step toward Apoc. Who, FYI, was completely undisturbed and unimpressed by the scene unfolding around him, as he was otherwise engaged in the act of building a sand castle. In his superhero-themed Fruit of the Looms.
Danny pulled up curbside, doing his own what the heck and maybe a sexual orientation double-check before starting to lower a knee. “Are you,” I jerked him up by his bra strap, shoulder, whatever, “freaking kidding me?”
“But that’s an … he’s an …” Danny’s head nodded in pretty boy’s direction as if I need a reminder of who we’re talking about, “an archangel,” Danny whispered with instant-awe in his voice. Which if I’m being honest, really didn’t do much for my present attitude.
“I don’t care if he’s the pope’s dressmaker,” I growled. “You’re just gonna go wheels down for … for …”
“An. arch. an-gel,” Danny supplied, breaking the title up so he could emphasize each annoying syllable.
“Los-er,” I countered, with a knuckle chuck to his shoulder before turning my irritable bits toward the other dude that was teeing me off. “Michael, buddy, what’s the deal-i-o with the low-go?”
Michael’s back stiffened, and the black wings that conveyed the “fallen” part of his title, came in tight to his back. I started to go wide, trying to get a side view of the situation and saw Ashlyn moving in cautiously from the opposite direction. Her outstretched gun lowered slightly at the sight of our visitor, but quickly raised again when she found Apoc in the mix. Have I said how much I heart her lately?
Six, back in his doggie version of the Incredible Hulk, moved to position himself where with a simple leap right he could protect Apoc or with a lunge left he could be in front of Ashlyn. I super heart him too, BTW.
“Michael?” I tried again. “I need a little direction here.” Nothing. “Butt wiggle once for friend, twice for foe.”
Mr. Big Bright Stranger Danger’s grin went full ray of sunshine on my soul as he turned toward me. My knees went a little wobbly, and I don’t even kind of swing in that direction. “Addison Jo Mattox, it is an honor to meet you. You are quite the topic of conversation these days.” I would finish off that statement with a “he said,” but the deep-silky tone was more deserving of a “decreed,” “proclaimed,” or “enlightened my soul.”
I checked myself. “It’s AJ, pretty boy. And since you didn’t pick up a ‘Hello, my name is’ sticker on your way in, do you mind telling me who you are and why my buddy Magic Mike is going all kiss-the-king’s-ring on you?”
And just when I thought the dude couldn’t get any more bomb-a-licious, he laughed. Well, fuck me. I recognized that panty-dropper smile anywhere as its co-owner was currently head down and ignoring my WTFs. So, this was Michael Sr. Like fo’ real deal super angel, Archangel Michael. That explained why Danny was still fangirling it side-stage. “Daddy Michael, I assume?” I asked, as my emotional reaction swung from slightly enamored to “so you’re the flaming dickhole that rejected your son.” “Ya here to pick up your ‘Father of the Year’ mug? I mean, surely kicking your son out of the cloud house for falling in love would qualify you for one.”
Daddy Michael’s smile dimmed a little, fogged over by an emotion I would categorize as guilt, but I was a trifle leery and a lot pissed, so I double-downed because that’s kind of my thing. “Sure, his lady love turned out to be a demon. Mega demon and the wife of Lucifer. Lucifer, the kingpin of hell, and …” dot, dot, “your broth–” (dot, dot, dot and connect). “Oh Mikey, Mikey, Mikey, I didn’t even think about … Damn Shazam … Auntie, Queen of Hell. Dude, I’m sorry, but that’s kind of Arkansas 1825, but I guess that’s kind of your all’s deal.”
Eyes back on Daddy Michael. “Speaking of banging DNA matches, I’ve always wanted to confirm the whole Adam and Eve thing. Like there eventually had to be some brother-sister love going on there, right? I mean, two plus two equals four minus one with the Cain thing, then skip to my lou my darling and there was suddenly a family pack of Duggars and then, poof, we’ve populated Asia. Right? Or did I miss something in Diddle-ronomy 1:69?”
“Sweetheart, I don’t think you’re helping this situation,” Ashlyn stage whispered across our little scene.
I looked at her then back to Daddy Michael. His clenched jaw probably meant Ashlyn was on to something. “Sorry. Fine,” I waved a dismissive hand, “no need to answer, I can have Danny just Ancestry.com that single tree branch later.”
“We are not brothers of the flesh,” Daddy Michael growled. “Only in the spirit of God.”
“Wham bam shazammed his spirit aunt then.” I noodled that around for a sec. “Eh, I guess that shaves off a little WTF.” Daddy Michael stepped toward me. I did an “eh-eh-eh” with my gun. He flicked a finger with no more effort than if he’d been playing kicker in a table game of paper football. I watched Barbra field goal herself into the river. That’s a good hundred yards away if you’re Google-mapping this scene. I looked at my now empty hands. “Super inconvenient. And to be honest,” I looked up at Daddy Michael, “I’m kind of regretting my recent life choices,” I said, as Norm began to tapeworm himself under my skin to come front and center for this little standoff.
“I am not here to cause harm to anyone. Quite the opposite. I am simply here to talk to my son and offer what guidance I’m allowed in reference to the upcoming events,” he said as he reached out to place a hand on his son’s shoulder.
Magic Mike rose as if Michael had activated a hidden release button. “Father, how can I serve you?”
I snorted. I didn’t mean to; it was a by-product of my WTF reflux condition. Hey, it’s a thing. Feel free to look it up on www.whatthefuckever.com.
“You can tell your friends that there is nothing to fear from me.”
Another snort, and I had three sets of eyes on me. Probably had more, but I’d moved and couldn’t see Danny or Grand.
Magic Mike crossed his waist with an arm, then bowed slightly in his father’s direction. I caught the subtle double tap of fingers he did at his hip before going upright and turning his attention to me. “AJ, if not given reason my father will not cause harm to us.”
One would think the little statement was a warning for me to “not give reason.” Kind of a subtle “behave, and my father won’t smite you” deal. But nope, I’m an aficionado of the “don’t you dare” looks, as my mom had exercised and mastered a few dozen variations all before I hit the age of five. Magic Mike’s little finger tap was a “be ready with David,” my small but deadly bowie knife that I keep at my hip. Or that’s the translation I was going with anyway as it played better with my current mood. P.S. I know it’s kind of distracting with the whole archangel on Earth thing, but you totally got the knife reference, right? David. Bowie knife. David. Bowie. Got it? Okay, cool.
“You most likely know by now that certain …” Daddy Michael paused to find the correct word. “Events,” he decided, “were set forth long ago, and it appears the time is quickly coming to pass.”
I held up a hand in a classroom “pick me” fashion.
“AJ,” Ashlyn quietly warned.
I turned to her. “What? I just want to make sure we’re all on the same page. Come to pass,” I repeated with air quotes as my hands were apparently free now. “Danny ate two burritos last night, and if this is all over something a vat of Gas-X can solve, then well …” Danny groaned. Grand let out a stifled chuckle. Yeah, he’s awesome like that. Ashlyn’s eyes went—well, in the way of Daddy Michael’s home, and yeah. “I’m just sayin’, these dudes,” I pointed at the front and center dude, “are responsible for the Bible, and that’s got all kinds of jacked up mixed messages, so I’d think we all could appreciate taking a little extra time to make sure we are all on the same page.”
Daddy Michael cleared his throat. “It is true, our messages can sometimes appear cryptic, but it is not for deception purposes. And I should point out that it was actually men that wrote the Bible, and they are not always the best listeners.”
I waited an extra beat or seven. “Oh, sorry. Come again? I flaked for a second. You were saying something about a Philly cheesesteak?”
Daddy Michael gritted his Crest Whitening Strip ad teeth and continued. “Our Creator has given humankind the gift of free will. Therefore, the ultimate or a single fate cannot be determined precisely. Any one person’s actions can change a great many things and outcomes.”
“Right, that whole butterfly flutters its wings in Japan and it blows up a stripper’s skirt in Branson and all that,” I said.
Daddy Michael pondered a moment. “More of a butterfly chooses to land and not fly; the stripper chooses to wear pants scenario.”
“Are they red patent leather pants?” I asked, for again absolutely no good reason, besides that I got a sick joy from attempting to making this living, breathing, holier-than-thou think about strippers in leather pants. I and my innocent self, however, chose to think about Rocky Road ice cream in the prolonged beat of silence. I mean, seriously, chocolate and marshmallows, yum.
“It would be of the wearer’s choosing as, again, free will,” he finally answered.
“With or without matching tassles—” I was already swirling my upper half when Ashlyn and Danny’s double “AJ!” objection cut me off. “What? I’m just trying to get a clear picture.”
Danny finally manned up or sucked up; sometimes I get those two actions confused. I blame politics. “Archangel Michael, sir,” he started, his head lowered as he stepped forward. “I apologize for … she’s … well, she’s …” Danny gave me a sidelong look.
“Awesome? I think awesome is the word you’re looking for,” I interjected.
“AJ means no disrespect,” he said instead.
I snorted. “Um, unless I totally do,” I muttered.
“She is fiercely protective and sometimes her—”
“Again, awesomeness,” I inserted.
“… her protectiveness,” Danny continued, “well, sometimes comes out in creative ways. I hope you can understand.”
Daddy Michael glanced at his son. “I do. Sometimes, our intentions or actions are not clear to others.” Magic Mike dropped his eyes as his father placed a hand on his brain cap, giving it a loving stroke. “And sometimes the things we do, the choices we make to protect them, are very difficult.”
My shoulders relaxed a little. Okay, maybe Daddy Michael is not as big a flaming maxipad with wings as I thought.
He straightened. “I’m sorry, but my time here is short and we have much to discuss. As you know, my brother, Lucifer, has waged war against our Creator. Since his fall, he has vowed vengeance against humankind, destroying our God’s greatest creation. It is believed that time is nearing with the birth of this child—”
“Your grandson,” I inserted, as a friendly reminder.
Daddy Michael nodded sharply, but didn’t commit to the title change. “The existence of such a power …” We all instinctively turned to ‘the power’ who was at present licking the sand from his fingers as if he’d just dipped them in a jar of Nutella.
“And destroyer of sandboxes everywhere,” I inserted.
Magic Mike moved quickly to pick up his sand-laden son, holding him up, giving him a couple of up and downs, so the sand in his shorts could salt and pepper itself out through his leg holes. Giving up, he held his son to his chest. “I will not let my son be used in his war. He has no part in the fight.”
“There is one way to ensure that,” Daddy Michael stated.
Magic Mike stepped back. I stepped forward and do-si-do we were about to go because no one here thought Daddy Michael was talking about a witness protection plan for half-angels, half-demons. “And we’re done. Last call for alcohol. The bar is closing. Uber is waiting at the curb.” I threw a thumb over my shoulder.
“Son, you must consider—”
“Nope. Nopedy. Nope. No. And you can tell Mister Geppetto, or whoever is pulling your skirt strings, that they’re going to have a fight on their hands if they don’t put that little idea in their back pocket and sit on it.”
“—the greater good,” Daddy Michael finished. Paused. Then started again. “There is little time. My brother is amassing his army as we speak. We feel the pull on the balance. There will be great loss and devastation to the human world.”
“Ain’t. Happening,” I growl-peated.
Daddy Michael looked at his son and his grandson, nodded once, then began to retreat, pausing to look at me as he passed. We did the soul gaze thing for a beat, but where I thought I’d find a warrior’s fierce coldness, all I found was a father’s deep regret. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “There may be alternatives, and I pray you can find them. There is little time.”
“Little time? What is little time exactly? I mean you guys are working on Central Standard Eternity Time, right? So, what are we talking— like ‘don’t start a movie because you won’t finish it’ kind of little time? Or ‘don’t get out the assless chaps and the pogo stick six Tuesdays from now ’cause it will be awkward to dismount in the middle of an apocalypse’ kind of little time?”
And that’s when I think I might have broken the pretty angel. He blinked. Blinked again. Then did a back and forth with his head as if to reset it. “We believe only days. A week at most, but likely less as the pull is strong and getting stronger.” He turned for a last look at Michael and Apoc. “We won’t be able to stop this without ...” He didn’t finish the statement, his jaw flexing as if chewing on the words left unsaid. He nodded once, and then with a flash and pop he was gone. The only evidence of his presence was the residual snark left in my throat and the “protect them” left whispered in my ear.
So days to protect Apoc from whom exactly was TBD. I spun back to the audience that had gathered. “Alrighty then, so a little birdie just told us we’re on slay-cation for a few days. Disneyland? Who’s in?”
Ashlyn dropped her weapon, coming to stand next to me. “I … you … are, I can’t even,” she let her words die as she simply curled into me.
I pulled her closer. “I know, I know. I should go see someone about my irritable bowel mouth. Maybe after the whole world ending thing works itself out.”
Ashlyn chuckled into my shoulder. “In the meantime, can we just try not to piss off the good guys?”
“Are we sure they are the good guys? Their solution is ...” We both glanced at the solution held protectively in his father’s arms. “I won’t let them.”
Ashlyn leaned into me. “Neither will I.”
“We,” Grand corrected, as he waved a hand around at Danny and the rest of the tribe that had come silently to encircle the father and son.
Michael did a slow Lazy Susan, and when his eyes came around to mine again, they were glistening with tears. “But you are the very people that will suffer the wrath if—”
“If we don’t figure something else out,” I said, end-gaming his sentence. “Which we will.”
“Thank you, my friends. All of you,” he choked out.
Apoc looked up at the strange sounds coming from his father’s throat. He then laid a hand on his father's cheek where a tear had slipped. His chubby finger swiped at it, then pulled away, and the single tear pooled at the apex of Apoc’s fingertip. He studied it there for a long beat; then, slowly it began to grow into a brilliant sphere of light. It lifted from Apoc’s hand and began to spin overhead like a psychedelic disco ball. Apoc began to clap at his father’s cheeks, a wide smile on his face as he sang, “Happy daddy. Happy daddy.”
If any of us needed any more incentive to protect this special child, we were total goners now. And before long, despite the small fact that an archangel had just visited us with a total rock and a hard place message, everyone began to laugh, sing, and dance in the swirling rainbow of lights.




Chapter 2
Ashlyn slid a hand across my bare stomach, pulling herself closer as she nestled her head onto my shoulder. “Good morning,” she sighed.
I wrapped an arm around her, taking in her scent. “Morning.”
“You sleep at all or were you up still thinking about yesterday?”
After Apoc’s impromptu disco party, we’d all settled back into reality and spent several hours around the dinner table talking about the what-ifs of our current situation. Michael was confident that his father wouldn’t deceive us, that if he’d said days, it would be days before Lucifer would come topside. However, Michael was just as sure that didn’t mean we were totally in the clear, as his uncle, the asshat, could and would likely send others in the meantime. Which gave Danny an opening to offer the oh so helpful reminder of the horsemen and their pre-apocalypse rumor. The images of the horses and their riders, which had looked down from the canyon walls during my trip to hell, was a large part of what had kept me up all night. “A few hours,” I finally answered Ashlyn.
“Liar.”
“A few minutes,” I tried.
Ashlyn propped her head up on an elbow. “The horsemen?”
Knowing something was weighing extra-heavy on me, Ashlyn had coaxed the memories out of me once we’d gone to bed. “Yeah. I guess. Just all of it. What if I … we … can’t … I mean, it’s the freakin’ apocalypse. And it’s Lucifer for Christ’s sake.”
“You beat him once,” Ashlyn offered.
“I crotch shot him and ran,” I countered.
“You saved Apoc and Michael, defeated the Queen of Hell, and you survived.”
“Again, by shooting Lucifer in his man-cha-chas. Need I remind you he’s the dude that’s known for his ginormous hissy fits? I mean, look at his overreaction to a little authority. Boom, insta-demon underworld.”
“Man-cha-chas?” Ashlyn chuckled.
“Yeah, you know, man-carenas.” I did a little wrist shake, “cha cha cha. And seriously, that’s what you’re focusing on? We have a solo Nutter Butter coming to end the world—” Ashlyn cut my ramblings off with a kiss. Then another. And ooh-la-la, what were we talking about ... another.
It was a full forty minutes before I could add nouns and verbs back into my sentences. Another five before my breaths started to resume their slow ins and outs, and my heartbeats returned to their normal boom-da-boom cadence. We lay there in silence, her snuggled up in the crook of my shoulder.
“Okay, now you can resume,” she stated.
I waited a long beat, reorganizing my thoughts. “What if it’s all a lie?” I started in mid-thought.
“He’s an archangel. I don’t think they can lie,” Ashlyn offered, not needing an intro to my question.
I huffed my disbelief.
“You don’t trust him.”
I shrugged my free shoulder. “I don’t know. There’s just something …”
Ashlyn ran a fingertip across my bottom lip. “Too much blind faith for you?” When I didn’t immediately answer, she went on. “I get it. I don’t have a good feeling about it all either. I mean, I want to believe that everything that comes out of there is for the good of humankind, but …” she trailed off.
“We have to assume that Apoc poses a threat to them too,” I offered.
“Yeah, it only stands to reason that if Apoc has the power to harm Lucifer, he might have the capability to harm them too. God. Or at least the angels? And if so, would they want that kind of possibility out there?”
“Exactly.”
“Where does that leave us?”
“I guess all we can do is continue to help Michael protect his son and support his decisions.”
“A good place to start,” Ashlyn agreed.
“Unless his decisions are stupid,” I added as I turned to face her.
She smiled, “Well, duh.”
My thumb began tracing her hip bone, one of its favorite past times. “You get ahold of your brother?”
“I did. He’s going to head to Boca to stay with my mom. He was obviously concerned.”
“He should be. I’ve met your mom.”
Ashlyn chucked me playfully in the stomach. “Cute.”
I caught her hand and held it there. “You sure you don’t want to join him? Help protect them?”
Ashlyn was silent for a long moment and I felt my heart go drunken kung fu master in my chest with every silent beat, scared she would take me up on the offer; scared that she wouldn’t.
“I don’t want you to ask me that again,” she finally stated. “You need to accept that I’m in this to the end. I can protect them more by being here. Fighting with you.”
I brought her knuckles to my lips. “I couldn’t deal if something happened to you because of me.”
“This isn’t because of you. This is about a millennia-old fight between good and evil.”
I nodded, knowing that what she said was true, but unable to let go of my fair portion of the blame.
Ashlyn read my thoughts and let me have my due. “You might have pissed him off, but you didn’t cause this. They’re taking advantage of a …” she trailed off, not wanting to give it voice. I didn’t blame her. “… situation.”
I knew this as well. Knew this was all happening because there was an innocent kid out there that had nothing to do with his creation, yet might have everything to do with the world’s destruction. Kind of makes ya check yourself when you’re staring at your own “shit ain’t fair” cards. “I know. I also know I will protect you to my dying breath.”
She propped herself up on an elbow, putting a fingertip to my nose and doing a quick press. “And that’s just one of the reasons I kind of like you.”
“One of the reasons?” I traced a slow fingertip along the curve of her exposed breast, “Care to name any of the others?”
Her body quivered under my touch. “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I would say that you’re a pretty good kisser.”
“Pretty good?” I scoffed, mock offense in my voice.
Her hand left my side to make a little seesaw motion between us. “Eh, I’ve had—”
When I finally released her, she rolled onto her back, her breath ragged, her heart thudding in her chest, which had my own blood pumper responding in kind.
“Scratch that; you’re the best,” she panted.
“Damn right.” She chuckled, and I wrapped around her in a protective embrace, needing to hold her against me. Needing to feel her against me. She was my walking, talking, breathing Thunder Blanket. The feel of her calmed my deepest, most vulnerable parts. And in that moment, with all the impending moments, I knew now more than ever that my words to her had never been truer; I would protect her beyond all else. I knew, and I’ll straight up admit it was a selfish thing, but if something happened to her … if she wasn’t here to counter the WTFs in my world, I was confident, to Dr. Phil it, that I’d engage in some serious self-destructive shit.
As if she’d sensed my growing implosion, Ashlyn twisted in my embrace to place a kiss over my heart, then began to trace it with a fingertip. “We’ll get through this. Some way. Somehow,” she whispered, “we’ll come out the other side.”
“Yeah, of course,” I said with what I hoped was more confidence than what I felt at the moment.
We lay in companionable silence, relaxing into each other, both within our own thoughts. The steady beat of her heart, the tracing of her finger across my skin, was having a calming effect on my soul.
Her finger eventually stopped caressing and I thought she’d drifted off to sleep, but the sigh she let out was a blinker for the upcoming lane change. “I think we should go visit your family. Tell them about all this.”
I stiffened. “Um.” Insert fun fact here: my fam is amazing. Muy awesome-o, and I was extra happy that we shared the DNA digits, but they didn’t really know … about my life. I’d totally Double Top-Secret Black Op Area 51 File 9FB any and all details. I mean deets on the first zero to seventeen years they totally had, and numerous photo albums to prove it, but post-Norm taking up residence in my skin abode … nope. It had taken me … hum, we’ll go with a “significant ass load” of time to accept the fact that I had an ancient Native American warrior spirit dude riding perma-shotgun so I hadn’t imagined the convo going super awesome with the parents.
“Mom, Dad, I have something to tell ya. Probably best if you sit down.”
“Are you pregnant?” Mom would ask.
“Remember the last sit-down? The whole gay thing?” I would have replied.
“Yes. Of course. Sorry, auto-fear response. By the way, you know that we love you and accept you just the way you are,” Mom would confirm.
“I do,” I would say, glancing down at her new rainbow bead garnish that wrapped two inches high on her wrist. “Thank you.” Dramatic pause. “Okay, something happened when Grams and Pops took Brook and me to Oklahoma and we visited that reservation.”
Mom’s hand would fly to her heart. Dad’s hands would ball into fists. “Nothing like that.” They’d relax slightly. “I kind of snuck out and met up with a boy. Still gay,” I’d direct at mom.
“And we still love you,” mom would confirm. Again.
“Anyway, we might have kind of gotten a little tipsy on some homemade alcohol. Yes, I know, I shouldn’t take candy or grain alcohol from strangers,” I insert quickly to cut off mom’s lecture. “I’m fine, but I kind of maybe sort of stumbled into an ancient ritual, where see they, I guess, were trying to pass a spirit from grandfather to grandson so that he could take on his destiny of fighting demons and …”
“AJ, what did you do?” dad would growl.
“I kind of … totally did … stumble … more of a fall really, in the middle of it and …”
“And?”
“And I might have come home with their spirit. Thing. Dude.”
“Well, you have to give it back,” mom would insist. “We talked about taking things that weren’t yours.”
“In the truck.” Dad would stand. “We’re going back. I mean seriously, what kind of place doesn’t have safety rails around ritual sites. We’re going to need to talk with whoever is in charge of …”
And yeah, it just kind of falls apart from there ending in a straitjacket. For me or them—TBD.
“I’d like to meet them before well, you know.” Ashlyn was saying, bringing me back from What If land.
“Orrrrr maybe, I could just call them and tell them they need to make a Costco run: bulk up on the water and granola bars.”
Ashlyn narrow-eyed me. “Do they not know about … I mean, they know about you, right?”
“They know I’m a Virgo, I don’t do dresses, and I have a strong aversion to coconut. Beets too. I mean seriously, they taste like dirt—”
“Nice try.” Ashlyn sat up, the sheet dropping to her waist. I hate to inform her, but her current convo was now playing second fiddle to, ummm, let’s say everything north of her Mason-Dixon Line. Reading my mind, she pulled the sheet up to her shoulders. Boo to that.
“Pay attention. Eyes up here.” She snapped next to her head, so as to give my peepers a target. Her face, even in its current mixology of confusion and frustration, was just as distracting as the rest of her. More so. Long eyelashes that didn’t need the help of mascara to accentuate the beautiful fierceness of her pale green and gold lightning-streaked eyes, full lips that demanded to be kissed, and soft lines that constructed the stunning contours of her face.
“You’ve never come out to them? Your mom and dad don’t know that you …” her hand did a little dance and swirl routine between us.
“Do the chica un chica thing? Pssh. No, yeah, they know that. And they’re totally cool with it. It’s the ‘Hey mom, dad, I have a dead Native American renting space in my skin shack and we run around fighting demons together’ thing that I’ve put on the back denial burner.”
Ashlyn chuckled. “If you describe it like that … then well, I could see why. Are they religious?”
“Ish. I grew up Methodist. Not the down south fo’ realz Methodist, more of the ‘go to church, sing, sit, sing, sit, preach for thirty, sing, sit, prayer and then get out in time to beat the Baptists to KFC’s Sunday buffet’ and you know the just be nice to people Methodist,” I paused. Ashlyn and I had been through a lot together, had talked a lot about immediate past and current events stuff, but hadn’t really dived down into the childhood stuff, minus events around her father’s tragedy and my making of a demon hunter documentary. “Were your mom and dad religious? Did you grow up in church? Oh God, please say you didn’t go—”
“Gawd no. Reverend Cline? No, we were one of the few families that didn’t go to his church. My mom and dad were more … I guess they more believed in being kind, sharing what you had with others in need, and treating everyone with respect. I mean, they believed in God; it was more the mass religion that they couldn’t get behind.”
“Speaking of religion and big get-behinds, have you talked to Loretta lately?” I had chatted with Loretta a few times since her father, Mr. Holier Than Thou preacher dude tried to adopt the bringer of doom, take over the world and well, insert Danny, Ashlyn, and I, epically failed. But Ashlyn had been the main go between, checking in on her old friend after she’d had to decide between fighting for the good side or for her douchey DNA donor. Sheriff Loretta Linn hadn’t hesitated, jumping in and throwing down. Hard. To which I had mad respect.
“We texted a week or so ago, and she’s doing good. Most of the town has settled in and moved past the Cline family headlines. The county commission hasn’t made any more comments about removing her, so she’s back to work and, yeah, she’s doing her thing.”
“Probably should give her a heads up,” I said, and Ashlyn agreed with a nod.
“Back to your family. We apparently have a few days, so let’s go visit them.” When I didn’t immediately confirm or deny her request, she dropped the sheet. I watched it pool at her waist. “I’m sure you’d feel better if you complied with my wishes.”
“How much better?” I asked, a wicked grin tweaking the corner of my mouth. “Like on a scale of one to ten?”
“Forty-five,” Ashlyn said, her own smile curling at the corners of her lips.




Chapter 3
“Before we go in, I need to warn you about—” the screen door of my childhood home was flung open, which acted as a visual end to my sentence. Mom was already three steps off the porch before it slammed back into place with a loud clap. Mom’s smile was dang near as widespread as her arms, which were out and smoother-hug ready. Her apron—yes, a real-life Leave It to Beaver apron with its strings doing somersaults in the draft she was pulling in her mad dash across the yard.
Danny leaned forward between the seats to finish my warning. “What AJ was going to say is Joy is a hugger. Straight up.”
“Oh my god, she’s adorable,” Ashlyn said, her hand already on Woody’s door handle.
I totally agreed, taking her in as my boots hit the driveway. Mom’s cheeks were rosy, flushed from the short run. She had more gray in her dark brown hair than the last time I’d seen her, which of course she’d blame on me. Deep laugh lines cut into her cheeks, confirmation of her always first-to-laugh personality. Smile lines framed her sometimes green, sometimes brown eyes, eyes that gave away her emotions like a mood ring. She wore just enough makeup to accentuate her already beautiful features. And her hands were outstretched to me in a pre-hug mode I knew would be soft, but tough in nature.
I closed the distance fast, too fast if anyone had a stopwatch on me, my own smile stretching closer to my earlobes with every step. Mom tended to do that to a girl. “Hey, mom,” I said, laughing as her arms went around me in a tight embrace.
“AJ, sweetheart, it’s about time. If you hadn’t called, I’d already told your father we were packing up the RV and hunting you down.”
“Sorry. We’ve, ah, been a little busy,” I offered, not wanting to drop the demon-hunting, apocalypse truth bombs in the opening scene. Those were more of an after-dinner regalement, I thought. That was also why we’d dropped Michael, Six, and Apoc off at the motel just outside town. We’d get around to those intros a little later too.
Mom tightened her embrace, then released me enough to lean back and look at me. “Busy with things more important than your family?”
I smiled. “Never. I’ll do better next time.”
She patted my cheek. “Do that. I thought you were bringing more guests?”
“Yeah, Apoc— the baby was up early and was restless. Michael was going to try and lay him down for a bit, so we dropped them off at Norma Lee’s. Danny will go grab them later.”
“Well, alrighty then. In the meantime, why don’t you introduce me to this delightful woman you brought home,” she said, arms already outstretched reaching in the direction of said delightful woman.
Ashlyn grinned. “Mrs. Mattox.”
“Oh, it’s Joy, please.” She enfolded Ashlyn into her arms. They stood like that for a long moment and okay yeah, the sight of the two most important women in my world, caught in a warm embrace … I. Was. Donesy.
The moment was broken up by Danny falling out of the rear passenger door, a computer cord tangled around his ankle. He tried to catch himself on Woody’s frame. He failed. “Sorry,” he sputtered as he stood quickly, hitting his elbow on the door frame. “Ouch. Crap.”
I snorted as he danced in pain, earning a backhand from my mom. She had a big old soft spot for Danny, and Danny always got a little like a love-sick puppy when it came to my mom. Not in a “don’t make me blender your macadamia nuts” way, but in a boy who had lost his own mom way too early and valued the unconditional maternal love my mom gave so freely way.
Mom caught him by the arm and gave his boo-boo’d elbow a soft rub. “That’s what you get for not bringing my baby girl home sooner.” She gave him a wink. Then as she’d done with the rest of us, she took him into her arms, swaying a little as she squeezed him tight. “Oh, Danny. Sweetie, it’s been too long.”
“Way too long,” Danny responded, all the love and admiration he had for her evident in his voice.
Yeah, they had their own little mother-son thing going on, something that had happened two seconds after mom learned Danny had lost both of his parents in an accident. The same accident that we’d recently learned was just one of the first FU’s fate had in store for Danny and me. But I guess fate also had put these two together, and though it wasn’t the same as his own family, Danny and my mom had a special connection. I guess not too dissimilar to mine and Grand’s. In those ways, we were both lucky.
I moved to Ashlyn and took her hand. She looked down, apparently surprised at the public-family sign of affection, but my parents were affectionate. Contrary to my earlier years filled with “gag me’s,” “why do you have to embarrass me in front of my friends,” and the “seriously, you need to roll it back, Ross and Rachel,” they still kissed and held hands in public after some thirty-five years together. It wasn’t until Ashlyn came into my world that I understood that deep desire to feel your connection, the need to hold and to be held onto by the one person who could tether you to the here and now despite the world around you.
Mom hooked an arm through Danny’s, leading him back toward Ashlyn and me. “I am just so happy you all are here. Let’s go inside.” She wrapped her other arm through Ashlyn’s as she passed. “We’ll come back to get your bags. I have muffins, eggs, and juice ready for you. I hope you didn’t eat already.”
I don’t know what mom does to her blueberry muffins, but a dab of butter and blink, blink it’s seven muffins later. I held my stomach as I pushed back from the table. “God, I missed those muffins. I’m going to end this apocalypse thing just to save those muffins.”
Mom scrunched up her face. “Apocalypse thing?”
Ashlyn waved a hand in a “you opened that door, now walk through it” gesture. “I um, nothing. Just saying the muffins were amazing. As always.” Ashlyn’s eyes swept the ceilings of their sockets. “I’ll get to it geez, but Dad will—” and as if I’d abracadabra-ed him, Dad came rushing through the back door.
“AJ! Sweetheart!” My dad spoke in exclamation points as it matched his stature and personality. He was six-foot-four and all muscle, toned from years of physical labor on construction sites, though there was starting to be the smallest of paunches just above belt level. Mom’s muffins. The end.
I was on the way out of my chair to greet him, barely on my feet when he snatched me from the floor and spun me around. “I’ve missed my favorite girl.” I knew my sister was also his favorite girl, my mother was his favorite, and my two nieces were also his favorites, but it still had my heart pounding extra, as he meant the term of endearment with his whole heart each and every time he said it. That aside, dad and I did have a special bond. Where my sister spent her youth connected to the phone with one friend or another chatting about their latest love interests and makeup secrets, I’d spent my time handing dad tools, holding the measuring tape, fetching hammers, and holding this thing, or that, or whatever other sidekicky thing was needed at the time. I’d spent my summer breaks on construction sites, at first running errands, but once I’d hit my teens and could hold my own, I was allowed amid the well-planned chaos of drilling, hammering, cutting, or painting. FYI, painting was my least fav thing, but dad was adamant that I learn every aspect of the business. We never talked about it, but I think it was his way of preparing me to take over the company someday. I mean, how could one oversee a job site, accurately bid a project, and ensure quality if you didn’t understand what went into the job in the first place?
“Hey, daddy-o,” I laughed as we merry-go-rounded it a few more times until I eventually tapped out. “Okay, okay. Put me down before I yak up my breakfast.”
He dropped me to my boots, immediately taking my face in his callused hands, and squished. “God, I’ve missed this face.” He brought me back into his arms for another hug, before turning his full attention to the others in the room. Ashlyn and Danny had pushed their chairs out to stand and greet him, Ashlyn smiling, amused at our welcome home scene.
“Mr. Mattox, it’s very nice to finally—” was all Ashlyn got out before her own hug and twirl ride commenced. Two roundabouts later he set her down.
“I’m so happy you’re here.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Joy, can you believe it? Our girl finally found someone …” he gave Ashlyn another wide smile. “And she’s so smart and beautiful. Joy, isn’t she smart and beautiful?”
“Very.” Mom chuckled. “But I’m not sure how this ornery one happened to snag her.” Mom hip-checked me as she passed on her way to set a plate of eggs, some weird light gray meat log, and some whole-grain “gag me” toast down in my dad’s reserved spot at the table.
Ashlyn’s cheeks were flushed with praise, as dad turned her around so she could retake her seat. “Welcome to our home. Your home, now. We’re so glad you’re here.”
“I’m so ... Thank you. It’s nice to be here,” she said, love already dripping from her words.
He pulled her chair out a little farther. “Good. Now, please sit back down and finish your meal while I welcome this guy.” He held his arms open to Danny, who knowing his fate, walked into them. Danny didn’t get the lift and swing around routine. I’m pretty sure it’s the adult male anti-pelvis-to-pelvis phobia inherent in all straight males’ DNA, so instead he got the manly, yet affectionate, clutch and double back pat. “Danny, son, how are you?”
“I’m good, sir, thank you. How are you?”
“I’m beyond good now that you all are here.” He duck-duck-goosed our shoulders as he passed back to take his seat at the head of the small table, stopping to place a quick peck on my mother’s offered cheek. “Hello, love.”
“Hello, sweetheart.”
I watched as Ashlyn took in my parents. She was smiling, but I knew seeing the intact parental unit had to stir up the feels about the loss of her own father and the what ifs they hadn’t lost him so many years ago in the woods. After the tragic event, Ashlyn’s mother had decided to go about things solo, not interested in moving on after the loss of her husband, so much so that she’d missed out on much of her kids’ lives. She’d simply had no will to re-engage. I scooted a little closer, taking Ashlyn’s hand in mine. The simple touch brought her eyes to me, confirming all that I’d known would be there in that small, forced grin.
Dad settled in front of his plate, looked longingly at the basket of muffins, and sighed.
“What’s up with the petrified meat?” I asked.
Dad grimaced. “Tofu sausage.”
Mom came to set her own plate down at the table. “Your father has to start watching his cholesterol.”
“Cholesterol? Why? What? Everything’s okay, though, right?” I asked over the pang of fear that shot through me.
“Fine. Just fine,” Dad answered, posing a fork over the wannabe meat, then diverting over to the pile of eggs. “Umm, aren’t eggs total c-bombs?” I asked as Dad examined the fluffy yellow product at the end of his fork.
“Yes, that’s why he is eating egg substitute,” Mom offered.
“Ouch, sucks to be you,” I said, in moral support. I grabbed another muffin from the basket and slathered it in butter, then airplaned it underneath his nose and into my mouth.
“You’re an evil child,” my father grumbled.
“Mr. Mattox—,” Ashlyn interjected into my fun.
“Roy, please.”
Yeah, did you click those puzzle pieces together? Roy and Joy. Roy and Joy sitting in a tree, k-i-ss-ing, just kind of autopopulates, doesn’t it? Trust me, the era of the answering machine was total hell for me. “Hello, this is Roy,” “And this is Joy,” I still have PTSMessageD. But I survived, and I heart them so … we deal.
“Roy,” Ashlyn restarted, “AJ, has told me about your construction company. And that you worked on and even built several of the buildings in town. She pointed a few of them out when we drove in. They’re beautiful. The craftmanship is surreal. You don’t see that kind of work anymore.”
“I build; my Joy designs,” he said proudly.
“Well, kudos to you both. I was blown away by the ornate details. I finally understand why everywhere we go AJ points out unique buildings and calls out styles, periods, and often even the architect.”
Dad beamed at me. “She always did take to the details. And she’s quite the builder herself. She can make anything out of nothing. Scraps, anything.”
“Really?” Ashlyn shot me a questioning glance.
“He exaggerates,” I stated.
“The heck I do,” he argued, as he auto-reached for a muffin, and got a hand slap for his efforts. “I’ll take you out back and show you her treehouse. She built it when she was ten or eleven years old. Did it all by herself too.”
“You helped. And I think she’s good,” I countered.
“Only helped with cutting the big pieces.” He turned to Ashlyn. “And that’s only because I didn’t want her to use the wall saw until she was at least a teenager,” Dad argued. “But that’s it. Otherwise it was all her.” I gave him an eyebrow lift. “Fine, I helped ya haul them up the tree but,” then back to Ashlyn, “she designed, measured, and hammered every nail. Drilled every screw.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” Ashlyn said, amused at our back and forth.
“It’s nothing special,” I countered.
Danny snorted. “And the Taj Mahal is just another coffin holder.” When Ashlyn turned the curious eyebrow thing on him, he added, “It’s ridiculous.”
Forgoing the tofu sausage, ten minutes later, the five of us were standing in front of “AJ’s Paradise Palace,” or so said the neatly engraved wood sign hanging above the double-hung French doors. First, about the name, I was ten and this was before I knew about strip clubs. Not that it would have necessarily had me reconsidering a name change, but I could have at least added a pole. Second, I had access to dad’s supply warehouse, where there was a plethora of scraps and supplies from overruns, wrong orders, and materials that he’d salvaged from building demos. I say this only to explain the French doors and the gargoyle.
Ashlyn circled the tree. “Are you kidding me? It’s two stories?”
“Two and a half technically. There’s a loft,” Danny offered.
Ashlyn came back to stand next to me, still taking in the massive oak tree intertwined with the woman-made structure. “You didn’t even compromise the tree.”
“She figured in the annual growth rate of the average oak tree, given normal weather conditions, to allow for twenty-five years before any modifications would be needed,” Roy said proudly.
“Can I go in?”
“We all can. Officially, there’s a 1,500-pound load limit, but there’s an extra couple hundred thrown in just for safety’s sake.” Roy again with the proud facts.
Ashlyn chuckled. “Then please, I’d love the grand tour.”
Roy stepped forward, opening the right half of the French doors with an usher’s wave of his arm. “AJ, I’ll let you do the honors.”
Ashlyn lifted the “Icky Boys and Sisters are Not Allowed” sign that hung from the gargoyle’s two lower canines. “Nice,” Ashlyn said, giving its head a little pet as she passed.
“Mrs. Mareny,” I offered.
“Mrs. Mareny?”
“Second-grade teacher,” I explained.
“Ah, she wasn’t your favorite teacher, I take—” Ashlyn’s breath caught as she stepped into the eight-by-eight foyer. Yes, it had a foyer. A comfortable place for anyone to sit while they filled out their application for entrance. Duh.
The tree served as one wall with a thick foam insert outlining its contours and sealing off the outside elements. A set of stairs wrapped around the side of the tree, leading you up to the second floor. The interior of the entry was lined with wooden benches, to which mom had fitted bright colored cushions. The walls showcased secondhand shop décor, complete with a coffee table and reading material.
Ashlyn picked up a magazine. “X-Men comics, nice.” She smiled back at me. “AJ, this is …” She took another turn, spending an extra few seconds to take in the shiplap ceiling.
“Incredible, isn’t it?” Roy said.
“Beyond incredible,” Ashlyn answered.
“That’s our AJ,” Joy added. “Pretty spectacular.”
“Anyway,” I said to end the admire-fest, “let’s head up.”
The same oohing and aahing went on into the next floor, an expanded fifteen-by-eighteen room, complete with four double-hung windows and a functioning fire escape. Dad was a stickler for the safety regs. Me? I was more of a depends on when, where, and what I was doing kind of girl. This room was finished off in shiplap. Note: Mine was installed pre-Texas shiplap everywhere movement.
I’d asked my mom to do her design magic in this room as well, and she’d picked a soft powder blue, that made you feel as if you really were up here and part of the sky. A couple of beanbag chairs sat in front of a fifty-inch flat-screen TV, with an accompanying PlayStation. Modern additions I’d added a few years ago for the nieces when they were old enough to take over the place. Ashlyn pointed at the electronics. “There’s electricity?”
Danny walked over to the small cabinets that lined one wall and opened one of the doors. “How else is she supposed to keep the mini-fridge cold?”
Ashlyn was shaking her head. “You could rent this out as an Airbnb.”
“The munchkins pay me rent,” I offered, waving at the beanbag area, which had been occupied recently. “A candy bar per kid per month. King-size bars for the months with five weeks.”
Ashlyn was still chuckling as she grabbed the spiral staircase rail that took you up to the loft. “Top floor?”
“Go for it,” I waved, before stepping in behind her.
This space was smaller, only ten-by-twelve with an open railing to overlook the lower floor, but it was my favorite space of my once childhood sanctuary. I spent many nights staring out at the sky through the perfectly angled five-by-six glass panel portal in the roof.
Ashlyn slipped an arm around my waist. “You did all this when you were ten?”
“Ten, eleven. It took a while to complete. And Dad helped more than he’ll admit.”
“No, I did not,” Roy boomed from the second floor. “Don’t listen to her, Ashlyn. And girls, I’m sorry to say, but I have to get back to the job site. I’d love it if you all could come down later. I know the crew would like to see you. I’ll take you all to lunch if you don’t have other plans?”
“It’s a date,” I offered, leaning over the railing.
“Great, see you around noon at the shop.”
“See ya there,” I answered.
“Ashlyn, sweetheart,” he paused until Ashlyn came to the rail, “thank you for bringing my girl home. I’m so glad you both are here.”
“Me too, Roy. Me too.” Ashlyn held a trickle of emotion in her voice.
Mom waved up. “I’ll see him off. Take your time, and I’ll see you back at the house.” Two sets of footfalls started down the stairs, as a can of something from the mini-fridge popped.
Ashlyn pulled me in closer. “They are so sweet. I love them. And this …” She waved a hand around the room. “This is amazing.”
I shrugged.
We both stood in silence. Technically, we were silent, but our environment was filled with what sounded like the fight scene soundtrack of a Jackie Chan movie, all oofff, ugh, smack, punch, as Danny had fired up the PlayStation and was quickly absorbed in one of the nieces’ games.
Ashlyn pulled me down next to her on the twin-size platform bed that I’d built out of old pallets. She scooted back to sit against the headboard, so she could continue to look out at the morning clouds meandering by. “Would this be what you’d be doing if you weren’t out saving the world?”
“Sitting with you in a treehouse bed?” I asked. “Absolutely.” I smiled wickedly before stealing a quick cheek kiss.
“You know what I mean. This,” and she waved a hand around the room. “Building and creating, working with your Dad?”
I shrugged before settling in next to her. “I don’t know. I think there was a time that my answer would have been yes. I mean, I’d looked into engineering and architecture degrees at one point, but … you know, things didn’t work out that way. And though it was brief, I enjoyed being a cop. It gave me a sense of purpose. It felt good doing something for others when, at the time, I felt like I’d taken so much from,” I thumb jerked at the railing, indicating Danny down below.
Ashlyn laid her head on my shoulder. “Someday, when this is all over, what do you want to do? Where do you see yourself?”
Ashlyn’s question ground my brain to a halt. An after? I’d never really thought about there being an epilogue to this story. Sure, the first several years, I’d held onto hope that we’d figure out how I could do a supernatural return to sender and then I’d go on about life. But I’d gotten a big no-go on that so I just figured at some point a demon would get the best of me and I’d just end up playing fertilizer for an azalea bush. “I have no idea,” I said honestly. “I don’t think I ever really planned on making it out of this gig alive. And now with the upcoming apocalypse, I mean.” I up and downed a shoulder.
Ashlyn came up on an elbow to stare down at me, searching for something. Apparently, finding it, “Oh, no. No, no, no. You listen here, missy. Don’t you dare try and pull some Jack on the Titanic bullshit. There is going to be an after. We are going to have an after.” She finger-jabbed me to accentuate her point. “I mean, sure, at first I jumped on this crazy train ’cause of the do or die vengeance for my father thing—.”
“And then stayed for the awesome sex,” I inserted.
“AND then stayed for the greater good thing. But damn it, we’re going to have an after.” Poke. “You will be getting your ass on that door if this boat goes down.” Poke. “You will not pull some heroic, self-sacrificing crap.” Poke. “Understood? We will have an after. Some way, somehow, you and I—”
“Do you wanna get married?” My heart asked before my brain could catch up to the convo.
It took Ashlyn a few beats to translate my words. “What?”
Or not translate them. “Will. You. Marry. Me?” I repeated. When I got only blinks in response, I rushed on. “I know it’s crazy, know it’s probably really crazy.” I sat up. “I don’t even have a ring. I should’ve gotten a ring.” I started patting my pockets as if one was going to magically appear. “I get it if you don’t want to … I just thought maybe—” and Ashlyn’s mouth slammed against mine, taking us both off the edge of the small bed and onto the floor.
“And I’m out. I’ll be at the library when you’re done,” Danny said, his footfalls already retreating down the stairs.




Chapter 4
Ashlyn and I stopped in to pick up Danny at the library a few hours later. If the scowl was any indication, Miss Larsen was not thrilled by my reappearance in her world. Could be she was still suffering from post-traumatic filing disorder, a condition that manifested after my three-day stint as her student assistant. Long story short, I thought a “most interesting book to a total borefest” filing system made way more sense than the Dewey Decimal System. I mean seriously SUCK 1.1, SUCK 1.2., SUCK 1.3. SUCK 1.4 … Easy peasy. Who couldn’t get down with that? Miss Larsen would be the answer to that question. She simply has an issue with change, which explains her current 1986-themed outfit complete with solid Smurf-butt blue Reeboks double-Velcroed at the ankle, leggings, tights, skirt, and oversized button-down shirt with shoulder pads. Another fun fact sidebar: Miss Larsen also has a weird aversion, edging on phobia, to tape. Not the fun sex-filled kind, or at least I don’t think so. It’s more of a sticky thing phobia. So again, maybe yes, maybe no on the sex tape thing, but for sure on the Scotch, duct, electric, and masking tape variety. How do I know this, you ask? I may or may not have used fourteen rolls of it for updated signage during the Great Re-shelving Incident.
Anywho, back to the current headlines. Miss Larsen’s perma-prune snarl went next level when I leaned down next to Danny’s ear. “Whatcha doing?”
Danny jolted so violently that his chair shot out behind him and went ping-ponging loudly across the linoleum floor and into Sucky 4.16 or, for you traditionalist types, 300-399 Social Science. “Nothing. Something. No, nothing. Really, nothing,” he answered and re-answered as he righted himself. “Nothing,” again for old times’ sake, as he hit a series of keys to send his screen black.
I gasped and pointed. “Were you watching library porn?” I whispered-ish.
“No! Geez. No!”
“Convincing,” I said, just for fun as I’d actually gotten a glimpse of his screen, which had been decorated with some kind of pie chart and some data-graphy thing. I was going to ask more, just to see if I could get the vein to pulse over his eyelid, which was a fun game we liked to play. And by we, I mean me, but I had to curb the fun because Miss Larsen was already Reeboking herself toward us.
“Can I have the keys?” Danny asked, as he reached for his bag. “I want to check on Michael. I’m sure they—” His phony-baloney explanation was interrupted as I pulled Woody’s keys out of my jacket pocket and tossed them at him, with not so much as a W, T, or F muttered. I did this partly because I like to jack with him, keep him guessing and all that, but mostly because Danny was vibrating with anxious energy. And Danny wasn’t known for his anxious energy.
I mean he got a little itchy that one time in Eureka Springs, when I almost lost him in a bet over a cornhole game to a big biker dude named Ernie, but otherwise Danny is the calm to my tornado. He is the life jacket to my goggles and keg stand. That was probably a “had to be there” example, but I think you’re picking up what I’m throwing down. Danny didn’t normally do anxious. But today his cup runneth over and I already had enough anxiety for me and a teacup full of tweakers in the It’s a Small World ride, so I wasn’t feeling like borrowing any more at the moment.
Danny blinked at me, then at the keys in his hand. “Okay. Yeah. Cool. Thanks. I’ll touch base.” And he was gone.
“Miss Mattox, I would like a word,” Miss Larsen started.
I was already pulling Ashlyn toward the door by her elbow. “A word? Just one? Okay. Then I choose colitis.” I kept moving while her jaw tried to pick a position. Open. Closed. Open. Closed. Open.
“Is this going to be a running theme everywhere we go?” Ashlyn asked when we made it to the front steps.
“What?”
She rolled her eyes. “Now what? Do they have Uber here?”
“Nope, they have something better.”
Twenty minutes later, I spun just enough to meet Ashlyn’s eyes through the protective shield of my helmet. “You good?”
“Do I want to know why you named him Thunder?”
“Her,” I corrected.
“Sorry. Named her Thunder?”
I smiled, then kicked Thunder to life with a throaty roar. My father kept Thunder, my pristine 1971 Triumph 650 twin café racer, for me in a climate-controlled storage space a few blocks from his shop. He made sure she was started, tuned, and her battery was tenured, so she was ready for a ride whenever I happened to pop in for a visit. Riding her was my second-most favorite thing to do in this world. My first favorite thing snuggled closer, with her arms wrapped around me.
I dropped Thunder into gear, and we took off for the hillside. Most people think Missouri is blahville, all vacant, level plains like its neighbor Kansas. Sure, it can be a little flat-chested in the northern parts, but in the booty region, she was all curves and rolling mounds. Dense forests lined the roads, the same roads where you might not meet another car for several miles. Bridges that capped streams and rivers cut through the unpopulated parts. I always loved this part of my small-town life—the escape into vast aloneness.
I took Ashlyn on the scenic tour of my childhood. The backroad where at fifteen, the brakes went out of my first motorcycle, and I crop-dusted the gravel and dirt road with my elbows and knees. Five stitches and one often-repeated lecture about wearing pants versus shorts when riding motorcycles was duly noted, and my four-inch scar served as a constant reminder. I took her over the creek down from our house, where my sister, mom, and I had waded and splashed around on hot summer days. Also, where we’d gotten Jaws, a crawdad, that we thought would be a fun addition to our fish tank. The fish didn’t think so. Let’s just say there were funerals. Lots of fishy funerals.
We moved on to a happier memory, my great-grandparents’ land. Eighty acres on the northside of the road and three million acres of national park on the other, 78,000 of which is dedicated to natural wilderness. A vast majority of which was directly across from my great-grandparent’s porch. Or at least it had been. The forest remained untouched, but my great-grandparents’ house was now a shell of its former self and had long been reclaimed by nature. A tree grew where the porch had been, not even caring that there was still a metal bench in its way as they were now one and the same.
I pulled over to the side of the road, as their drive was no longer navigable. I could still imagine it as it once was, perfectly tended with its nearly half-acre garden, which they’d tilled by mule. Growing up, I’d thought why work so hard when there were stores where you could get whatever you wanted. Now, I could appreciate the care they’d given to the land and animals that fed and maintained their humble existence. I found some temporary peace here with the memories of my great-grandparents, Ernest and Opal. And though I hadn’t had them long, I remembered liking to spend time here. My great-grandfather was a nice man. I was told he had quite the sense of humor back in the day, but in his later years, I only witnessed a quiet, reserved version. Most of my memories were of him in his chair in front of the small television, waiting for my great-grandmother a.k.a. Granny Mattox to call him for dinner. I did remember being annoyed by that arrangement as a kid. Granny Mattox had worked alongside him in the field all day, and then he sat while she cooked and served him. I’d popped off once, airing my young grievances, while helping set the table. We’ll just say I learned a powerful lesson that day: you don’t talk smack on Granny Mattox’s man.
“I like it when you smile like that,” Ashlyn stated, breaking into my playback. “What are you thinking about?”
“My Granny Mattox. My great-grandmother on my dad’s side. She was …” I searched for the right descriptor, not sure there was one that captured all of who she was so I settled on “tough. This was her and my great-grandfather’s farm.”
“You can remember your great-grandmother? Nice. All of my great-grandparents were gone before I was born.”
“I was fortunate to have all my grandparents until a few years ago and was even able to remember three of eight of the greats. My Granny Mattox I remember the most. I spent a lot of summer days out here with her.”
“Tell me about your grandparents and about your Granny Mattox. You were obviously very fond of them.”
“Yeah, I think it must be a thing with grandmas. Mine were so different, but each totally cool in their own way. My grandfathers too of course. Just something about grandmas. My grandma, my dad’s mom …” I smiled at her memory. “She was,” my eyes filled with tears at the mere thought of her, “she was my very favorite human in the history of ever. She was all soft-pillow hugs and happy smiles. She had this knack of making you feel like you were the most special person in the world. Oh my god,” I chuckled. “She had the best laugh too.” I paused to let the memories play out. “I loved to make her laugh. She was … she was everything to me.” I wiped at my tears. Ashlyn leaned into me, offering me a little mental and structural support. “Anyway, Granny Mattox was the complete opposite. She wasn’t the huggy-lovey type. She was more the ‘there is work to be done’ type. When eggs needed collecting, we collected eggs. When cows needed to be brought in from the field, we herded cows. When green beans needed to be snapped, we snapped. I didn’t mind, though. I never was one that shied away from work, especially with her, because I got the stories.”
“Stories?”
“Yeah. She was quiet. Reserved. But when it was just us, her and I, and we were doing whatever needed doing, she would tell me these stories. What are the ones that always have some built-in lesson?”
“Fables?”
“Yeah, flip flop fables.”
“Aesop fables?” Ashlyn asked hitting both syllables of the old dude’s name.
“You say tomato; I say breathable footwear.” When I got the expected headshake, I continued. “But hers were of different worlds and realms, often about a woman, a princess fighting against surreal foes.”
“Little ironic since you grew up to fight surreal foes minus the princess part.”
I snorted in response, “Right?”
Ashlyn looped an arm into mine. “I like knowing about the AJ before–”
“Before all the demons and apocalypses?” I asked.
“Single apocalypse, please. And yeah, tell me about the before. The happy stuff. Tell me about your childhood days here. Tell me more about your Granny Mattox.”
I looked out over the new scene before me, finding only small snippets of the old, the memories of my days here having long been pushed to the back of the file cabinet. I closed my eyes to the current, hoping I’d find what I wanted in the darkness. It took a beat for the memories to find their way to the surface, to weave themselves back together, but the farm and the land, as it once was slowly began to re-create itself.
The blank canvas was painted with a lush green yard, tree branches full of leaves, and vines of the garden ripe with their harvest. Purple lilacs filled a small bed that sat beside the back door, another bigger patch alongside the barn and the small drive. Two lilac bushes bursting with bloom always welcomed guests with their rich floral scent.
I opened my eyes at the memories of the animals in the fields. The well house where we got their water. The creek behind the house that ran along the bottom of the ravine that I’d always desperately wanted to explore, but “I was too young and Granny Mattox was too old” to traverse the steep tree and rock-laden ground. I could picture places we’d sat together. Worked together.
“The barn used to be there.” I pointed off to the right. “It hadn’t been painted in years, if ever. It was that gray of weathered wood. It was huge. Or at least felt that way as a kid and I crawled all over that thing. There were three or four stalls when you walked in. Those were for the mules to come in, cool off, and get fed and watered. Then on the other side, they had stalls for cows that were sick or prego. Oh god, speaking of which, one day Granny Mattox and I were snapping green beans ’cause I swear to god they had to have grown thousands of them. Anyway, she was telling me one of her stories. Ugh, I wish I could remember the details. I think it was one about the princess, again not like a girlie bring me some tea kind.”
Ashlyn laughed. “I can’t imagine a princess being brought tea would keep your interest.”
“Hey, I watched The Crown.”
“You watched for three minutes and then made fun of Danny in a bad English accent the rest of the night.”
“Oh right. That’s why that was fun.”
“Your grandmother’s story?” Ashlyn prompted.
“Right. I remember it was something about the princess had to leave her family.” I paused, giving my brain time to dust off the memory. “To escape something she didn’t want to do or have happen?” I shook my head. “I can’t remember the rest.”
“You remember the moral of the story? You said they all came with lessons.”
“That I do remember or I should say I remember not getting to the moral of the story because one of the cows interrupted us. One minute Granny was sitting there talking, and then the next, the green beans went flying and she was off running toward the barn. She leapt the fence and by the time I got there, she was already elbow high in a cow’s rear entrance. I mean, they were IN-timate, if you know what I’m saying.”
“I think I have the idea.”
“I’ll fast forward through the icky, slimy, gross parts, of which there were a lot.”
“Thank you.”
“She twisted, pulled and fought for what seemed like hours to save the mother of what turned out to be two calves. Which of course, I’d later adeptly named Juicy Jeff and the Not So Fresh Prince.
“Of course you did.” Ashlyn chuckled.
“You should’ve seen her; she was amazing.”
“Sounds like it. You said she ran, leapt the fence, and then pulled two calves? She had to be in, what, her seventies at least? You sure she wasn’t the princess warrior of her stories?”
Already shaking my head at the ridiculousness of the idea. “Just an incredible farm woman.”
“It would make a great plot twist,” Ashlyn offered.
I chuckled. “That it would. You ready?” I asked, throwing my leg over Thunder.
The next stop on our tour was the lake and Big M Marina, where I’d once skipped school, stolen the family boat, forgot to set the parking brake on my Blazer, and had to call my grandfather to pull my tailpipes out of the water. I went with lighter stories and memories this go-around, needing to distance myself from the memories of the loss of my grandparents.
Ashlyn smiled and laughed at my stories, and the mix of her and my past did mushy things to my insides.
“I love that I’m getting to know this part of you,” she said as we looked out over the gentle ripples of the water.
“I always thought I would live here,” I admitted to Ashlyn, or maybe to myself. “Build a lake house on the cliff overlooking the water.”
“You’ve given up so much.”
“I’ve taken so much,” I countered.
Ashlyn leaned into me, knowing it was a fruitless conversation. She’d been there, tried that. I didn’t care what Grand, Norm, and the Chief said about me being chosen. I’d taken something that was Danny’s after he’d lost his mother, father, and unborn sister, because of it. Then to add insult to injury, he’d never be able to fully revenge their deaths. Sure, he’d fought and killed countless demons over the years, but he did it without Norm, without the power that pulsed in my veins. Which only proved just how worthy of this gift he truly was.
And speaking of worthy, despite the consequences, the very human death consequences, Ashlyn shoulder bumped me. “Knock it off,” she ordered.
“What?”
“Whatever you got rolling around in that hard head of yours. Stop it.”
“Don’t act like you know me.”
Ashlyn gave me a narrow-eyed assessment. “Danny is more worthy. He should have the hunter’s spirit, despite what all of the others have said.” She paused, giving me another up and down for effect. “And now you’re thinking that I’m giving up so much. It’s dangerous … blah, blah.”
I gave her my own narrow eye. “Okay, freak of nature. Now, what am I thinking?”
“You wish they’d bring back Pudding Pops,” she said with zero hesitation.
I gasped. “Lucky guess. How about now?”
“If that guy down at the ramp wasn’t jacking with his jon boat for the last six hundred years, you’d be kissing my face off for being so cool.”
“Ha!” I poked at her, “I was thinking he was taking eight hundred years.”
“No, you weren’t,” Ashlyn stated, all cock in her talk.
“Fine. You know me. And seriously, what is that dude’s issue?” My heart was doing a Stomp performance in my chest as I headed down to the boat ramp to help jon boat boy get his damn boat on his trailer, so I’d be clear to kiss my GF’s face off.
Which five minutes later, I did. Diligently and shamelessly. I stepped back before clothes started coming off. “We’ve got about an hour before we need to meet Dad for lunch. Want to go back or?”
“I want to see the bridge,” Ashlyn said.
“Of Madison County?” I asked, “Seems random. And a little 1995, but …”
“Your bridge. The bridge. Please. I want you to take me there. I want to know that part of you, too.”
The bridge. The bridge and the scene that started it all. I nodded, fired up Thunder, and drove us to the bridge that did jumping jacks in my nightmares and drop shipped my ass in the middle of this party. A party that had me bellied up to the bar with Danny, Grand, Norm, Michael, Apoc, and the warm body that was currently Velcroing itself against my backside.
I hadn’t been back to the bridge since the night my demon-possessed GF jumped. I couldn’t really say I missed it all that much.
It hadn’t changed. Its towering steel crisscross supports, still the rust color of age, jutted into the air. The wood slats were worn slick by years of use. It was quite the showcase of industrial engineering of years past. Which had been the reason I’d first been drawn to this particular location. I’d been intrigued by the display at the library, a timeline of accomplishments caught in pictures of men building such a massive structure without the assistance of modern machinery. Now long-abandoned, the once well-traveled route was isolated and quiet, minus the roar of the river below.
Ashlyn swung her leg over Thunder, taking her helmet off as she did. I dittoed her movements. She took a moment to take in her full surroundings. “This is where it all started for you.” Not a question, a fact, learned recently from my trip to the underworld. And again, I wasn’t talking about the badass trench coat-wearing Kate Beckinsale version, for those of you that haven’t been paying attention.
“Apparently,” I muttered, dropping my helmet onto a handlebar as I took a tentative step toward my past. Ashlyn met me at the front of the bike, slipping her hand into mine, connecting me to the present.
We stepped over the “Bridge Closed” barricade with a half dozen beer cans artfully arranged along its top, giving an “ish” vibe to the simple statement. I didn’t need to provide Ashlyn with the sideline commentary of the events that had played out here. We’d already gone over the “I pulled up. Erika was standing on the bridge. Erika leaped. I went in after her, yadda yadda” parts of the story. We walked out approximately thirty feet when my boots slo-moed even more. Ashlyn looked at me, then out over the river, as she walked to the edge. I’d been there, done that, so I stayed where I stood. “Here.” Again, no question mark needed. She leaned out, looking down over the ledge, taking a quick measurement from bridge to water below. Forty-five or so feet, I’d guess.
The water was moving rapidly today, the aftereffects of all the rain they’d gotten recently. I didn’t remember what it was like the night I’d landed in it, just knew that Grand had pulled me out a good hundred yards downstream. I looked in that direction to the small spit of sand and rock barely visible due to the bend in the river. Ashlyn followed my line of sight.
“That’s where Grand pulled you out?” This time there was a hint of a question in her voice as she walked back, slipping an arm around my waist.
I lifted a finger to wave in the general direction. “Yeah, down where that tree kind of hangs out. They’d found Erika’s body the next day a mile or more downriver.”
“I’m so sorry,” Ashlyn said, head leaned against my shoulder.
“It’s a little better knowing … knowing I wasn’t the reason or at least not the direct reason anyway.”
“Thank you,” Ashlyn said after a long silence.
I nodded. “It was good for me to see it again. Differently now and with you.” I pulled her in closer before releasing her. “We should get going, or we’re going to be late meeting Dad.




Chapter 5
The next stop on the Tour de AJ brought a smile to my lips. Dad’s shop. And by shop, I mean, three large buildings built on about two acres on the south edge of town. Machine shop, woodshop, and the main building—and I loved each and every one of them. Dad’s office in the main building was one of a comfortable six-pack that was laid out behind a large welcoming lobby, which was set up more like a living room than a storefront. Mom had designed the place to give their guests a comfortable space to discuss ideas, roll out blueprints, and flip through designs books, all while showing off her husband’s and their team’s work. Everything in the large room spoke to their attention to detail, from the large fireplace with a hand-carved mantel and the large wood columns that met the real wood floor to the towering ceiling with its large wood beams. One corner housed a full kitchen, with richly stained cabinets outlining the quartz counters and stainless-steel appliances.
Ashlyn took three steps into the showroom before stopping. “Oh my god, this is their shop? I could live here.”
“Might be a little awkward to have adult time with all the spectators.” I swept a hand at the baker’s dozen that had all turned to spectate at the newcomers. “But I mean, I’m game if you are.”
“Addison Jo Mattox, it’s about time you came home,” a voice boomed from behind one of the large counter areas.
My smile went next level. “Vera,” I said, leaving Ashlyn for the other love of my life. Not the do naked things with love, but the woman who’d captured my heart the first time she’d told me to “stop monkeying around or she’d drive me to the zoo and lock me up herself.”
Vera was all of five-foot-two, small-framed, but with a little fighter’s weight on her, two pounds of it being the four-inch-tall pile of white/silver hair she had braided and wrapped up neatly on her head.
When we played out the hug and love routine a few moments later, she stepped back and gave me a good once-over. “You look good, child. Strong, healthy …” She took in my face. “And is that a hint of happy on my girl?”
“Happy now that I’ve seen you,” I offered, my affection for this woman evident in my tone.
Her dark cocoa bean eyes sparked in response. “You always were such a slick talker. Is that how you got this beautiful thing?” she asked as Ashlyn came up alongside me, already reaching a hand out in greeting.
“That and my bedroom skills,” I said, just to get a rise out of her, which happens to be one of my favorite pastimes.
“Don’t make me take you out back and straighten you out so early in your visit,” Vera scolded as she took Ashlyn’s hand in hers. “I swear I tried to raise this girl right, but she’s got a devil’s streak in her that’s a mile wide.”
“And a foot deep,” Ashlyn added.
“I like her already,” Vera offered in my direction before turning back to Ashlyn, “I’m Vera, by the way, since I apparently didn’t get any manners to stick to her either.”
“I’m Ashlyn,” Ashlyn offered, as Vera turned her and started leading her away, instant BFFs, bonding over their shared commiseration a.k.a. me.
I fell in behind them, smiling at the two opposites attracting. Vera, her shoulders starting to hunch, the little hitch in her knee worse than when I’d last saw her and begged her to get the surgery that she’d needed for years. Her giving her standard reply. ‘I can’t be away from work that long, but maybe when things slow down, maybe.” Ashlyn, tall, strong, graceful, her training and workout evident with every muscle engagement. Vera’s volume was set on seven, Ashlyn’s always a soft calming four, well almost always, hint-hint double wink. Vera’s double-mocha-latte skin; Ashlyn’s was more double shot of cream in a chai latte. Despite the surface differences, they were two of the most determined, strong, intelligent, and beautifully stubborn women I’d ever known.
Vera had adopted our family nearly twenty-five years ago after mom had learned from a mutual friend that Vera had some much-needed house repairs. Turned out, Vera’s daughter had been killed by a drunk driver, and she was now a single grandmother of a five-year-old. Add to the pain and suffering, Vera had been laid off from the local boot factory. Mom told Dad the story over dinner, and the next day he’d shown up on Vera’s doorstep with toolbox in hand.
Vera refused his offering of freebie assistance stating she didn’t take handouts. I don’t know exactly how their exchange went from there, but the work got done, and the next morning dad found Vera leaning against his work truck at 6:30 a.m., and she’d never missed a day of work since. She’d had to bring her granddaughter, Mia, to work a few times when daycare or family fell through, but Dad and Mom didn’t care, as they had to bring my sister and me nearly every day back then too.
Mia and I had become fast friends. Best friends. Mia was smart, sassy, and fearless. Mix that with my special blend of trouble, and we’d spent many hours in timeout in Vera’s office. We were inseparable. Luckily, Mia wised up after we’d started school. Not that we stopped stirring things up; she just became more cunning and kept us from getting caught. She’d been the first one I’d come out to and had been my fiercest defender when the whole Erika thing went down.
A wave of red-hot guilt stoked in my gut for distancing myself from her after the Oklahoma incident. It got easier to ignore her completely after we moved away for college and got busy with a full load of classes and then attending all those pity parties I threw for myself. After a while, she became a part of my past, like so many other things.
I put those regrets in my back pocket and focused on the two chatty women in front of me. Ashlyn was asking Vera about herself and the business, and Vera was her usual modest self, saying, “Oh I don’t do much, I just try to help Joy and Roy the best way I know how, to lessen their loads where I can.” Totally skipping over the part that she’d raised an amazingly strong, smart, beautiful granddaughter, put herself through night school, and earned herself two degrees, accounting and business management. For the last fifteen years, she had run the business part of the company. Five years ago, for her twentieth anniversary, Dad and Mom, with my sister’s and my full support, had given Vera twenty-five percent stock in the business and had added “& Robbins” to the wood shingle that hung over the entry door.
“Enough about me, did my girl tell you about the time I caught her at the top of a three-story scaffolding where she’d fashioned a zipline?”
Ashlyn smiled over her shoulder. “No, I think she’s failed to tell me a lot of things.”
“I’ll admit it was a pretty good setup. She’d figured the angle of line, weight capacity, even fashioned a bumper for the end of the ride, but that silly widget didn’t tighten the rig at the bottom bracing enough and if she’d taken just one more ride down that cable, it would’ve stripped and she—”
“Would’ve been flatter than a fritter,” I finished the well-told story for her.
“Lord, we barely got that girl raised.”
Ashlyn was nodding in understanding. “Trust me, I know the feeling.”
Vera pushed through the swinging double doors that went out to the shop part of the building. “You just let me know if she’s causing you any trouble. She’s not too big to be bent over my knee.” Without so much as a glance back at me, or she would have seen my mouth cocked and ready, she said, “Speak those words that are fixin’ to come out of that ornery mouth of yours and I’ll get the soap.”
I’d had an unfortunate encounter with a bar of soap once. It wasn’t of Vera’s doing, despite her years of threats. It’s a long story, but needless to say, it involved a shabby motel, a loose sink, and a juice box. A fo’ realz juice box with the stupid mini-straw, not J’uicy Boxx, the red-headed stripper from Birmingham, but I can see where that would have been a logical leap. Anywho, I zipped it, but kept the grin going as we moved out into the 10,000-square-foot shop and my one-time happy place.
Industrial grade machinery lined the perimeter, each its own neat workstation. The smell of sawdust mixed in the air, and I paused to take it in. My dad was a safety fanatic, which explained each station being end-capped with extra gloves, protective eyewear, and a plethora of cartoon-themed safety posters. Who said safety wasn’t fun? Me, a couple hundred thousand times as a teen. And maybe four times yesterday. Oh wait, there was the waffle iron incident—five. Oh, and the sword thing, six, but to be fair Danny was the one running with it. My dad’s efforts had paid off. Twenty-seven years in business, and he’d only had eight recorded incidents. I accounted for seven and a half of those; Stubby accounted for the half. I finger-waved at Stubs, he finger-waved minus a tip.
The door to the small corner office opened, and my father stepped out with Jose, his shop foreman. Jose had been with Dad for almost fifteen years now, ever since dad had caught Jose, as a teen, breaking into one of his job sites. Dad had come back late from a supply run to the city and wanted to check on the crew’s fireplace reassembly progress. Jose was attempting to pry open the back door when Dad rolled up. He assumed the kid was looking to vandalize the place or steal some tools or supplies to pawn. It was rare in the small town, but it had happened a couple times on job sites in the past.
Jose ran at the sight of the headlights, and Dad followed him wanting to get a description if something showed up missing. What he got instead was the discovery of a woman with a healing black eye, curled protectively around a crying, cold, and hungry three-year-old. They’d run out of money and gas after fleeing across two states from an abusive husband and father with only the car, thirty-six dollars and the clothes on their back. Jose explained that he had just been looking for blankets and food for his mother and sister. And just like that, our happy family grew by three more that day.
Maria, Jose’s mother, has been heading up dad’s finish crew for a good ten years now. She hires and leads a team of six women, all of similar backgrounds. Lucinda, Jose’s sister, has finished up her master’s degree and is headed to Washington, DC, to be part of the nation’s largest women’s advocacy organization.
Jose’s already wide smile cranked up a notch when he saw me and another notch when his eyes slid over to Ashlyn and then back to me. We did the intro, miss ya, how’s it going thing for a bit before one of the guys yelled out needing assistance. A quick nod and nice to meet you to Ashlyn, and he was off.
“How are my favorites?” Dad asked. “You have a good morning? You two take a ride in the countryside?”
“It was an amazing morning,” Ashlyn offered. “Your town and the lake …” Ashlyn laid a hand over her heart. “Simply beautiful.”
“We kind of like it,” Dad said with a wink. “Ready for some lunch?”
“Always,” I answered quickly.
“Vera?” Dad asked.
Vera waved him off. “I’ll keep things covered here; you all go and enjoy.”
“I appreciate you.”
Vera waved him off. “I know. I know.”
“Thought we’d go to CCs. Can I bring you back a slice of strawberry rhubarb? No wait, I’ll bring you a whole pie, I know you have your own company coming in tonight.”
Vera’s eyes went sparkly. “I do.”
There was only one person who did that to Vera. “Mia?” I asked.
“Yes. Maybe you two could catch up while you’re both here.” It wasn’t a question.
“I … yeah, I probably should explain …” I started again. “I mean I need to—”
“Yes you do,” Vera summed up my ramblings.
“How about we all do dinner tonight? It would be great to have the whole family together again,” Dad offered. When he got the “I don’t want to intrude” vibe from Vera, he added, “Dinner tonight or you take off tomorrow so you can spend time with Mia. Your choice.”
Vera narrowed her eyes, knowing she’d been had. “I’ll call Joy to see what I can bring.”
“Perfect. Call if you need anything.”
CC’s, not to be confused with the crappy Mexican place, but CC’s, short for Colleen’s Café, was my favorite place in the history of ever. A third-generation restaurant, CC’s, was known for its “World Famous Double-Fried Tenderloins.” That bears repeating. Double. Fried. Tenderloins. This thing is the size of your face, and I’m not talking some petite little face. I’m saying like Jay Leno’s face. Mega. And one more time just for fun and cholesterol ratings, double-fried. Translation: double the magic. Add peppery white gravy with a side of mashed potatoes and more gravy and I’m total donesy.
Double-fried tenderloins are one of the top five reasons I’m going to throw down hard in the upcoming apocalypse. My list you ask? 1. I’m still cranky about Lucifer’s assholiness to Six. 2. Saving the human race. Ten or fifteen humans in particular, a fallen angel, and one angel-demon toddler. 3. Double fried tenderloin with mashed potatoes and gravy. 4. Fried chicken with mashed potatoes and gravy. 5. Just kind of seems like the right thing to do.
Lunch with Dad was reminiscent of many lunches we’d had, and bonus this go-around was Ashlyn sitting alongside me as we talked about his recent reno jobs. Something I’d pushed to the top of the convo pile, as I loved to see the light of excitement dance in his eyes when he talked about his work. Vera had finally made him update his flip phone, a life phase that had lasted eight years too long, to an iPhone. He still didn’t know how to text or do email on the thing, but he’d taken to the camera function with great enthusiasm. Ashlyn and I marveled over the images, all 1,276 of them. My dad and his crew were true artists. And I felt that all too familiar pang of pride with every swipe left. The feels must have radiated off me, because Ashlyn slid a comforting hand under the table to pat my leg. I handed the phone back to him. “Those are amazing. I couldn’t be more proud of you, Jose, and the crew.”
“You know …” He paused to thank the waitress that refilled our drinks. “I’m getting older …”
I knew where this was going. “Maybe. Someday,” I inserted before he really got going.
He looked at Ashlyn, “You two could settle down here.” Eyeballs on me. “Get that lake house you always wanted. We could build it. Together. It can be our thing—like old times.”
“I know you don’t understand, but …” I trailed off. How do you tell your dad, “Maybe if I live that long”?
Ashlyn took up the conversation. “I would love that. I’m in love with this town. I’m in love with you and Joy. Maybe we can talk about it, but we just need some time to tie up some loose ends first.”
And the understatement of the year award goes to …
Tears hit the edges of dad’s eyes. “You would seriously consider it?”
Ashlyn looked at me. “Would we seriously consider it?”
“We … I … I mean if you …”
“I would,” Ashlyn said.
I was going to say more. I mean the moment seemed like it could use more words, but before I could pull them from my brain, I was plucked from my side of the booth and swung around while my dad proudly announced his girls were coming home. There was applauding. There were cheers. There was mortification. I’ll let you assign verbs to the proper pronouns. Ashlyn got the same merry-go-round routine. Serves her right.
But if the wide smile was any indication, she didn’t think it was much of a punishment.
“So now, how many grandkids can I expect?”
I was already shaking my head. “Nope. Nope, you can just hold up there, Turbo, we haven’t even …” I watched as Dad’s eyes tracked to Ashlyn and smiled. I side-eyed her. “I swear to god that better be a peace sign.”
“What?” Ashlyn offered all innocent traitor-like.
I assisted her wrist and attached hand and fingers to her lap. “Maybe we could just cap it at one life decision per meal?”
Ashlyn leaned into me, shooting my father and her new co-conspirator a wink. “I guess.”
Our conversation and baby-makin’ thoughts were forgotten as lunch was placed on the table. And it was a good five minutes before I resumed human communication patterns. “Dad, we were out at Granny and Granddad’s farm. Do you remember any of Granny Mattox’s stories she told?”
“I never got stories. I got chores. But I do remember you coming home from spending the day with her, talking about women warriors and this fantasy or that. You two hit it off from day one. She even came to the hospital when you were born and she barely came into town, let alone an hour to the city. She didn’t come to see me born, but with you … she demanded mother take her to see you.” He smiled. “I handed you to her while she sat in the hospital rocker and just wept. I’d never seen her cry before, never saw her cry again, not even when granddad died. But that day, when she rocked you, tears just ran down her face.”
“Probably just a girl thing, after having a son and a grandson,” I said.
“Maybe. But I think it was more than that.”
“Was she from around here too?” Ashlyn asked.
“No, actually her story is quite the mystery. She showed up in town one day, Granddad took a liking to her, got some grief over it, but he didn’t much care what anyone thought. They got married and they lived a quiet life out there on the S curve.”
“You don’t know where she came from?” I asked.
“Nope. She’d never talk about it. If you asked, she’d just say here and there. Granddad wouldn’t say either. He’d only say it was her business to tell, not his.”
“Weird,” I said.
“We all assumed she must have run away from a bad situation. There was a lot of that back then, I’d guess. If you’re curious, there’s some stuff in the attic of hers. We put it up there after my mom and dad passed. I haven’t looked at it in years. You know, now that I think about it, there’s something in there for you.”
“For me?”
“Yeah, Mom said we were to give it to you when you’re older. I remembered it when you went off to college, but didn’t think you’d want to lug around some family heirloom in the dorm. Then you and Danny started traveling around … and quite honestly, I just kind of forgot about it until now. I’ll pull it down later now that it looks like you’re settling down and you might actually have a place to put it.” He did the double eyebrow wiggle thing and I couldn’t help but smile along with him.
“Thanks, Dad.”
“No problem,” he checked his watch. “I better be getting back,” He waved for the check, adding his pie order to the bill. “Will you two help Mom get the things she needs for tonight?”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Thank you. Thank you for lunch. And thank you for making me and your mother so dang happy.”
It brought a smile to my face, though I was wondering how happy he’d be once he heard why we were really here.




Chapter 6
“We’re agreed? You’ll talk to your family tonight?” Ashlyn asked, continuing our convo as she walked around to grab a grocery cart from the return bay that I’d parked alongside.
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it might be too much.”
“How are you going to explain the angel you invited to dinner?”
“A Halloween costume.”
“It’s September.”
“I’ll blame the retail establishments that started putting Christmas out in October. It was bound to affect the holiday decorating cycles. Kind of like global warming. Cause and effect. Total civilian disruption.”
“You’re ridiculous.”
“Am I? Or am I the only sane one and all of you …” I pointed around the parking lot. “… are just figments of my imagination?”
“That doesn’t even make sense.”
“Or does it make perfect sense?”
“You’re trying to distract me.”
“Maybe you’re trying to distract me?” I countered.
“You’re telling them. The end. And I’m done with this conversation.”
“I knew you would say that. Oh, oooor maybe, figment, I made you say that?”
Ashlyn eye-rolled hard before freeing a cart with a quick jerk and heading toward the three-pack of double-glass doors.
“I love you,” I said in her wake.
“Or is this my world and I made you say that?” she replied.
I jogged a few steps to catch up with her, planting a kiss on her cheek. “I’m good with it either way.”
“Good or I would have to find a new figment, one that’s less ...”
“Amazing in bed?” I asked.
“No, not what I was thinking.”
“Hot? You were thinking–” I started, pulling us up short of the doors.
“What are you doing?” Ashlyn slapped at my hand holding the cart in place.
“How’s my hair? Have I gained any weight? Do I look okay?” I pulled at my jacket, patted my hair, then double-tapped my cheeks to bring up the color levels, before turning to Ashlyn for inspection. I got a blank stare. “It’s Walmart,” I explained, the duh part of that sentence an understood statement. More nothing. I sighed. “It’s the small-town equivalent of the Miss America pageant.”
Ashlyn sidestepped, moving both her and the cart out of the lane of traffic. “Lord, I can’t wait to hear this,” Ashlyn said, cautious amusement in her voice.
“I, being a BRBOer—Born, Raised and Busted Out’er,” I explained before she could ask, “will enter this establishment and be judged.” I held up a hand to tick off my points. “Lifestyle, career slash success,” I Vanna Whited myself, “and evening wear.”
Ashlyn’s eyes left me to track someone coming up behind me. “I take it this place still has the swimsuit competition?”
I turned and was rewarded with the sight of a blue-haired woman, who’d probably exited her seventies a decade ago. That wasn’t the odd thing; we’d see a baker’s dozen of them in the fruit and veggie area alone. But this particular one was wearing a leopard-skin tube top. Props to the almost garment for the effort it was exerting to do its job of covering the essentials, even though said essentials had settled somewhere just a smidge north of her bellybutton. “Holy swing low, sweet chariots,” I muttered.
Ashlyn punched me in the shoulder as she tried to stifle a laugh. “Knock it off.”
“That’s Ms. Colvin. She’s the old band teacher and deaf as …” I got distracted by a near nip slip when she fought to get her cart’s front end over the curb.
Ashlyn cleared her throat.
“… deaf as a doorstop.” Not my best work, but I was still recovering from nearly being traumatized. “Anyway, back to me. How do I look?”
Ashlyn gave me an up and down. Boots, jeans, vintage Janis Joplin T-shirt, topped with my go-to leather jacket. She smiled, then dropped it.
“What? Do we need to go home so I can change? I have a Joan Jett tee I think is clean. It might work better with my eyes. What do you think?” I turned to what had redirected my girl’s attention. A guy in blue jean overalls pushed past us. Let me clarify, only wearing blue jean overalls. We both watched him like he was a walking, talking, hairy car wreck that you absolutely didn’t want to see, but our eyes were Gorilla Glued to the scene. Oh wait, sorry, I need to print a retraction; he wasn’t just wearing overalls, he had a raccoon tail attached to his back-belt loop, so yeah. We watched the tail swish to-and-fro until it disappeared behind the automatic doors. Ashlyn’s attention came back to me. “I think you’ll be fine.”
And I was fine, totally fine, that was until I hit the frozen food aisle. Our cart was loaded down with tonight’s dinner needs plus a few extra apocalypse essentials: water, half the canned food aisle, power bars, peanut butter, first aid supplies, matches, powdered milk, pasta, jumbo box of Whoppers, etc. I was head down, double-checking our list when the scent of Elizabeth Taylor’s White Diamonds invaded my nose holes. My guts clenched to include my bladder, which is saying something as it usually didn’t give two shits about things going on in my life whenever it decided to wake up and make itself known. “No, no, no, no, noooo …” I began to mutter.
“Addison Jo Mattox,” a woman’s voice said, magically making my name sound like something you stepped in and needed to scrape off the bottom of your shoe.
And speaking of shoes, two, four, six, eight, none of which I appreciate, they came into my downward view. “Fuck me,” I muttered.
“No thank you, I’m afraid I’d catch something,” the voice said with a tittering of laughs in its wake.
I sighed, reluctantly slid my phone into my pocket, and looked up to greet four of the previous Not So Fab Five cheer squad. “Like an actual orgasm?” I asked, waiting a beat for her glare to kick in. There it is. “Oh goody, the coven’s all here. Where’s the head witch? Still in the cave mixing up more glamour spells?”
“It’s nice to see you haven’t lost that quirky sense of humor.” Amber Ellis, second lieutenant of the coven, sneered as the other three lipstick-covered, brainless sock puppets copied the look. “I’m surprised that you’d show your face back here again.”
“In the freezer aisle of Walmart?” I asked with a double dose of confusion, ’cause I could, and it was annoying. I was going for annoying.
“In this town,” Amber clarified, ’cause she could, and she did so with the perfect stick-up-your-butt tone in her voice.
“Aww. Right. That would make more sense.”
“You surely aren’t planning to come to the class reunion tomorrow night?”
Class reunion? Umm yeah, that would be a big “rather drop a blender in my tequila bath” no. That was until Amber’s bitch brow quirked, bitch hip jutted out, and bitch fist rested on it. Which next level pissed me off. And just in case you haven’t been paying attention, I do stupid things when I’m next-leveled pissed. Okay sure, even when I’m a smidge pissed. Or not pissed. Or it’s a Tuesday. Anywho—whatevs.
“Totally. Definitely, yep. Yes, that’s exactly why I’m here—the class reunion. I mean, why else would I be here? Now. At this particular moment in time if I wasn’t here for the class reunion? So going. For sure. Yes.” And apparently I also ramble.
“But we didn’t send—” Amber caught her near admission, flipped her hair, and replaced the beauty queen persona, “I’m glad you got the invite then.”
Ashlyn came up curbside, took a quick assessment of the scene, dropped her hunt and gatherings in the cart, then laid a calming hand on my lower back. “Invite to where?”
Amber gave Ashlyn a cool-eyed glare. “Suckered another one, I see.”
“Third one this week. Lucky you kept your distance, or you might have been number four.” Amber took an involuntary step back, about a hundred and thirty-seven shy of what I’d preferred her to take, but it gave me the few inches I needed to buzz her with the cart. “Tell your mistress, Lilith, I can’t wait to see her again.”
“I leave you for two minutes,” Ashlyn muttered when we were safely down the condiments aisle.
“Right? You really should know better by now.”
“Where are we going?”
“Back to hell,” I growled.
“To one of those come over for wine, so we can socially pressure you to buy a sixty-dollar candle parties?” she asked.
“Worse. Class reunion.”




Chapter 7
“Are you freaking kidding me?” I asked again, hitting the nineteen-foot point of the twenty-foot pace space that was Michael and Apoc’s current domain.
“No. I can glamour my wings so humans can’t see them. How do you think angels come down here and move around undetected?”
I spun on him. “Wait, what? You guys come down here and hang out?”
“Not all of us are guys,” Michael clarified, knowing that wasn’t the clarification I needed.
“Good to know,” I growled. “But not the most important part of this conversation, Mikey.” I resumed my pacing. “Let me get this straight,” I stopped, turned, and paced in the other direction. “Angels. You,” I pointed at him as I passed, “come down to earth, glamour your wings, and just hang out sipping mojitos?”
“I didn’t say anything about mojitos. But yes. And some choose to stay down here for years and live among you.”
Stop. Turn. “Angels. Here?”
“Yes.”
“Just chillin’ out?”
“Most come to understand, study, experience …”
“Play with the lab rats?” I asked.
“AJ,” Ashlyn admonished.
“Whatever. So how many of your homies are down here?”
Michael shrugged. “Thousands, tens of—”
“Tens of thousands of angels are here? Like right now, out there lollygagging about with their …” I waved at him. “… disappeary wings?” I stopped at the wall again, this time not electing to turn, but to bang my head against the 1970s oak-colored paneling. Done. I spun back. “So tell me this, pretty boy. Why did it not occur to you to glamour your wings before now? Like oh, I don’t know, all the times we ate out? Or say, when we went to the gas station? Or the time we took you to the mall to get you clothes or every single moment you pretty footed it around on this not so humany Earth?”
“I did,” Michael said, confused.
“No, you …” Now that I thought about it, I was the one that got all the strange looks when trying to explain the hot hunchback of Notre Dame.
“Did you think the trench coat was a sufficient disguise?”
“But I could see them,” I said.
“You all could see them. But you know who I am. What I am. I didn’t try and hide them from you.” He shrugged. “It’s nice not having to keep them hidden. I can, you know, just be me.”
“So the trench coat, you let me do that because?”
He smiled. “It amused me.”
I glared at him. “Okay then, and well-played.” I dropped my semi-less-annoyed ass into the chair that Ashlyn pointed to. “Any other fun party tricks you need to tell us about?”
Michael shrugged. “I mean, sure. We’re angels; we can do a lot of things.”
“Like?”
“We can wipe peoples’ memories.”
If I had been drinking something, I would have sprayed it. “Wipe. Memories.”
“Just short amounts, mainly to keep our identities safe if we don’t get our glamour up in time.”
“You. Can. Wipe. Peoples’. Memories,” I slow-peated.
“Just bits and pieces. Not completely,” Michael added.
I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms. “Prove it,” I demanded.
“I—”
“Nope. Glamour up. Presto-change-o-disappear-o,” I waved at his wings.
Michael sighed. He stood, handing Apoc off to Six, who’d staked his claim on the second double bed in the room and was currently allowing Danny only an ass-size corner of it. Michael straightened, and I couldn’t help but notice that his very visible wings nearly scraped the ceiling of the small motel room, accentuating just how epically moronic my trench coat disguise had been.
I gave him a “get on with the show” prompt. And in a blink, nada. Nothing. Not a single charcoal feather in sight.
Ashlyn laid a hand across her chest. It better had been for the magic trick, not the incredibly normal human-looking dude standing before us. And by incredibly normal I mean next-level, slow molten lava just out of the volcano level hot dude. “Are all the angels as pretty as you?” I asked. His shy smile and shrug only elevated his hotness. “Just you then. Okay, now the memory thing. Do Danny.”
“Hey!” Danny protested.
“Fine, do me then. Magic Eraser that time I walked in on Danny playing rub-a-dub rub in the hotel tub. That’s three seconds I’d like to lose.”
Danny groaned. “I told you I was loofa-ing my feet.”
“Please repeat what you just said in your head and tell me how that’s better?”
Danny took a second. “Whatever, you know I’d just gotten new boots. I don’t need to be embarrassed for trying to take care of myself.” I smiled. “Not that kind of care!” Danny stood. “You know what—fine! Do me. Please erase the last two minutes of my life.”
“Are you sure?” Michael asked.
“I’m positive. Make me forget it all. Please!”
“I lick every Oreo in the pack as soon as you buy them,” I rushed to say just before Danny’s eyes went blank and blinky. He shook his head. “Sorry, I missed that, how many angels did you say were here?”
“Oh my god,” I happy clapped. “This is going to be awesome!”
“No. Whatever you’re thinking right now, just no,” Ashlyn reprimanded.
“And by no, you mean only in the case of …?”
“Never,” Ashlyn clarified. “Only in the case of never.”
“Never being code word for …?”
“Code for you will absolutely under no circumstances ask, trick, or bribe Michael into using his gift for evil.” She held up a hand to stop my next words. “Or for your personal amusement.”
“How about merely for slightly devious and for the amusement of other people?”
In answer, Ashlyn stood. “We’re going to be late to your parents’ house.”
I stood as well. “I’ll take that as a maybe then.”
Five minutes later, we were all packed in Woody and headed to Mom and Dad’s. I’ll be honest. I had been a little procrastinate-y. I mean, I was super interested in the glamour and mind swipe thing, but the guest list had grown from nine and a hell hound to thirteen and a hell hound, as my sister, her husband, and two munchkins had been added to the guest list. They only lived forty-five minutes away, so they could make the trip, eat, chat, and still get the girls home in time for school-night rituals. So yeah, thirteen people and a hell hound. All in the same space. Touching elbows. Talking. Don’t get me wrong; I loved them. And I was glad I was going to get to see them. Ya know, because if that pesky apocalypse thing didn’t go well, it could be the last time.
A byproduct of my life with Danny and Norm was that I’d distanced myself from everyone. I’d gotten used to elbow room. Solitude. Quiet. That had changed, of course, when Ashlyn began riding shotgun, but she was hot, got naked with me, and did giggly things to my insides so she was the exception to the rule. Plus, she had an inherent gift of knowing what I needed and when I needed it. A soft kiss. A calming touch. A “Get out of here and go run,” and my personal fav: “I’ll meet ya in the bedroom.”
I looked down at the hand currently caressing my leg. “It will be fine,” she assured me softly, so the other chatterboxes in the back didn’t hear.
“I know.” And honestly, I wasn’t worried about my family accepting what I had to tell them. Sure, there would be some WTFs, but at the end of the day, they’d still love me. Accept me. It was the shit I was going to get for not knowing or trusting that fact years ago. They would have stood by me and Danny and the things we had to do. They would’ve been worried, of course, more than they were already, but they would have supported me, loved me, and accepted me. I gave Ashlyn’s hand a squeeze. “I know,” I repeated.
I parked beside the stack of cars already filling my parents’ drive. I shut off the engine and spun in the seat. “Okay, here’s how this is going to play out.” I pointed at Michael. “Keep the wings buckled up. And no angely holier-than-thou speak. Street speak—remember the movies.”
Michael gave a quick jerk of his head. “’Sup.”
Danny snorted. “Told ya letting him watch Pulp Fiction was a bad idea.”
“Forget street, let’s go more Mayberry sidewalk.” I moved on to Apoc. “No funny tricks from you, little bub. Nada. Understand?” I got a spit bubble in response. Good enough. “Six.” He popped his head up from the far back, “Shrinky dink, normal dog stuff, and table manners. Under—” His super sniffer was activated by the BBQ smells dancing on the air. And he was gone, out the back hatch, don’t ask me how, and he was around the corner of the house, “—stand,” I finished for no reason at all. “Okay, I’ll take the lead on all the apocalypse down-low. Until then, zip it. We are five super normal, super chill—” Something slammed against my side window causing me to jump and nearly hit my head on Woody’s roof. “Fuck me!”
“Ummmm, Aunt AJ said a bad word! I’m telling Mommy!” The youngest of my two nieces was already off and tattling.
“Super chill, got it.” Ashlyn snickered. Danny full-on guffawed. Michael muttered a “Jesus, Lord almighty something-something, and Apoc, magically out of his restraints, was climbing over Danny to get to Avery, my oldest niece, still grinning through the driver’s side window.
I carried Avery into the kitchen by her ankles. She was laughing so hard tears were running up her forehead. “Okay, okay,” she wheezed. “Let me down.”
“Not until you say it.”
She laughed. “I’m going to pee.”
“That would be super embarrassing and kind of gross since it would run up your sides and pool in your armpits,” I teased. “All you have to do is say the magic words.”
“Fine. You’re the coolest and I’m the drooliest.” I put her down and she tore off to the bathroom, with Hadleigh, the most adorable redheaded snitch, laughing in her wake.
My sister came at me with a smile. “F-bombs and making my kid almost pee her pants. I see you haven’t changed, Sis.” She opened her arms and I stepped into them. “It’s good to see you.”
“Good to see you too.” When we released each other, I stepped back. “Brook, this is Ashlyn. Ashlyn, this is my sister, Brook.”
“Very nice to meet you,” Ashlyn stated, extending her hand in greeting.
My sister pushed past it. “Sorry, you’re getting a hug for putting up with this one.”
Mom slid a pot from a front burner to a back, giving it one more dash of salt, before turning and greeting her new guests. “Hey, sweetheart.” She hugged me, then moved to Ashlyn. “And my newest sweetheart.” She looked behind us. “Where are Danny, your friend and baby, and your puppy?”
“They were getting the extra coolers from the garage for the ice we brought,” I said, just as I heard the door open behind us. “That’s probably them.”
Danny received the same meet and greet, but the whole kitchen went still when Michael entered stage right. Mom’s hand fluttered over her heart, and my sister muttered her own f-bomb.
I sighed. “Mom, Sis, this is Michael, the original Magic Mike, and his son, Apoc.”
“Very nice to meet you,” Michael greeted, adding his thousand-watt smile to his showboaty package.
Mom started fanning herself with her tea towel. My sister grabbed my arm. “Ouch!” I pried at her fingers. “Jesus.”
Mom recovered first. “Michael, welcome to our home. I’m so glad you and your son …” And give or take a second, that’s when Apoc fell in love with my mother. It didn’t surprise me; it happened to the best of us. He leaned away from his father’s chest, doing the rapid “gimme gimme gimme” thing with his chunky little hands. “Gra-ma, gra-ma.”
Mom took Apoc with well-practiced ease.
“I’m sorry, he—” Michael started.
“Is the most special little guy ever,” my mom finished.
“Understatement,” I muttered, flexing my bicep, trying to get blood flowing back into it after my sister’s death grip.
“Danny, why don’t you show Michael around and then get him settled in with a drink. Justin and Roy will be out back, overseeing the grill. Ashlyn, Brook, Apoc, and I will keep watch over things in here. And AJ, I thought since it was such a beautiful evening, we’d eat outside. Vera and Mia are out on the patio setting the table, so why don’t you see if they need help.” And that would be Mom code for “go apologize to Mia for being an ass-munch, so it’s not awkward all evening.”
“Sure.” I leaned in to give Ashlyn a quick cheek kiss, then pointed at my sister. “Don’t listen to a word she says.”
My sister wedged herself between Ashlyn and me, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. “Out. We have things to discuss.” She turned Ashlyn away from me, “Starting with, did you know AJ went through a prolonged Beanie Baby phase?”
Ashlyn shot me a smile over her shoulder. “I didn’t; please go on.”
“Ugh. I told you those were an investment opportunity.”
My sister answered with a skedaddle wave of her hand.  
I stood at the double patio doors for a long moment watching Mia move chairs and adjust placemats. She still had the slim toned body of an athlete, something she’d excelled at in high school and college. Whereas her grandmother was closer to five feet than to six, with dark skin, dark eyes, and once dark hair, Mia was my height and was of mixed-race lineage thanks to her sperm donor: tall, white, blond, and a “big bag of pathetic” if you let Vera fill out his toe tag.
The BBoP had bailed on Mia and her mother as soon as he’d gotten his high school diploma, not letting a pesky girlfriend who was in need of a baby on board sign hold him back from his college plans. Mia had flawless, creamy caramel skin. Her hair was a little shorter than when I’d last seen it, the natural loose curls with their exotic brown and gold tones now lying just below her shoulders. Add to the package intelligent gold eyes that had the uncanny ability to read a situation and a person, which had kept us out of more than one grounded-worthy situation. Now, combo all that with those “don’t have to study to get straight A’s” brains of hers and fierce, protective heart ... Mia was, in a word, beautiful. Inside and out.
Mia laughed at something Vera said, and my lips curled up in response. Mia’s laugh had once been my happy place. She laughed with her whole being. It was infectious. And I missed it. I missed her. If I was being honest, she had likely been my first girl crush, but it had quickly developed into something much deeper. She’d been my safe place. That one person that got me, even when I hadn’t gotten myself.
And just then, as so many times in the past, her eyes came to meet mine, instinctually knowing I was there. Our gazes locked, and for a long beat we stared at each other. She took a step in my direction, then two as I slid the door open, pausing as soon as I shut it behind me.
Mia raised a finger to point it at me. “You are a jackass.”
“The biggest jackass of all jackasses in the history of ever,” I agreed.
Then she engulfed me. Mia gave me a good and thorough berating, while simultaneously hugging and, I was really hoping, forgiving me.
Ashlyn came out with the first wave of covered dishes. She took in the scene and gave me a smile. I introduced them and, well that was that, my first crush became instant best friends with my perma-crush.
Danny broke up our lovefest a few minutes later. “AJ, your dad said … oh sorry, I …”
Mia left her arm hooked in mine as I did the intro thing again. “Danny meet Mia, my sister from another mister. Mia, meet Danny, my other sister from a—”
The can of beer Danny had been holding slipped from his hand; he recovered enough to catch it around his knees.
Mia smiled. “Nice reflexes.” She gave him an up and down. “Nice everything.”
“And here we go,” I groaned as I watched Danny go all Lady Gaga over my oldest friend. “Wipe the drool, D-man. What did Dad need?” I asked. I got a noncommittal hand wave in the general direction of Dad’s outdoor BBQ sanctuary and something that sounded like “Milk Duds.” “Whatever.” I slid out of Mia’s hold, whispering, “Be gentle with him. He has a complex about his webbed feet and his mini penis, and he has a rash he says is psoriasis, but—”
Mia gave me a gentle shove. “Go away.”
“Geez, first you want me to be here, and now you want me to go away. See why a girl could get confused about—.” Mia shot me a look. “Too soon?” She held up her thumb and index finger pinched super close together. “Right. Got it.”
I headed off toward my father, swinging wide to do a drive-by whisper in Danny’s ear. “Be careful, she’s super wiggy about her tail. Docs say it’s merely some extra vertebra, but I’m serious, the thing swishes.” I got a second shove off. Huh, I was starting to sense a theme.
I rounded the corner to see Six standing guard as dad gave Michael his BBQ 101 class. Michael stood over the massive grill in rapt attention. My brother-in-law handed me a beer as I passed. “Have I told you, you’re my favorite person in this family?”
“Not recently,” Justin said.
“You’re my favorite. What did you need, Dad? Danny’s message was interrupted by his testosterone.”
Dad looked at me curiously, but fell back on his years of training and skipped the questions. “Didn’t need anything, just wanted to say hi to my girl and to let you know before I forget that I found a box of Granny Mattox’s things, and I put it up in your and Ashlyn’s room.”
“Cool. Thanks.”
Avery and Hadleigh came screaming onto the scene, declaring their starvation to death timeline. Which FYI was minutes, maybe seconds. That was until Avery saw Six and Hadleigh saw Michael. “Can I play with your dog?” Avery asked, her arms already around Six’s neck. Six answered for himself by giving her a chin to hairline lick of his tongue. Hadleigh moved toward Michael. “Can I touch your wings?”
I shot the gulp of beer up and out my nose. “What? He … How?”
“Hads, honey,” Justin caught his youngest’s outstretched hand with the ease of a father who had spent many hours navigating toy, cereal, and candy isles. “We don’t go around touching people we haven’t met, remember?”
“I’m Hadleigh,” she said to Michael.
Michael knelt, bringing him down to her level, and reached out a hand, “I’m Michael.” They shook. “Maybe later with the wings?”
She nodded vigorously.
“Hads, honey, I think Momma and Grandma probably need your help,” Justin coaxed, softly redirecting the attention of my big-hearted, enthusiastic helper niece.
Hadleigh spun and jetted back across the yard, yelling “GRannddDDmaaa!”
Justin watched her go, shaking his head as he brought his attention back around. “Sorry, man, she’s in a unicorn, mermaid, and anything that has wings phase.”
Avery, arms still tight around Six, was staring at Michael, curiosity evident in the tilt of her head. “Two bucks if you can beat your little sister to the door,” I offered. Different kids, different motivators.
“Five,” she countered.
“Deal.” And she was gone.
Justin held out a fist. “Nice.” I knuckle-checked him. “Misdirection and bribery are the keys to survival.”
“And alcohol,” I answered.
“And alcohol,” he agreed, cheering his bottle.
“I think we’re good, Michael,” dad said. “Let’s get these examples of perfection to the table.”
I carried a plate of hamburgers and hotdogs for the kids, while WTFing Michael on our way back to the table.
“She hasn’t lost her innocence yet,” he explained.
“So?”
“My glamour won’t work on her,” Michael said with, if I’m being Judgy McJudgerson, a little too much glee in his tone.
Besides Hadleigh trying to convince her mother that Michael had wings through first and second helpings; Avery adding to Six’s already impressive intake of food by sneaking him her vegetables; Danny and Mia playing cutesy face across the table; Apoc bouncing enthusiastically from Grandma Joy to Grandma Vera’s laps with slobbery kisses and slobbery fingers; my sister telling Ashlyn all about my grunge and bad hair years, and my heart feeling like it was in a juicer every time I glanced up and saw my dad and mom’s faces lit with the pure joy of having their family all in one place—it was a good night. It wasn’t until the pie and ice cream had been devoured and the dishes cleared that everyone settled in and began the Q&A part of the evening. “What have you been doing?” “Where have you been?” “When are you going to settle down?”
I guess it was now or never. I was honestly leaning toward never, but Ashlyn jacked me in the side with an elbow, adding a pointed look. “All right. All right.” I sighed. This was it. I glanced around at my family only to circle back to Ashlyn. “I have some good news and some bad news,” I finally said.
My sister piped up immediately. “Bad news.”
I nodded once, and I gave it to them—all of it. Starting with the vacay in Oklahoma, the ritual, the coincidence, the denial, the acceptance, Grand, what Danny and I really did out on the road for so many years, an unfiltered version of the bridge incident, picking up Ashlyn, the preacher, Loretta, Michael’s grand entrance, Apoc, the queen, going to Hell, Michael’s grand re-entrance, and then last but not least what I’d done to Lucifer’s chimichangas, ending with the upcoming apocalypse and a gaggle of open-mouthed stares.
Mom finally cleared her throat. “Well that’s a lot to take in.”
“I know. And I know you probably think I’m crazy.” My sister snorted. Thank you, sis. “But it’s true.”
“I wanna see your superpowers.” Avery cut in from the center of the circle, where she’d been playing with Six, and where Hads was playing with Apoc—bringing my sister’s full attention to the fact that her sweet little offspring were currently playing with a hell hound and a half demon-angel.
“They’d never hurt them,” I reassured her. “I wouldn’t … I won’t,” I corrected, “let anything happen to them.” My sister and I did the soul gaze thing for a second, letting her read the full depth of that promise.
“I know, sis,” she muttered, “I know.”
And yeah, there were a whole lot of feels going on, so I cleared the catch in my throat and distracted because that’s what I do. “Apoc, buddy, why don’t you do your Lite-Brite thing?”
Apoc looked back at me, then to my youngest niece. “Happy, happy,” he cheered, clapping on each word. A ball of light came alive before him; it spun and twisted as it formed. A blink later, a miniature white horse, complete with wings, a horn, and a rainbow mane, came out of the light to stand between them.
When the revelry of Apoc’s creation died down, which was a while, cause duh, unicorn, I glanced at Michael. “Might as well pull out all the party tricks.” Michael nodded once and straightened as he dropped his glamour. Short version, there was a plethora of ohs and awes, and that was before he spread his wings to their full and stunning glory. Let’s just say the wing thing brought on some metaphoric panty-dropping and not just from the women in this crew.
The questions and requests for demos started up. My mom moved away from the show, sliding next to me, her arms going around my waist. “I’m so sorry you’ve had to carry this alone. You could’ve told your father and me.”
“I know. I just needed time to figure it out for myself. And I didn’t want you to worry.”
“Sweetheart, that’s our job. Granted, we would have worried a little extra, but …” Her stiff upper lip started to quiver. “Oh, AJ.”
“I got this mom. I have,” I looked at my family, both chosen and lucked into. “I have so much to fight for.”
Mom smiled, tears glistening her eyes. “Yes, we do.” Her words wouldn’t click until later because at the moment I was watching my most favorite people, minus Grand, interact with each other. Two of whom were interacting a little too much, *cough* Danny, *cough* Mia.
“You didn’t tell us the good news,” Mom said, interrupting my lock and target stare down of Danny and Mia’s swoon-fest.
I turned my attention to Ashlyn, who was holding a laughing Hads as they danced around her unicorn. My voice tripped over my heart. “Her. She’s my good news. She’s my good everything.”




Chapter 8
“That went well,” Ashlyn said as we entered my childhood bedroom a good four hours later.
“What size waist do you think Danny has? Thirty-four?” I asked, head down, clicking buttons on my phone.
“Yeah, thirty-two or thirty-four. Why?”
I dropped onto the edge of the bed, still scrolling. “No reason.”
“I doubt that.” Ashlyn snatched my phone as she swung a leg over mine to straddle my lap.
“Hey!”
She leaned back, holding the phone out of my reach as she read. “Chastity belts for men?” She tossed the phone in the nearby chair. “No.” She bopped my nose as if I were a bad puppy. “They’re adorable and you need to butt out of it.”
“But—”
“I like Mia, by the way.”
“I liked her pre-Danny version better,” I pouted.
Ashlyn slid her arms around my neck and did a little hip grind. It improved my mood a smidge. “He deserves a chance at happy, don’t you think?”
“I’ll buy him a new hard drive. A 284-mega google bit gtwtf something, something.”
Ashlyn chuckled. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” She leaned down to nip at my lower lip.
“I know that I’ve got some seriously icky images going around in my head.”
Another nip as her hands came to the front of my shirt. “If only I could think of a way to help you get rid of them.”
I lowered my tone. “You’ll have to think hard. I’m fairly sure they’re burned into my frontal lobe.”
“Here?” Ashlyn asked, kissing just above my right eyebrow.
“Maybe it’s more over here.” I tapped the side of my head.
She kissed my temple.
“Maybe lower,” I replied.
She moved to tease the edge of my ear with her tongue. “Here?” she whispered, sending a rush of electricity straight to my girlie bits.
“Umm, now I think it’s more down and around my Lady Antebellum.”
Ashlyn leaned back, a smirk lighting her lips. “Cerebellum?”
I flipped her onto her back. “You say tomato.” I undid the button of her jeans. “I say flambango.” Ashlyn’s chuckle turned to a husky moan as my mouth teased a path down the vee of her open jeans before I pulled them off completely. I left the simple black underwear in place for the time being as I moved back up her body to claim her mouth. I felt the familiar storm within me, growing in strength with every touch, with every taste. I found it ironic that our connection, this connection, could so easily toss my insides, but was also the one that anchored me. She, like no other, was able to keep me grounded when the waters got rough.
And since we’re going all metaphorical, I couldn’t help but feel that I was more of an undertow. I was the thing that enticed you, but you realized too late that you were too deep with no way to get back to shore, before I slowly pulled you under. And now, I’d gone off and done the same to everyone else I love. I began to feel the full weight of what lay ahead of me, what now lay between their safety and an unknown fate. It was more real, more …
Ashlyn cupped my face, bringing my attention from my thoughts to her eyes. “Right here. Right now. You’re safe. I’m safe. Your family is safe.”
I nodded, the slight movement giving my tears the little push they needed to slip over my eyelids. “I …” And well that’s apparently all I had to say about that.
Ashlyn pulled my lips to hers and whispered against them. “I know, baby. I know.” She kissed away my tears.
“Did I do the right thing?” I asked, at the thought of having sent my sister off with her husband and munchkins knowing that the same person she once dared to eat dog food was now the one she was relying on to protect her family from Lucifer’s big whiney hissy fit.
“You did the right thing. It’s scary and of course they’re worried, but they’re better off knowing. They can do something now.”
“Brook said she was going to keep the girls out of school for a few days. They’re happy about that.” I tried for a grin, but apparently my lips had commitment issues at the moment. “I’d love to see the excuse she writes them.”
Ashlyn smiled. “Probably not the weirdest thing their teachers have heard.”
I sighed. “At least they’ll all be together. They were going home to get some stuff, but will be coming back here to stay with my parents. They’ll fight if they need to.”
“They won’t need to. You, me, Danny, all of us, we’re going to protect them. Until then let’s just live. Enjoy.” She leaned up to kiss me.
My fears momentarily took a backseat to the thumpy thump thump feels that Ashlyn’s kiss stirred up in my heart and southern regions. A few beats later my boots and jeans hit the floor. My shirt, bra, and girl Jockeys followed a second later. Ashlyn’s another after that.
I slowed our pace after the first of our feverish needs were satisfied. Never breaking our connection, I took my time this go around, wanting to pay attention to every inch of her. My fingers, tongue, and mouth all took turns with her. She bucked and moaned in response, which only served to feed my cravings. I traced kisses along her collarbone and up her neck as she exposed it to me. I felt my name released from somewhere deep within her, leaving her lips on a breath that carried me away from all my worries. She thrust her hand through my hair, tethering me to her, to the here and now.
I cupped her breast in my hand, kneading it softly as my lips left hers again to trace and tease. I enjoyed the rake of her fingernails on my back as she tried to gain purchase during my departure. I gave each nipple some attention before moving down her stomach. Her breath caught as I traced a fingertip along the inside curve of her hip. My tongue took the trek as my hand slid up the inside of her thigh. I felt her grab at the sheets as I began to caress.
“AJ, please,” she moaned.
“Please what? Tell me what you want,” I growled.
It turns out my hands and mouth are way better at taking orders than the rest of me. Ashlyn flopped back, her limbs exhausted from their efforts. “Fine, I guess I’ll keep you,” she said between panted breaths.
“If you’re not sure, I can try again.” My own breaths were still trying to find their normal rhythm. I rolled on my side so I could lay a possessive arm across her. “Just need a minute … or seven.”
“Wimp.” She rolled enough to tuck her naked backside in against me. Which, of course, sent zippity doo dah signals all over again to my inny parts, and I’m not talking about my belly button, but it was a little punch drunk at the moment too. I pulled her in closer, needing now to simply feel her, hold her, keep the peace and calm she brought to me as long as possible.
I was about to drift off, when a light ping came from my window. A second later, another. I slid silently from the bed, pulling on a T-shirt and sweats as I went.
Mia was standing there, another pebble cocked and ready to be hurled in my direction. I waved her off, giving the “two seconds” signal, something I’d done dozens of times before, though I’d bet my boots this time it wasn’t because she’d scored some beers and wanted to waste our sleeping hours talking about school, bitchy girls, and cute boys.
Mia was holding out a beer as I approached. “So, demon hunter,” she greeted, “tell me about Danny.”
“He has crabs,” I offered, snagging the beer and taking a long pull from it.
“No, he doesn’t,” Mia said, picking up the small cooler she’d brought as we both instinctively started down the path that we’d long ago worn into the woods.
“Fine. He’s gay.”
“Um, yeah. I’m thinking that would be a hard no.”
“Please don’t use hard in a sentence. Especially with all that,” I swirled a finger at her mouth, “girl in your voice.”
Mia slid an arm around my waist, and I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “I miss you.”
“I miss you too. I’m sorry. I just …”
“I know,” she said and leaving it at that until we’d made it to our long-ago spot. I took up my old seat assignment, a flat area of rock that jutted out, making a ledge over an old dried-up creek bed. I dropped my boots over the edge as Mia sat against the base of a large tree, using its trunk as a backrest, its knobby roots as a coaster. “I was really mad at you. More hurt, really.”
“And now?” I asked.
She paused a beat, “Still hurt, but it’s moving more toward disappointment. I thought we could talk about anything. I don’t understand why you didn’t think you could tell me.”
I did my own pause and reflect, kicking a boot out, letting its heel swing back and strike the rock below me. “I just couldn’t. Or didn’t … I didn’t trust myself with anyone. I mean for god’s sake this is all so …”
“Fucked up?” Mia offered.
“Orgy level kind of fucked up. I have a Native American spirit straight up 90210’ing it in my body.”
“Not so bad if he’s anything like Luke Perry, yum.” She mused, “Speaking of, can you see him?”
“Luke Perry?” I asked. “No. I mean I have some mad skills but—”
“The demon hunter dude. And if so, is he hot?”
“He’s Danny’s great-great-great-grandfather,” I was pleased to remind her.
“So totally hot then,” she determined, with a quirk of her lips. Mia had never been boy crazy; she’d come out of the womb as a strong independent woman. She knew her worth, and not a single penny of it was calculated by or because of a man. Or anyone else for that matter. She was playing the role now to distract me, and that was one of the many things I loved about her.
Like Ashlyn, she’d always been able to read me like a billboard. “You do understand that I’m not going to let you guys do this without me?” She held up a hand to stop my protest. “You pushed me away long enough.” She tapped the small scar that was still visible in the center of her palm after so many years. “Bonded. By blood.”
I ran over my own small puckered memory of the adolescent’s pact to “always be together.” We’d also stolen peach schnapps and mixed it with Dr. Pepper, so I can’t say we always made the best life choices.
“I can’t let you do that.”
“Can’t?” she snorted. “Girl, please.”
“Mia, this is different. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but it’s not going to be … it’s going to be—”
“Capital ‘S’ sucky?”
I laughed at the throwback to our old high school speak. “Capital ‘S’ sucky,” I repeated.
“Here’s the deal. As I see it, I have two options. One, I can sit on the sidelines and hope you guys save us all. Or two, I can be a part of saving my own ass and the asses of others. Now, which one of those options sound more like me?”
“Mia.”
Matching my tone. “AJ.”
“Mia.”
“AJ,” she copycatted again.
“Knock it off.”
“You knock it off. I’m in.” Mia took a drink of her beer as if that was the period to this conversation.
“What about Vera? Who’s going to take care of her?”
She evil eyed me, “Nice try. You heard her tonight. She’d be out there too if she could. I already talked to her about this, and she said I needed to be with you, and she’d help protect Roy and Joy at home.” I had to smile, as I could see her saying just that. “I’m in this, AJ. You have pushed me away for too long.”
“Fine. You can be the person in the van,” I stated, not hiding my smirk as she’d always complained during our slumber party action movie marathons about the woman always being left in the van during the big scenes. I took the last swig of my beer only to have its replacement chucked at my head. Thank goodness for my super reflexes.
After a few more back and forths, our convo wandered off into memories and stories old and new. Mia had sought her computer science degree after high school, having shown we’ll say “accelerated” skills in all things computery. She’d programmed networks and built infrastructures, or some geek speak stuff for the local sheriff’s department as a senior in high school. She’d moved off to California to be part of the silicone—yes, I know it’s Silicon, but I call ’em like I see ’em—silicone valley rush, only to come back to the Midwest with an unimpressed attitude, but a very impressive bank account. She’d used the funds to start her own company, helping nonprofits and start-ups that were trying to do better for the world. I was sure she still did a fair amount of “backdooring” a.k.a. hacking if you aren’t processing what I’m data-ing. Mia was like a modern-day Computer-hood. She sometimes hacked from the bad and programmed to the good. A white hat hacker in official terms. And damn it, my insides flipped at that thought. It all sounded very similar to another data-head I knew. I sighed. “So, Danny …” I said, repeating the words that had started our midnight reunion.
“He seems pretty great,” Mia said, packing the empty bottles in the cooler.
“The greatest,” I confirmed.
“But?” Mia asked as she took my offered hand to help her up.
Ashlyn’s words repeated in my head. “He deserves a chance at happy.” I now knew how happy felt. For me it was like a lifejacket in a hurricane—not all the answers to your troubles, but it definitely helped you keep your head above water on the rough days. “No buts. Actually, he’s the only person I know that could come close to being worthy of you.”
“You know an angel,” she deadpanned.
We started back down the path toward the house. “True. And he’s super pretty, but a little iffy with the life choices. Plus, and here’s a fun angel fact: they can Etch A Sketch your brain.” She was wide-eyed. “So yeah, you ask him to do the dishes and, poof, you have no idea what you were talking about.”
“Say that again,” Mia said.
“Angels, just like tequila, can go in and do a brain scrub.”
“Any memory?”
I shrugged in response.
“Basement makeout session with Tommy Larkin?”
I laughed. “Hey, I warned you that he was a sweater.”
We both did the back-shiver thing. “Speaking of, are you going to the reunion tomorrow? And before you answer, your answer is yes,” Mia stated.
“I—”
She shoulder bumped me. “We can double date. You and Ashlyn, Danny and me. We’ll be the hottest! It’ll drive Lilly mad.”
“Well, when you put it that way, it sounds rather enticing. But,” I groaned, “the rest. Ugh. It sounds painful.”
“You fight demons for a living, went to hell, and might be teeing off with Satan in the near future. I think you need to check yourself on the definition of painful. Plus, Ashlyn is smoking hot and intelligent. She’ll have all the guys and a few women drooling. Heck, she even had me questioning my preferences tonight.”
I smiled at that. “She is pretty amazing.”
“I really like her,” Mia said. “I’d love to get to know her better. And you. This new you. I’ve missed my best friend. I want her back.”
I groaned. “Damn you.”
Mia tucked an arm in mine. “Ha! Was it the hottest make Lilly jealous thing or the mushy get to know my friend again that got you?”
“Both.”
“So, you haven’t changed that much then.” She hugged me. “I’ll see you tomorrow night? At the gym.”
“Fine. Do you need me to notify your date, or are you going to do it?” I asked.
“I’ll do it. We have plans later.”
I looked down at my watch, then back at her. “It’s after midnight.”
“Yep.” And with a wink and a wave, she was gone.




Chapter 9
I put Woody’s shifter in P, shut off his engine, and stared at my greatest nightmare. For perspective again, been to hell, so this should be day spa-level stuff. Nope, my pancreas felt like it was trying to crawl over my gallbladder to quiver behind my liver. I leaned forward to take in the whole kit and I-hate-this caboodle.
Nothing had changed in the years that I’d been gone. The WWII barrack-style brick building ran lengthwise for half a block until a mid-eighties addition T’d off to house the music and band parts of our well-rounded curriculum. P.S. I hated music class. No wait, sorry, it was the music teacher that hated music class. Or maybe it was she hated me in her music class? Again, it’s been over a decade and the details are foggy, but I do have a vague memory of trying to repeatedly toss pencils at the ceiling in an effort to get them to stick into the bottom of the egg cartons that were affixed there as low budget DIY noise compressors. There was also something about a Bon Jovi solo improv during a Christmas pageant incidenty thing … Still, I’m pretty sure it was her that didn’t like music. Or kids. Either way, I found music class do re mi fa sol la ti boring.
I continued my flashback horror track to the stand-alone metal building, a.k.a. shop class. Now that was something I could get behind. Power tools and our two-thumbed, four full-fingered, and three and three-fourths fingered, shop teacher named Clive. Or as I once offered up Clive The Cleaver. Not my best work, but it was early in my name-making years, and Clive The Bandsaw just didn’t have the same ring to it, and Nubbins seemed a tad insensitive.
Next up, and front and center in the windshield, was the gymnasium, which was my least hated building of all the hated buildings and which conveniently housed my least hated class of all the hated classes, PE, well except for square dancing week, to which I do-si-didn’t do.
Its high-arched metal roof was still streaked with the lines and patches of black tar, the no-budget solution to trying to keep the rain on the outside of the building versus in the fifty plus buckets that were kept in the janitor’s closet behind the stage. Its high walls were brick with a smattering of white limestone to accent the doors and windows of the stand-alone building. The only exception to the design was the late-eighties cinder block addition, which housed a then “state of the art” weight room for the football team. I wrinkled my nose at the smell of sweat and teenage jock itch.
“You okay?” Ashlyn asked.
“Remind me to get some fast actin’ Tinactin for my sinus cavity,” I answered.
“I … you …” Ashlyn gave up with a shake of her head. “Never mind, I don’t want to know. But what I would like to know is, what’s that supposed to be,” she pointed at the mural of the school’s mascot adorning the white concrete wall, thanks to the Senior Class of 1989. “A hairless mongoose?”
“That would be a tiger.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah, hopefully the class of ’89 went on to pursue other talents.”
“Addison! Add-dddison Jo,” a ghost of classmates past came screaming up to my side window. “Or is it still AJ? AJJJJ!” Molly Ringworm. I can’t take credit for that one. It was given to her by her mom in sixth grade after her nail-biting habit turned into a nightmare. She excitedly waved at my side window.
I turned to the woman who was supposed to love me. “Please don’t make me do this.”
“You’ve been to hell. I think you can get through a couple of hours of a class reunion,” she said, her hand already opening the passenger door.
“If you make me go, you’re not getting any tonight.”
Ashlyn stood and smoothed out her dress, the black fabric lying nicely over every yum-a-licious curve. She did a little shimmy, shimmy, that brought my attention up to Bonnie and Clyde, who settled nicely inside the deep vee of her dress. She looked down at herself, then at me, a smirk at the corner of her mouth. “Yeah, right.”
I sat for a few beats of my heart, which wasn’t any time at all since Ashlyn and her dress had it go-carting around in my chest cavity. “I guess we’re doing this,” I sighed as I reached for the door handle, but not before I gave a “back it up, buttercup” wave, getting Molly to clear the aisle.
I took Molly’s jaw bouncing off the parking lot as a good sign that I’d held up well since graduation. “Holy crap, you look … you look … like … wow … just wow,” Molly said.
I took my own eye trip. Ashlyn had Tomboy Barbied me up in a relaxed black suit jacket with black-patterned suede elbow patches. I had to wonder whether they were a fashion choice or convenient built-ins as she thought there was a good possibility she’d have to drag me kicking and screaming into this place. A brand-new—give it all of five minutes—crisp white button-down. Its sleeves were long and pulled out, then rolled back over my jacket cuffs, and two plus one to groan on buttons were undone down the front, ’cause I could, making space for the single black necklace that lay strategically between Lefty Lucy and Righty Tighty.
I’d forgone buying the hundred-dollar jeans with their designer rips when my favorite jeans had rips a la demon with super bitchy sharp claws, and the forty-plus washes it took to get the blood out gave them the worn-in look. I’d taken polish to my black boots, bringing them back to their original shine. A cuff of bracelets on one wrist, a black watch on the other, and some snot-like product Ashlyn put in my hair and wham-o blam-o here I stood, not too shabby if I did say so myself.
“Hey, Mols, how’s it going?”
“I’m so glad you’re here! I didn’t think you’d come. I tried to reach out to you via Facebook, but—”
“Yeah, I don’t do Facebook. Or Twitter. Or Instagram.” But, oh, imagine if I did. #DemonFighting #WhippedAss #HellTrip and lay in some dead demon selfies … I’d totally own that shit.
Molly giggled. For no reason besides the fact that Molly was a giggler.
“How are you doing? You become a …” I searched my brain files remembering only that Molly had gone off to college to be something extra smart and it had lots of intro letters, then “lo” combined with “gist” at the end.
“Endocrinologist,” Molly supplied.
“Yeah, that. How did that go?”
“You may call me Doctor Molly,” Molly said with a curtsy.
“Congrats, Dr. Molly. I never had any doubt.”
“Thank you! What about you? What did you end up doing? Architect at some fancy firm?”
Yeah, I should’ve maybe anticipated this line of Q&A. I opened my mouth to answer, but closed it again.
“AJ won’t brag on herself, but she’s in law enforcement, a special department that hunts down the really bad guys,” Ashlyn supplied in my prolonged silence. “Hi, I’m Ashlyn.” Ashlyn offered Molly her hand.
“Nice to meet you.” She looked at me, dot – looked at Ashlyn, dot and ... connect. Her smile widened. “I’m so glad you two could make it. I didn’t trust—”
“Molly! You think you can get in here anytime in the near future?” A banshee yelled from the gym door.
“... they’d send you an invite,” she finished, her chipper dialed down a few notches. And just like that my dislike for Lilly’s tribe cranked up another notch. “I better get in there. I’m,” she air quoted, “refreshments supervisor. I have to make sure we don’t run out of fancy nuts.”
I glanced at the door. “I don’t think there’s a chance of that.” Molly giggled at my double meaning. “It’s good to see you. We’ll catch up inside,” I suggested. I turned to Ashlyn after Molly had jogged off. “Okay, that fo’ sure qualifies as attending. I spoke to someone. We had a good laugh.” I waved at Molly as she disappeared inside. “Technically, she did all of the laughing, but still.”
Ashlyn took my arm and started leading me toward the double doors. “Mia and Danny are already inside. Give it an hour and if you’re completely miserable, we can leave, but only if you behave.”
I snorted. “Which means I’m totally fucked.”
She poked me in the ribs. “Not yet, but again, if you behave there’s a better than not chance that you will be.”
“I want to just skip to that part,” I whined.
“Not until we go mingle.”
“I can’t wait until the “obey” part of the vows kick in,” I muttered.
Ashlyn chuckled, leaning more into me. “You understand that is never going to happen, right?”
“A girl can dream.” And nightmare apparently, as I opened a door for her and stepped into my past.
I glanced around at the lobby of the gym that had once been lined with glass cases full of team photos, trophies, dusty sports memorabilia, and an unimpressive concessions counter. Now it was pure crepe paper hell. Streams upon streams of it were draped everywhere, creating a silver-and-blue-striped tunnel. “I’m pretty sure this is how every high school horror story starts.”
“Welcome to or back to I should say,” a too bubbly voice started somewhere down the faux passageway, “Come on in. This way and I’ll get you checked in.” Ashlyn pulled me toward the pop-up check-in table.
“Good evening,” Ashlyn return-greeted, a little extra bubble in her voice as she gave me an elbow, bringing my focus from trying to remember the locations of the nearby exit points down to Mary Ellsworth’s dutiful smile. Which was immediately replaced with a dutiful scowl as soon as she realized whom she’d just greeted. Me.
Trust me, the feeling was mutual. Mrs. High and Mighty, head of every high School committee and participant of every beauty pageant in the tristate region since she was four, “for the scholarships” of course, tried for a smile. It failed. Kind of like the condom that had ended her reign nine months after doing Mike Berry on prom night.
Last I heard they had three kids, and the only title she’d held since then was PTA secretary. A position she kept for a whopping two months before being put on indefinite probation after she got arrested for taking a flat iron to Mike’s man-plum after she found him with the Quik-Lube attendant getting his “rear axle greased.” You can run with that one yourself. And yes, I did say single man-plum as he’d lost the other one in the ball return of a skeet machine at the county fair. Trust me, you’re not the only one with questions.
“Oh. Hello, Addison. Or, I’m sorry, are we still going by AJ,” Mary asked, drawing out the J as if it was the shit part of a shit sandwich.
“Hey, Mary, pregnant again I see.” I reached for the black marker and the stack of stickers. “Twins?”
She growled. “I’m not pregnant.”
“Oh wow, sorry, my bad,” I said not looking back up at her, knowing my smile was a little too extra at the moment.
“Well, well, well, I didn’t think you’d be brave enough to show your face here,” Lilly Likenberry said coming up to stand beside Mary.
I took my time finishing the J on my Hello My Name Is sticker. I took more time to peel off the back, and even more time still to ensure that it was perfectly placed on my left lapel before finally bringing my gaze to meet my once teenage nemesis. “Lilly Licks-a-lot, how are you doing?” I did a double finger circle in the area of my mouth. “I see you finally found a potion to clear up those lip herpes.”
Lilly’s mouth opened, closed, opened, closed, opened, “Why did you even bother coming?”
“Said your mom to your dad,” I quipped. It was weak as far as insults go, but it was enough to have Lilly huffing, spinning on a heel, and leaving my air space.
“She’s pleasant,” Ashlyn said.
“Very,” I agreed, turning back to the table to grab a name tag for her.
“I take it you two weren’t besties?” Ashlyn asked in a low whisper.
I led her to the end of the table out of the flow of traffic and prying ears, and where I could take a little too much joy in placing her name tag on her chest. “Actually, in elementary and middle school, we were kind of close. We lived a couple of blocks from each other and played all the time. But when freshman year came around, she got a stick up her butt about one of her crushes having a thing for me and yeah.”
Ashlyn looked down at her name tag, taking only a second to ponder the “AAC” suffix I’d added to the end of her name. “AJ’s Arm Candy?”
“You know it, hot stuff,” I leaned in, giving her cheek a quick smooch, before jetting out an elbow.
She wound her arm with mine. “I guess I’ve been called worse.”
We paused at the entrance to the gym. The wood bleachers that usually lined one side of the court were collapsed into the wall, so the place seemed significantly larger than the last time I’d stepped into it during what I like to call my “so-long-farewell-auf wiedersehen-adieu-to you and you and you” celebration or what the common folks would call graduation.
I took an exaggerated step over the threshold, dipping a toe in, tapping the floor with it, and retreating to the entry. I breathed in, then released it.
“What are you doing?”
“Making sure it’s not a hellmouth.”
Ashlyn rolled her eyes. “Come on; we’ve made it this far.”
“The precise words of every horror movie’s next victim.” I got an exhausted sigh. “Seriously, think about it.” Ashlyn started pulling me further into the depths of the gym. “This is totally the setup for the ultimate ironic movie plot twist. Me, all these years out there as a demon hunter, surviving, making it through hell and back, only to die before the big fight because of …” I swept a hand at the room I was now being pulled through. “… this.”
“This what?” Ashlyn asked, as she led us through the smattering of tables.
“Party décor. Crepe paper, latex balloons … so many, many balloons.” I flicked one with a finger as I passed. “Holy crap, what if I’m allergic to latex?” I paused. “That would explain that red rash after Danny and I crashed the happy hour at that nurses’ convention in Tulsa.”
“Danny and you crashed?” she asked, heavy with the convincing tone.
“Fine. Me. I crashed, but still … that rash was there for like a week.”
“Oh my god, one of you two need to take her.” Ashlyn pulled me forward to come curbside to Danny and Mia.
“Now what did she do?” Danny asked.
“Nothing; she thinks she’s allergic to balloons.”
“More specifically latex. That’s totally a thing by the way. I heard it on a porn documentary. This one girl’s money donut swole up like …” I ballooned my hands out to the size of a dinner plate.
The newly formed boy-girl-girl band looked among themselves, then back at me. “I think you’ll survive,” they said in perfect unison.
Mia stepped forward. “Why don’t we go get some food. Added bonus, we can try to make Lilly’s left eye twitch by using the wrong plates and serving utensils.”
I eyed the extra-long buffet table, which was currently being supervised by Lilly and manned by her coven.
Mia leaned in for an exaggerated whisper. “You could probably break her completely if you used your fingers to pick up the shrimp rolls.”
“Um, I could eat. Babe, can I bring you anything?” I asked Ashlyn.
“Just the broken wills of your teenage tormenters.”
“Want salsa or ranch dip with that?”
“Surprise me.”
Mia and I took our time at the table asking a number of questions just to be annoying, because I could, and with every one of them the vein at the side of Lilly’s temple pulsed a little more intensely. “Grass-fed or cheap hormone-infused beef?”
“It’s spinach dip,” Lilly growled.
“Oh. Do you know what pesticide they used on the spinach? I read about this one time at a county cook-off that a lady didn’t wash the spinach before entering her soufflé, and she gave half the town explosive diarrhea. The local grocery store ran out of toilet paper and Imodium. They had to go to the next county over where there was a Sam’s Club and …” Leann Linnew, a quiet girl in school, replaced the spoonful of dip she’d been about to put on her plate and slid out of line. “They just opened the container truck in the middle of downtown and started handing out rolls of TP, Febreze, and hand sanitizer.”
Mia snickered as she refilled her glass of punch.
A deeper chuckle came from the space Leann had just vacated. “I see you are charming as ever.”
I whirled on the voice, nearly losing a rogue taquito, but luckily its desertion was stopped by the wall of little smokies. “Sammy?” I gave my one-time friend the once-over and damn, Shazam. “Holy crap, you’re a Chippendale dancer?” I gave him another up and down. “And not a low-rent one that tours Iowa either.”
Sammy smiled. “Um, I think that’s a compliment?”
Sammy had been the friend that you had absolutely nothing in common with, but there was something that drew you together. It could have been that time he’d come to my rescue in second grade after David and Tommy, the double-mint twins who rolled through school like two storm fronts: individually destructive and combo-ed completely devasting. This particular storm front, I’d been headed home on my bike and they’d cut me off. I’d jerked my handlebars to avoid the collision, over-corrected and ended up in the ditch. My left hand landed smack dab in the middle of a small, but super stupid cactus.
Sammy had come along shortly after and got me and my bike out of the ditch and home to my mom where she’d spent the next hour and a half pulling stickers out of my hand. Sammy had hung out with us the entire time, entertaining my mother and distracting me with his drawings and stories of dragons, monsters, and other winged warriors that had filled his vivid imagination. We’d gone our separate social circle ways once we’d entered high school. He to the quiet, artistic, tortured soul gang. Me? I went more the way of the social pariah crew. But we always shared smiles and the friendly fist bump when we passed each other in the halls.
His adult version had shed the black hoodie, studded belt, grunge tee, too big jeans, and the “maybe I washed my hair and maybe I didn’t” look for nerdy cool: pressed jeans and some still clean sneakers. He still sported a graphic tee, but his tastes had moved from dingy thrift store death metal bands to a tee I suspected rivaled the cost of my boots. And I don’t skimp on my boots. “Yeah, you’re looking good, pretty boy.”
Sammy ran a hand through his hair until it hit his man bun. “Thanks. You too. You’re all …”
“Badass?” I offered.
He laughed. “Exactly.”
“Thanks.”
“Hey, Sam,” Mia said, stepping up to make us a trio. “Thanks again for your team’s work last week. It was perfect.”
“Yeah, no problem.”
Mia answered my questioning brow. “Sam owns one of the fastest growing and,” she gave him a playful elbow, “the way coolest graphic design companies in Chicago. He helps me pretty up my work.”
He responded with an “oh shucks” shrug.
“Nice. Congratulations. I’m glad to hear you put that creative mind to good use.”
“Thanks. But really I’m not sure I would’ve done it without your mom.”
“My mom?”
“Yeah, she really pushed me all through school to pursue my drawing. My art. Encouraging me to stay true to my passion despite what my …” He hesitated. “… my parents planned for me.”
I ignored the parent slight. I’d never met them, but had the impression they were the uber-religious, uber-strict type. I grinned instead. “Sounds like Mom.”
“I planned on swinging by and seeing her during my visit. Are you going to be around? I’d love to catch up.”
“She’d love that, and, yeah, we’re around for another day or so.”
“Great. We’ll come find you. I left my wife, Ari, talking to Marie Winnsterom or I guess its Marie Biles now. I’d love for you to meet her. She’s heard all about you from me and of course from Joy when they met at our wedding.”
Wife? Wedding? And yeah, I’m a total jackass. Yet, another person that had once meant a lot to me, and I’d not so much as kept up with his life. Didn’t even know that he’d gotten married. “Yeah, yeah of course. Absolutely. I’d love to meet the woman that reeled you in.”
Mia and I watched Sammy walk away, her eyes a little lower than mine. “Ari is one lucky woman.”
I sighed. “I didn’t even know he was married.”
“You were a little distracted with, you know, all the fighting demons and saving the world stuff,” Mia offered.
“Still,” I muttered. I turned back to find Ashlyn and Danny as a new weight shackled itself around my emotional ankle. I’d barricaded myself off from so many people that had once made up my whole world. My family, Vera, Mia, Jose, the crew, even Sammy. There were others I could throw on the pile and well … just damn it.
I held out the small plate of goods that I’d hunted and gathered. Ashlyn took it as she tried to get a read on my mood barometer. “I’m good,” I assured her. “Just not hungry.”
“But there’s little smokies,” Ashlyn said, knowing my fondness of the little bits of saucy goodness.
“They’re probably veggie logs. Lilly’s a bitch like that.”
Mia fed Danny a chip. He took her hand and kissed away the dip from her fingertip. I groaned, turning the channel from the Ninety-Day Fiancé: Mia and Danny to the History channel playing out on the gym floor. I watched as the people who had surrounded me for nearly half my life smiled, shook hands, chatted, and showed each other pictures on their phones. Sure, other characters have been introduced, husbands and wives, partners and, well, Geri’s mom, which is a whole different side plot. But the totality of potential loss was becoming all the more real to me. Sure, I knew the “world” was at stake. But I’d subconsciously shrunk that down to my world, the people that played center stage in my life. I hadn’t spent any significant time thinking about all the “extras,” the people that were on the periphery of my life, but played the main characters in others. I—
“Add-i-son,” Trevor Miller said as if each syllable of my name was a drumbeat. “Or is it AJ. I can’t get the vibe. All the Ronnies are Ron now. Sammy–Sam.”
“AJ, still just AJ.”
“Cool. Cool. Well then AJ, I just gotta say you look smokin’.”
“Back at ya, Trev. Smokin’.” Qualifying the statement more by the smell of pot wafting off of him versus his attractiveness, which was a seven-ish out of ten. “How’ve you been? What’ve you been up to?”
“Good. Good. I moved to Colorado and jumped in on the marijuana biz.”
“Yeah?”
“Yep, my company is Grow with the Flow.” He surfer waved his arms as he smiled at his genius.
I chuckled as well. “I like it.”
“Hey, if you ever find yourself in Colorado, I’ll give you the friends and family discount. You and this pretty lady, of course,” he offered as Ashlyn turned her attention to us.
“Ashlyn, Trevor. Trevor, Ashlyn.” They did the polite back and forth that two strangers do when first introed. I was glad for the momentary reprieve of forming full sentences. Totally comfortable with the downgrade to the occasional nod and chuckle. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Trevor. He was a good guy or at least had been in school. It was that my previous thoughts combined with the fact I hadn’t been in a room with this many people since… well, the graduation ceremony for the Seattle PD, and I was getting itchy.
“Cool. Well, alrighty then. I’m going to book,” he hitched a thumb over his shoulder. “I need some fresh air,” Trevor tried for the suggestive eyebrow wiggle, but the left brow wasn’t having any of it. “Feel free to join me, I’ve got plenty of …” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “… fresh air, if you know what I’m saying.”
“Maybe later,” I said. “But thanks. It was good to see you again.”
“Totally.”
From there, it was a steady stream of “Hey, nice to see you agains. A few were bold enough or clueless enough to mention Erika during their meet and greets, while others chose to swing wide and divert eye contact all together. Which was totally fine by me, as my smile muscles were starting to send WTF signals to the rest of my face. I was just opening my mouth to suggest that we blow this joint, as I thought I deserved an early release for good—fine, fairly decent, especially for me—behavior, when a commotion started at the stage end of the gym. “Fuck me,” I mumbled instead. Lilly was smiling and prom queen waving herself across the stage to take up residence behind a solo “look at me” podium. She tapped the mic with a finger, sending a crackle and pop through the overhead speakers. Her bobbleheaded coven took up the flying V formation behind her, two on her right, two on her left.
“Can I have your attention, please?” Lilly said, into the mic.
“Nope.” My attention auto-sent via its Out of Office reply as my feet started turning toward their pre-planned escape route.
Ashlyn looped an arm through mine, anchoring me in place.
“As your class president and chairman of tonight’s festivities, I would like to welcome you all …” Blah di blah, blah … I don’t know what else she said as again me and my attention were back to playing I Spy With My Little Eye. I see something red and white and exity. Add to that, there was something starting to tango in my intestines. It could be the third or fourth refill of Mia’s spiked punch or … and it totally was, ’cause this was my life, some kind of shit was about to get too real.
Eyes back up front, I tuned into Lilly’s words. “And now I would like for us all to take a moment to remember our lost friends and classmates.” A projector screen began to drop side stage, and some sap-crap music started to be piped throughout the room. My guts moaned as Erika’s smiling face filled the screen. I pulled out of Ashlyn’s hold. “I’m going with Trevor to get some air.”
“I’ll go with you,” Ashlyn said. Mia and Danny dittoed the statement.
I didn’t breathe again until the cool night air punched me in the face. I was down the four steps and not stopping until I felt Norm slither up my backside. Norm didn’t come front and center for emotional girlie breakdowns so I three-sixtyed it, my hand already inside my jacket and wrapped around Barbra, who was a still a little itchy after being tossed in the river during her last solo performance.
Ashlyn mimicked my actions, shifting gears quickly from girlfriend support system to “bring it” mode. Danny did his own merry-go-round threat assessment, tucking Mia in behind him. Mia landed an elbow in his gut for his efforts. I might have high-fived her, but I was otherwise occupied watching as Trevor came run-stumbling from around the backside of the building. “Holy shit! Holy shit! Holy shit!”
I met him halfway, catching him by the arm as he tried to run past. “Trev, what the hell? What’s going on?”
“There’s …” he bent over to catch his breath. “Big …” He pointed at the space he’d just vacated. “… dark …”
“Big dark what?” I asked, pulling him up by the back of his shirt collar so his eyeballs were back to normal eyeball height.
“Flying grasshoppers,” he panted.
“Flying grasshoppers?” I snorted. “You might need to slow your roll there, Cheech.”
“Ummm, AJ,” Mia said. “I think he’s talking about those.”
Nope. Nopey. Nope. I don’t want to play with flying grasshoppers. I released Trevor, who dropped to all fours, crawled a couple of yards before getting his feet back under him, and sprinted toward the gym doors. I took the extra few seconds to watch Trevor go before turning to face what I could only assume was going to be something super-duper sucky. Trevor safely tucked back inside, I sighed, shifted, and tracked my eyes up to see what Mia and crew were watching so intently. Rolling black clouds … yeah, sorry, not clouds because you know that would be too easy, with a couple dozen fans set on high and donesy. This mass was doing icky, swarming things. Buggy things. And not the fun horse and buggy, take forever to get anywhere, kind of things … These buggy things were more into super-fast, dive bomb your head so they can fly into your ear hole and eat your brain kind of things. I’m just speculating on that last bit, but they totally seemed the type.
“Locusts,” Danny yelled over the now ear-deafening sound of millions, give or take a million, wings beating.
“Back inside!” I grabbed Ashlyn as I passed, pushing her ahead of me.
Danny already had Mia by the hand, and they were running. They got to the door first, Danny wrenching it open and pushing Mia through as he held it open for Ashlyn and me; pulling it closed as soon as my boots cleared the threshold.
“Make sure all the other doors are shut. I got the windows. Don’t let anyone leave,” I ordered as I sprinted back into the gym. I paused only momentarily to take a quick scan. Everyone was still eyes up front, as Lilly intro’ed a slide show of pictures from the good ol’ days, of which she and I have very different opinions. As confirmed by Exhibit A. The first slide was a pic of her and her bumbleheaded minions all posing like a bad Kardashian family photo; only each of these wannabes were in nineties prom wear. With an eye roll I pushed forward, weaving my way through the tables and chairs. I left gasps in my wake, or maybe that was from the pictures; either way, I didn’t care. I needed to get to the top of the built-in stadium seats to the large windows that lined the top row because in grand custodial tradition the current custodian had cracked open each one of them for tonight’s event in an effort to free the years of built-up sweaty gym smells.
I swung in behind the safety rail and Rocky’ed it up the nearly two flights of stairs, then left turned it into the last row where of course some jackhole had left the butt-holding part of the seats down and in their most annoying and non-upright position. I started that awkward side shuffle, shuffle, slide routine, you know the one, only in this particular version the “excuse me, sorry, excuse me”s were replaced by various and more colorful compound phrases that included “fuck “you,” “annoying,” and “piece of shit.” I shut windows and flipped latches as I went.
There were seven windows total and of course, because it wouldn’t be a good campfire tale for later otherwise, I’d just flipped the latch on number six with my hand on number seven when a single locust slipped in. It did a quick loop-de-loo before coming eye level to stare at me.
This is probably going to sound a little pre-judgy but, I’m pretty confident when I say I didn’t much like the locust. We did the wild west showdown stare for a second before I quick-drew both hands and double bitch slapped it on both earholes; that is, if locust have earholes. Whatever, it worked, as it hit the floor with an unceremonious single bounce and then nada, not so much as a wing flutter. I ground it into the floor with the toe of my boot ’cause, well, that was my current mood and I wasn’t taking any chances. “And a big fuck you to you, sir,” I said, triumphantly as I reached for the window again. Spoiler alert: Hive mentality is a thing.
The side of the gym shuddered under the force of a gazillion, give or take a few, locusts slamming into it. The jolt sent me ankles over ass. My legs and boots landed seven rows down; Righty and Tighty, shoulders, and head were in the eight-ish row. Holy mother truck stop. Yeah, sorry for the gear change on the cussing thing. It was probably the knock to the head, but I just realized I’d F-bombed a few dozen times and, well, I’m influencing a kid now as Michael so kindly pointed out after Apoc had asked for “f’ing” fries at McD’s. He didn’t have the tone or the passion right but the constants and vowels were in the right order—so I am trying to be more aware. Aware that cussing kind of fits me and most of my life choices.
Like this current one, shit. I got myself peeled off the back of the seats, upright and moving toward the window, which was now letting in a few hundred dozen locusts. Per. Millisecond. As for the others, the ones who didn’t want to wait in line, they continued to slam themselves against the side of building.
Oh and PS, the mounting screams from my classmates below mixed with the buzzing of a billion sets of wings was uber fun especially when you have super hearing. And not for the first time or the one hundred and twenty-third time, I questioned my life choices. I swatted and swung as the gaggle … flock … legions … I’d stop and Google what a double Kim Kardashian assload of locusts were called, but I was a little busy so for now we’ll go with legion ’cause they kind of looked like all the mad dudes in the 300 movie right before they attacked. Which they were now doing. I ducked and swatted as they started to divebomb me like little bitch-ass bullets. I missed more than I hit, but did manage to slam and lock the window back into place.
I didn’t take time for a victory dance, but smiled as I bolted back down the stairs and saw a ball of flame light up the gym sky. Mia had a lighter in one hand, an aerosol can in the other. The small embers of burnt-up locusts were pretty for the second it took them to flame out and fall from the sky. For his part, Danny was herding a good portion of my screaming “class of days past” into the large windowless locker room. Ashlyn was closing the door behind another twenty or so in the equipment room on the other side.
Which meant I needed to grab—son of a bitch. My feet were moving and so was my brain, using my travel time to ponder my options. Save the little smokies? Save Lilly and her minions? Smokies? Lilly and her minions? I was leaning toward the little smokies even if they were veggie because, well, they were still little smokies. Whereas Lilly and crew, they were the worst. Like they were number three on my all-time worst list. I swatted at a locust trying to enter stage right though my earhole. Fine, make that number four on my all-time “worst list” right after demons, cookies with nuts in them, and the very recent addition of locusts diving at your earholes.
I leapt over the safety rail, landing back on the gym floor, and really wanting to go the way of the food table, but instead heading toward the five-pack of bad hair and badder attitudes that were frozen on stage, their mouths agape, and all bug-eyed—appropriate, I guess, given our current sitch.
“Lilly, move!” I figured if I could get the leader stirring, the rest of the crew would follow. “Locker room! Get in the locker room!” Nada. Nothing. Not so much as a toe twitch. Super. Mia merged into my traffic lane halfway through the upturned tables and chairs. “We’ve got to get them in the locker room,” I said, booting a centerpiece out of our path.
“Little things are creepy, but they seem like they can only annoy you to death, not eat your face,” Mia said as she swatted at one locust and backhanded another.
No sooner than her words were translated and settled into my brain did we both come to a skidding stop. A swarm of locusts dropped front and center between us and the stage. They writhed and twisted before they tornado’ed themselves into a tight cone formation. I grabbed Mia’s forearm, ready for a quick retreat, but instead of coming at us, they bee-lined or I guess locust-lined it, if we’re going for accuracy, straight for Lilly and her posse.
Lilly for her part of the party, didn’t blink, didn’t move, didn’t close her mouth, which turned out to be really, really super unfortunate for her, as the locusts straight up freight-trained it into her pie hole.
I turned to Mia and held a finger to her face. “First rule of fight club is you don’t curse the fight club.”
Mia nodded. “Duly noted.”
The one positive thing about this current shit-uation was it got the other women moving. They, minus Lilly, scattered. Ashlyn caught two screaming streaks of women, Danny the other pair. And with no small amount of effort got them all safely tucked away with the rest of the classmates before coming center aisle to join Mia and my “What the fuck now?” social gathering.
Nothing happened for a beat. Two. Three. FYI, I’ll forever look back fondly on those moments, because on beat four, Lilly’s skin crawled. Just a little ripple at first. Then a wave. Then a tsunami of jittery, wiggly, undulating swells under her skin suit.
“I can confidently say this just became the worst reunion ever,” I stated as Lilly’s eyes went black.
“Agreed,” my three amigos chimed in.
Lilly fixed her eyes on me and cracked her neck right, then left. I took the action as she’d just selected my dance card and we were about to tango. “Danny, you got any bright ideas?”
“One of the signs of the apocalypse. Maybe plague. Or petulance. Could also be a lead-in for one of the four horsemen. Or I guess it could be all of the horsemen. Or Lucifer’s—”
“So, in short, there’s a huge probability that we’re dealing with something super sucky?”
“Definitely,” Danny confirmed.
Lilly, or the asshole formerly known as, now more accurately and very recently rebranded Lil’ Locust Face—Lil’ LF for short—screamed. Like a metal skewer straight up your nostril to kabob your brain screamed. And if that wasn’t ass-puckering enough for you, when she stopped, everything stopped. Not my heart; it was a total rebel, but her skin stopped skittering, the incessant pounding of the locusts slamming into the outside walls all halted; the muffled cries from my classmates from their respective bunkers … silent. The sole sound left in our ear space was the flipping of crêpe paper that was getting tossed about by the industrial fan in the back corner.
Lil’ LF’s black eyes went double-barrel shotgun on me and my gang. I went bazooka back on her. FYI, bazooka like rocket launcher not the five-second flavor lasting gum, which honestly, I could’ve used at the moment ’cause, wow, that one bite of spin dip is poppin’. I’m thinking someone might have gone a little extra on the green onion.
Lil’ LF raised her hands in a Wicked Witch kind of a move, waiting a beat. Geez, she was dramatic AF. I was about to throw a “get on with it already” hand sign, but with a whoosh, she dropped them as if she was a flag girl at a back-alley streetcar race. The remaining tables and chairs that had been separating us slammed against the sides of the gym.
I took Barbra from the back of my belt and handed her to Mia. “Good?” I asked, not taking my eyes from Lil’ LF.
“Good,” Mia confirmed, as I heard her check the chamber and clip for a bullet count.
“Danny, we’ll buy you time; you need to get to Michael and Apoc.”
Danny’s feet shuffled—torn, I’m sure, but knowing Michael and Apoc were the real end game here, he quickly ended the war with himself. “I got them.” Then he was gone.
Lil’ LF smiled and, yeah, it was next-level creepy. I wasn’t a fan. Double down on that statement, as Lil’ LF’s body went the way of a Cirque du Soleil contortionist. Fun fact: a little bendy, I’m totally cool with, but back of your head touching your own ass crack—that would be a big “no thank you.”
“Mia, you sure you wanna—”
“Valet this bitch’s attitude at the curb? Totally,” Mia growled.
I spared a glance at her. “Really?”
“You judging my smack talk?”
“Nope. You do you.”
She waved her non-gun toting hand at my face. “You didn’t mention your glowy eyeball thing.”
“Just Norm’s open for business sign.” I turned back to the stage as I brought David Bowie out from where he’d been tucked. I adjusted my grip on his handle as Lil’ LF leapt. “Here we go!”
Or not. Instead of impact, a flash of brilliant white buzzed our brain caps. And before I could register WTH, Lil’ LF slammed against the back of the stage with a not-so-gentle thud.
Sammy held Lil’ LF by the throat with one hand and brandished a golden, bling-blingy sword with the other, which he proceeded, none too ceremoniously, to plunge directly into Lil’ LF’s gut holding area. Lil’ LF’s eyes bugged, which I have to say was totally in line with her new image.
Sammy pulled the blade out as fast as he’d inserted it, letting Lil’ LF’s now limp body come to rest on the floor. He re-sheathed his blade, which, if I failed to mention this in all the excitement was between the two really big, really white, wings that he now sported. He took several steps back, giving a wide birth to the mass evac of locusts that were now exiting the same way they entered, only to flame out into nothingness, two, sometimes three, beats of their wings later.
When the show was over, Sammy turned to us. My eyes ping-ponged it between Lilly and my childhood friend. “You couldn’t have just thrown her over your shoulder and burped her or something?”
Sammy and his don’t-stare-directly-at-them-or-you’ll -go-blind white wings took flight, landing before us two beats later.
I shielded my eyes. “Dang, Lite Brite, do you have a dimmer switch?”
“Sorry. Better?”
I blinked. Blinked again. “Sammy?”
He bowed, “To you, always, but to others I’m better known as Samuel.”
“And you’re an …” Mia started.
“An angel,” he supplied, doing a little flap of his wings as if I needed proof.
“Holy shit,” Mia offered, as sideline commentary.
“What she said,” I added.
“This a new thing or a very old thing?” Mia asked.
“Old thing, a very old thing.”
A second angel, because apparently this is my life now, dropped her landing gear next to us. And let’s just say Capital w, little o, Capital w, z, and a. WoWZA. I mean, there is only one woman that trips my heart switch, but this woman was; well, simply stated she was triple snap plus one, bea-u-ti-ful.
“I’ve done what I can to calm them,” she offered to Sammy before bringing her attention front and center to me. “You must be the infamous AJ.” I’m not going to lie; her smile brought the wiggles to my appendix. I would have felt a bit guilty since Ashlyn was standing next to me, but she was a little knee wobbly herself, so fair is fair. In my silence, her smile deepened, activating next-level dimples and, well, damn shazam.
She turned her mega wattage on Ashlyn. “And you must be Ashlyn. I have heard much about you, as well.” Ashlyn managed a smile and wave. “I was looking forward to meeting you both.” I was going to How the Hell that statement, but she opened her arms to Mia. “And of course, it’s always nice to see you, Mia. It’s been too long.”
Mia walked into the woman’s embrace. “You’re an angel? You’re both angels?” She punched Sammy in the shoulder. “What the shit, man?”
I focused on Sammy. “Again, what she said. What the shit, Sammy? I’m not too up on the Bibley stuff, but are we talking about the Samuel, Archangel USPS for God, Samuel?”
“I’m not sure what that means exactly.”
“I don’t know, messenger or something?” I asked.
“Oh yeah, did that for a while, but as of late I’m more of the Guardian Angel variety.”
“Huh, so you funked up and got demoted then,” I said.
“No. I didn’t … funk up, quite the opposite actually.”
The woman next to him chuckled. “I am going to really enjoy you.”
“AJ, this is my wife, Ariel.”
I opened my mouth to start the same go-around, but she held out a hand. “Yes, I’m the Ariel,” Ariel pre-answered, a playful smile still lighting her lips. We shook hands. “But my friends here call me Ari.”
“It’s nice to meet you, Ari. So which of you cares to explain this little,” I did a finger swirl, “situation?”
“Right now I think we–” Sammy looked up at the ceiling. I followed suit as it seemed like the thing to do. “He’s here,” Sammy whispered.
“He being?” I whispered back because, again, thing to do. In answer, a very loud, very heavy, very bad sounding horsey hoof slammed into the ceiling. All eyes still upward, we watched as a crack spiderwebbed itself above us. “That’s not Jolly Old St. Nick, I’m guessing?” I asked, as the lingering nightmares of horses and riders lining the canyon, silently watching Lucifer and I as we had our little go at each other, teed off in my head.




Chapter 10
“Horseman?” I asked.
“Horseman,” Sammy confirmed.
“Shit.”
“Pretty much.”
A single hoof pounded the roof again, dislodging dust and ceiling parts.
“How do we fight a horseman?” I asked. Sammy gave a quick wing shrug, then took flight, heading toward the gym’s front entry doors. “I was looking for a little more detail, but that’s cool,” I said, grabbing Ashlyn’s hand and taking off after him.
Sammy held a hand up, stopping us, as he took a little lookie loo though the sliver of window, assuming he was wanting to see what may greet us before bursting out into it. That was kind of a new concept for me, but whatever—tomato-hand grenade. I moved a wing and the angel it was attached to out of my way to do my own peek-a-boo, but nada. I just saw a full parking lot. “What do you think he’s up there doing?” I looked over my shoulder for a little direction. Double shoulder shrugs. Okay well, hopefully they’ll come in a little handier later. “Alrighty.” I fished Woody’s keys from my pocket and handed them to Ashlyn. “You and Mia get the weapons and ammo; we’ll distract.”
“Got it,” Ashlyn said.
I gave her a quick kiss. “Be careful.”
“Always.”
I gave Mia a glance, “It’s not too late—”
“I’m in this.”
I shot her a proud smile, even though my heart wasn’t fully supporting the gesture. “You’re in this,” I confirmed. “Listen to Ashlyn. Be smart. Live to fight another day.” I got a sharp nod in response. “Okay then, we’ll head out first, and once it’s clear, you two go.” Four nods this go around. I hit the door with a slam of my shoulder and we were all good to go for a tango.
I ran the opposite way that Mia and Ashlyn would be traveling, while widening the distance from the building in an effort to gain the angle that I needed to see what exactly had perched its ass on the gym roof. Though my gut and Norm, who was riding high in the saddle, gave me an aching feeling that I’d been there, seen that and I really didn’t want to see it again.
There were a lot of things that still haunted me from my trip to hell. The screaming chorus of agony and torture topped the list. But fighting for the second through seventh spots were the six silent horses and riders that were set atop the cliff, watching as Luci and I threw down. Weird, I know, to give such high ranks to the only things that didn’t try to spaghetti slurp my intestines while I was down there, but those dudes or dudettes (I couldn’t see their Adam’s apples) were creepy AF.
In a world that was filled with flickering flames and the constant screams of pain and torture, or the pleasurable cries of causing it, these six were dark and silent. They were soulless voids of nothingness. Like they were truly dead. Okay, I mean everyone there was DOA, but again they cried, screamed, begged, hated, regretted. They reacted and they felt; you still saw the human in them. Heck, even the demons had emotions. They were all the sucky angry face emotions, but they were there. These things however—zip, nada, nothing. Big, scary black holes of evil seated on giant horses. One of which had apparently chosen to come topside tonight to ruin a reunion.
Ariel, Sammy, and I skirted the back side of the gym, moving to where we would have a little more elbow room and could get a better view of our party crasher. Said party crasher decided to help us out with the second part, leaping from its roost to land on the fifty-yard line of the football field, directly ahead of us.
I actually had some fond memories of this particular place, mostly from make-out sessions underneath the bleachers, but I didn’t really see this night being one of them.
I waved my two-winged sidekicks to follow me to the back side of the concession stand. We ran its length, until I could poke a head out and see the field. The giant floodlights that lit the area on game nights were off, but have no fear. The red glowing eyes of the evil dude’s evil white horse put off enough illumination to light the immediate scene. And this horse was not a My Little Pony version either; this horse was big. While taking a beer tour of Budweiser in St. Louis, because, duh, free samples, they’d said the average Clydesdale was eighteen hands tall. That being my guide, I’m going to say this bad mammy jammy was oh … thirty-three, give or take a few Shaquille O’Neal hands. Add the white-cloaked dude on its back, holding a bow with an arrow lit with flames, and let’s just say it measured up to a whole lot of bad.
“You going to hide all night or are you going to come out and face me?” The horseman’s voice boomed as if he’d borrowed the announcer’s mic and was calling the game.
I sighed. We were going to do this, I guess. I gave Ariel and Sammy a glance. They both were wielding their own lighty-up weapons, which of course caused me to look down at David Bowie. “I feel like we came a tad underdressed.” Oh well, not the first time, not the last. Unless shit goes stupid and it totally is the last of course, I thought.
I looked back at the angels, who happened to be looking at me. Convenient. “How about this for a plan of attack. I’ll do me and since I have no idea what you two do, feel free to jump in with your thing anytime, but don’t mess with my vibe or my punchlines. Cool?” I got double head nods. “Okay then, let’s start this party.” I poked a head out. “Quick question, so are you saying that hiding is an option? I mean, no ego here. I can hide all night. Okay, maybe not all night ’cause I had a little too much punch earlier, but I can have a pretty good run at it and—” The concession stand exploded.
Sammy’s wings were the only thing that kept me from getting knocked in the noggin by the nacho cheese dispenser. I smiled at him from underneath our feather canopy. “There you go looking out for me again.”
“I told you the guardian angel gig is kind of my thing.”
I double-checked him with my eyeballs. “As in my GA or as in general everyone’s?”
“Does that answer your question?” the horseman asked, interrupting Sammy, which I was sure would have added another piece to my fate puzzle.
I swirled my pointer at Sammy’s face. “You’re going to answer that question later.”
Sammy stood with a nod and retracted his wings from Ariel and my head space. I dusted off my jeans, then my jacket. I poked a finger through a rip in the elbow and sighed. “And this is why I can’t ever have nice things.” I stepped over the debris that surrounded us, catching movement at the far end of the field. Ashlyn and Mia were skirting its edge all Rambo’ed up. Ashlyn’s dress was riding high as she ran. Yum. She should totally make that her fighting outfit. A gravel-filled throat clearing had me bringing my attention, oh so reluctantly, around. “Right, you and your stupidness. A simple no would have sufficed, but I’m guessing you have a small dick and some daddy issues so I get the overcompensating thing.”
The horseman’s bow lowered in my direction. I didn’t take that as a good start to a meaningful convo. Sammy’s hand wrapped around my elbow and Ariel moved wide. I was pretty sure that was to get a better run at the horseman or it was to distance herself from me, but either way it was a smart move.
“You are as annoying now as you were in hell,” the horseman stated.
“Motivation is what gets you started; habit is what keeps you going.” There was silence after that wisdom drop so of course I filled it. “I read that in a bathroom stall in Waterloo and think it’s a saying by Buddha or could have been Bubba. Things got a little blurry after we switched from beer to Tang and Everclear shots.”
“I understand now why Lucifer is planning to peel the skin from your bones and stuff it into that mouth of yours.”
“Speaking of big flaming dicks, how’s his? Anything left for you to—” I felt a familiar movement in the air. Probably a good thing because I’m pretty sure my mouth was about to write a check that my ass couldn’t cover. Michael went wheels down alongside me. He handed me Dolly, my double-barrel shotgun, pump action. I’m hoping I don’t need to explain her name, but for those of you slow to roll … Dolly. Parton. Double. Barrel.
“Ashlyn asked me to bring you this.” And just like that my heart grew three sizes. “Though it likely won’t do much good against …” He nodded toward the implied “him.”
“Well, it’ll at least add some attitude to the situation.” I racked the shells into the chamber a la Sarah Connor style.
“Hello, Samuel,” Michael greeted.
“Michael,” Sammy replied. “Nice to see you again. Of course I wish it was under different circumstances.”
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the man of the hour,” the horseman said. “I thought you’d come out if you heard I was here with your friends.”
“It’s been a long time, Conquest,” Michael said.
“Conquest?” I snorted. “Kind of cocky, don’t ya think?”
Michael gave me a “shush it” wave of his hand. “What do you want?” Michael asked.
Kind of a “duh” inquiry I thought, and apparently so did the horse as it reared its head back, bringing it down quickly, smoke shooting from both of its nostrils.
“I think you know what I want,” Conquest said. Okay, fine, it’s kind of a cool name. He flipped back the hood of his cloak.
And damn. Double icky eczema-faced damn. “A good face moisturizer?” I asked.
Michael stepped away from me. I was starting to sense a theme, but again I wasn’t offended. I got that a lot.
“Tell Lucifer that my son will not be used in this war. By either side.”
Freddy Krueger-wannabe chuckled. I wasn’t a fan. “You’ve been living among these lambs too long if you think you have a choice. The only options you have are to either turn the child over to us and we’ll spare some”—he smiled at that word, which brought his trustworthy score into double-digit negatives—“of this world or give him to your father, and then we’ll burn this plane down along with every single living creature.” The evil horse apparently liked the second option, as he scuffed at the ground with a hoof igniting the earth around it in flames.
“I will protect him,” Michael replied. I cleared my throat. Michael rolled his eyes, apparently another byproduct of living amongst the lambs too long. “We’ll protect him,” he corrected.
“There ya go, bucko.” I patted him on the shoulder as I stepped forward. “Also, I’m tagging in on this convo.” Michael groaned. Again, I got that a lot and you’d think it would affect me more, but I’ve learned to persevere through the years. “Let me offer up a third option. How about we shove a loofah up your crusty ass and send you back to your daddy with your itsy-bitsy sausage and biscuit-ies zipped up in a fanny pack?” I did a zipping up motion just for funsies. I should take a sec to acknowledge that it’s very likely someday I’ll replay this encounter and determine that this very well could have been the precise moment that things started to go sideways.
There was silence for a beat. Two. Then a slow grin cracked—no, seriously, literally cracked, as in a part of his crusted upper lip flaked off his face before he jerked the reins of the evil horse to the side, turning them to face the very spot Ashlyn and Mia were currently held up.
I took off at a run. Michael, Sammy and Ariel were already in flight. I aimed Dolly and fired. The first blast did no more damage than a horsefly getting brushed off the horse’s ass by his tail. I popped off the second shell, not because I was expecting different results, but because my hands needed something to do until they could plant themselves in this jackass’s face. I got an over-the-shoulder grin for my efforts. When he turned back, he raised his bow, its arrow coming to flame as he brought back the string and released it.
Michael took Conquest off his horse with a flying tackle. Again, literally. He was flying at the time of impact. Sammy dived into the arrow’s path, taking the impact in a strike to the center of his chest. The ball of flame seemed to consume him, but then his wings came in around him, cocooning him and smothering the flames. Ariel swooped down in Ashlyn and Mia’s direction so I veered toward Michael and Conquest, who were now somersaulting ass over ankles, passing the twenty yard line as they exchanged punches.
I had to dive through two walls of fire that the evil horse snotted out in front of me. He’s lucky there wasn’t a third or he’d be playing base layer for a craft project with lots of glitter.
I was just about to jump in the dogpile when Michael got a boot to the gut, launching him up and back a good sixty yards. I took advantage of the opening, the barrel end of Dolly now gripped in my hands, her stock swinging around to make contact with the space a head should have been. Something cracked. Not his skull unfortunately, but something more in the top hemisphere of my body. Next thing I know I was field-goaling it toward the uprights. My laces must have been cock-eyed or he’d taken a bad snap, because my face bounced off the left goalpost. I caught the crossbar with my rib cage, which knocked the breath out of me, saving the ground the need to do it when I slammed into it a second later.
I would like to say it was my stubborn steel will that had me getting back up to my feet, but it was more so the fire that now lit my immediate airspace that had me offering bribes and making promises of tequila massages to my muscles if they would just give me a little more umph. They did as requested, though I thought it was more Norm getting them up and going than anything else.
Between licks and flicks of flame I saw Conquest mount his evil horse, then come prancing my way. Behind him Michael was also trying to get his boots back under him. I didn’t see Sammy or Ariel, and I only hoped they had Mia and Ashlyn.
“I’m going to enjoy gnawing on your bones after Lucifer is done with you,” Crusty said as they crossed the flames to come tower over me.
“I hear I go nice with a shot of fuck you.” I was going to chuckle at my own joke but my ribs were no-going the idea at the moment.
“My brothers are on their way to bring our wrath onto this plane. They will continue until there is no one left. If you care anything for your fellow humans, I would encourage Michael to surrender the child to us. Otherwise Lucifer and the full fury of his army will ascend to this world and destroy it.”
“When do you think that might be? Sunday? Monday?” I forced myself to straighten. My hand was holding my side, which was currently protesting the breathing and talking thing. “Tuesday, I have a mani pedi so that day is out for me.”
In lieu of answering, he raised his bow, its flames lighting the night sky. He aimed and released. I watched as the plume of fire arched into the sky and embedded itself into the side of the gym. “Make your decision wisely.”
My feet were moving before he dropped the last syllable. Michael, Sammy and Ariel reached the gym first. The closest door was already aflame. Michael didn’t waste any time trying to find another. He shoulder checked the wall, twice, creating his own entry point. I followed Ariel in, my jacket off and in front of my face, filtering the already toxic levels of smoke filling the space. Sammy went toward the locker room, ripping the hinges off the door and ducking inside. I motioned Michael to follow me to the equipment room. I didn’t track Ariel, but assumed she’d followed her husband.
We cleared the room and ushered the stowaways out and into the parking lot where Ashlyn and Mia greeted us. Ashlyn met my eyes through the chaos. I gave her an “I’m okay” wave with the hand that wasn’t currently wrapped around my middle. She didn’t seem convinced. I’m guessing it could have been the fact that I still had an impression of a goalpost in my face. Maybe. But I could feel Norm already doing his thing, so I’d be back to right soon enough.
Sammy pushed open the double doors, ushering out the second wave of rescues. I did a quick turnaround, seeing if I recognized if there were any MIAs, not super confident in my roll call abilities. But one noticeable person was missing. “Ariel?” I asked Sammy, but before he could answer, Ariel pushed through the doors with Lilly cradled in her arms. Kind of a wasted effort in my opinion since her husband had kabobbed her with his glow-y sword earlier, but Ariel was an angel so she probably had a smidge more conscience than moi, so, yeah, go her.
We moved the crowd to the far end of the parking lot as sirens began to sound. Doc Molly was already running triage, bossing the bobbleheads around. I gave her a thumbs up before finding Michael in the crowd and jogging over to him. I tapped at my temple, “You need to do your mind wipe thing on them. We don’t want to try and explain locusts and Mr. Crusty Face.”
Michael gave me a grim grin. “Wait until you see his brothers.”
And with that peachy thought I circled back to Ariel and Sammy, who didn’t seem too worse for wear, having taken a flaming arrow to the chest. “You good?” I asked.
“Good.” He nodded to Ari, “Healer wife,” he explained. And speaking of, Ariel had laid Lilly out, unceremoniously, between two large trucks, blocking them from the rest of the crowd. I’d expected to see a large hole in her gut where Sammy had run his sword through her, but nada.
Sammy must have sensed my confusion. “Her body is healed, but she’s still lost in the dark. Ariel will find her and bring her back.”
“If she can’t?” I asked.
“She’ll remain there tortured for all times or at least until her body fails her.”
“Like tortured, tortured? Or like annoying, give you a hard time, make fun of your face tortured?”
Sammy gave me a knowing grin despite the doom and gloom situation we were currently in. “Torture-torture.”
I sighed. “Fine, find her and bring her ass back.”
Not that Ariel was waiting for my permission. She’d already brought her hand up and laid it across Lilly’s forehead. Ariel’s eyes were closed and her lips were moving in what I assumed was—sorry not sorry to stereotype, but she was an angel—a silent prayer.
A fire truck pulled into the parking lot, followed closely by another one, the fire chief’s suburban, and the two county ambulances shortly after that. The ambulances veered off toward the crowd of people while the fire trucks took up position around the gym.
I took turns between the three scenes playing out, stopping when Lilly’s eyes fluttered open. “What happened?” Her eyes were wild as she sat up, her hands clawing at her throat. I guessed the memories of chugging a locust cocktail rushed back.
“Can you do the mind wipe thing like Michael?” I asked. Sammy waved a hand in front of Lilly’s face, her hands dropped, and her eyes went all blank and blinky. “What happened? Where am I?”
I crouched to go eye to eye with her, pointing my finger over her shoulder. When she turned to look, I gave an exhausted sigh. “I hate to have to tell you this, Lil, but you burnt down the gym.”
Her hand flew to her mouth as she twisted more fully to watch the building before her burn. “How? What did I …?”
“I don’t know exactly, but there are rumblings about you violating some city ordinance.”
Her eyes flew back to mine. “City ordinance?”
“Or code, I don’t know. I think you exceeded the amount of streamer to candle ratio or something, but I’m sure it can be worked out. Probably a fine, maybe a little jail time. But that’s nothing compared to the gossip around town, am I right?”
Sammy was shaking his head, but fighting a grin as he stepped forward to offer Lilly assistance to her feet. “You can worry about all that later. Let’s get you checked out by the EMTs.”
I oh so helpfully escorted Lilly toward the crowd of classmates, taking advantage of the travel time to describe in great made-up detail how she’d fainted and gotten mouth to mouth from Aaron Hall, who was infamous for eating his boogers and spinning around in circles so he could smell his own farts. She was hyperventilating by the time we handed her over to the medics. And my job here was done.
I found Ashlyn and Mia. “Let’s get out of here before we get caught up in questioning. Where’s Michael?”
“He erased memories and headed back to check on Apoc and Danny,” Ashlyn answered.
“Sounds like a good plan,” I said, swinging wide to Sammy and Ariel. “Michael is already headed back to check on the kid. We’re following suit. You two in this, or were you just here to attend the worst class reunion ever?”
Sammy reached for Ariel’s hand. “We’re in this,” Ariel answered.




Chapter 11
Six was pacing the parking lot of the motel when we pulled in. His haunches visually relaxed when he saw me … or it could’ve been when he saw Ashlyn. Probably Ashlyn. I couldn’t blame him, I have the same reaction.
“Hey, buddy. All good in the hood?” Ashlyn asked, getting out of Woody and giving his head an affectionate rub. He moaned his pleasure. Again. Same.
Sammy parked alongside us, a decked-out SUV, a pearl white with gold trim package, which played super angely or drug dealer depending on where ya park it. I’ll be honest that I was a little disappointed it wasn’t a chariot, but I didn’t blame them for the upgrade. I mean the heated and cooled seats alone.
Ariel came around the front only to come up short, her eyes going wide when they found Six. Ashlyn caught her reaction and stepped forward to protect my—fine, totally her—hell hound. “He’s friendly,” Ashlyn offered quickly.
“Tink!” Ariel exclaimed.
And before I could repeat the ridiculous name, Tink flattened Ariel. I lunged to grab him, but pulled up short as he stood over her, giving her face a thorough tongue bath. Ariel’s sputtering laughs were a nice distraction to the otherwise doom and gloom of our current situation. “I take it they know each other?” I asked Sammy.
“I’m going to assume he was one of her hounds. Ariel is responsible for training them and the horses, when we …” and he gave the clouds a double-finger point.
“But I found him in hell,” I said, as Ariel began to disentangle herself from the hell hound or heaven hound or whatever he was, but for sure we were not going to be calling him Tink.
“We have much to discuss,” Sammy said.
“Ya think?”
The motel room had been small before, but it was next-level claustrophobic when occupied by three angels, one demon hunter, three assistant demon hunters, an in-question hound and the star of the show, Apoc, who currently was sucking on his own big toe. Impressive, but likely not one of the skills that had Lucifer threatening the end of the world.
Danny demanded to be filled in on the details that he had missed. We took turns with the pieces and parts. Mine, which if I do say so myself, offered the most colorful descriptors and required the most Apoc ear muffs applications. #Winner. For his part, Danny shifted between listening and tapping away at his computer.
The long and short of it all: we were in deep and Michael really didn’t need to add Conquest’s ultimatum to his shit pile as he wasn’t handing his son over to either side. Surprisingly, that included Sammy and Ariel. I mean, the last angel sent down had been on Team Turnover, so I’d assumed, wrongfully—yes, ass-u-me, whatever—that they’d all be on the same boat … or was it ark? Whatever.
But nope, Sammy and Ariel supported Michael’s decision. They didn’t elaborate on their stance, just simply vowed to fight alongside us, no matter the foe. Something I could get behind. And I believed them. Sammy I’d always trusted, and even though I’d just met Ariel, I had a feeling she was legit as well. Michael had obviously known them for an eternity and apparently took them at their word, so we went with it. I mean, I still had questions, Tink being toppers right now, but hopefully we’d have an opportunity to chat about that and a few dozen plus a thousand things in the not-so-end-of-the-Earth future.
“I’m monitoring newsfeeds,” Danny offered, bringing everyone’s attention back to immediate WTFN (N=Now, for those of you not in the know.) “If the other horsemen are here or arriving, I assume they’ll make their presence known.”
“Guess you three don’t have any special evil spidey senses that would give us an idea?” I asked the winged ones in the room.
Sammy looked at his wife as she spoke. “Not exactly, but I will feel it if there is a great amount of suffering.”
“After …” The dulling sorrow in her eyes gave me the answer so I let my question trail off.
“After or while they’ve caused their damage, yes,” she finished.
“That little gift has got to totally blow,” I said, Ashlyn backhanding me in the gut as soon as my words hit the airwaves.
Ariel let out a small chuckle. “It does blow, but I also have the gift to heal some things, so that helps.”
I nodded, as adding a supernatural nurse to the team made me feel a tad better about having Mia, Danny, and Ashlyn signed up for this fight. “Okay, so where do we go from here? And please say it’s somewhere outside of this room, ’cause I’m getting a little claustro-too-close-to-so-many-armpits-phobic.”
“If we don’t know where or when the horsemen will arrive, I assume we don’t know where or when Lucifer might arrive either?” Ashlyn asked.
“There will be a …” Sammy looked at his wife for assistance.
“A pull,” she offered.
He nodded. “A pull. Lucifer will have to draw on the balance to come over here, especially if he tries to bring his army. It will be a significant draw, and we will likely feel it.”
“The balance?” Mia asked. “Sorry, I’m new to this? I need some catching up.”
“We’re right there with you,” I assured her.
“The balance between good and evil was how this plane was designed. Or I should say redesigned after the incident in the garden,” Michael offered. “He held up a hand to stave off my already forming questions. “Yes, there is a whole lot more to that story than the version you all have.”
“I knew it. It totally wasn’t Eve’s fault, was it? Adam set her up, didn’t he?”
Ariel gave me a wink.
“Probably not the most important part of the story,” Danny offered.
“Says a dude,” I retorted.
Michael cleared his throat. “As we’ve discussed before, it takes power and energy for either side to come to this plane. A demon or angel here or there uses small draws from that collective balance, but if …”
“If Lucifer wants to bring his army then he’s going all in,” I finished for him. I got three nods.
“How about tonight with the horseman?” Ashlyn asked.
Ariel looked at the other two winged ones. “I felt a small change and then a larger pull a few minutes before the locust hit the gym.”
“Same,” Sammy agreed.
We all turned to Michael. “I have been disconnected from the balance ever since …” He didn’t need to finish the sentence because “knocked up a demon queen” was an understood statement. “But I knew something was going on when Six’s hackles went up and Apoc abruptly stopped playing with his balls.”
I snorted. Apoc was entering into the “what are those?” discovery stage of his childhood, but I knew Michael was more likely talking about his new pastime of creating glowing spheres of light. He’d play and chat away with them for hours. Especially at night. We’d put him to bed and thirty minutes later you’d walk by his door, and there would be light coming from around the jambs and he’d be in there chatting away. I didn’t blame him. I’d do the same thing if I could create real imaginary friends with a clap of my hands.
“Then of course Danny came running in and told me what was going on,” Michael continued.
“But they all pull or cause disturbances, right? You’re saying they’re different intensities depending on what’s trying to come over?” Danny asked, still looking down and pounding away on his keyboard.
“Yes,” Ariel confirmed.
“Okay. Then I might have something. I’ve been trying to figure out where Lucifer might choose to rise, thinking we’d want to try and be there when he gets there. So I’ve been looking for anything symbolic—”
“Ah right, symbolic, so we’re headed to Georgia?” All eyes swung to me. I rolled my wrist in a “come on, get with me” motion. Ashlyn was the first with the eye roll, followed closely by Mia.
“What?” Danny asked.
“Devil went down to …” Mia offered in a halfhearted sing-along.
I got four groans and one enthusiastic clap, but that was from Apoc, who also gets excited when he finds a three-day-old Cheerio in his car seat, so yeah. “Fine, let’s hear your plan if you think you have a better one.”
“Actually, I think I do,” Danny said, “I mean, I don’t know, I’ve been working on something for a while now.” He looked up at the angels. “I’ve been working on something kind of like what you’re talking about, only a more techie version of trying to identify what you describe as the pulls on the balance.”
“Interesting. How have you accomplished it?” Ariel asked.
“Well, I started with using my ancestors’ ways of locating demonic activity. They used things like weather patterns, shifts in climates, disturbances in nature to know where to send the Hunter.”
“Pulls on the balance do directly affect those things,” Sammy offered. “And not too far off what it feels like during a pressure change or the energy you feel in the air during a thunderstorm.”
“So you what?” Mia dropped on the bed alongside Danny, taking in his screen. “Created a predictive response model for seismic activities. Nice.” She tapped the screen. “This was tonight?” She tilted her head as she took in the data.
“Yes. And here …” Danny punched a couple of keys.
Mia began nodding in agreement. “Crossed with geographic and topography maps. Bad ass.”
Danny’s native skin tone went a little rosy. I was going to comment because you know that’s what I do, but Mia’s brain was off and running now too, talking about satellite imaging and hijacking a satellite feed something-something.
I yawned. “Wake me when you two get to a point.”
“He’s tracking predictors. Dramatic shifts in atmospheric, environmental and meteorological balances,” Mia joined in. “It’s genius.”
“Exactly,” Danny replied.
“Oh my god, we have two of them,” I said, only to have Ashlyn shoosh me. Spoiler alert: it wasn’t effective. “How do you know it works? How do you know you’re not just looking at some cosmic fart or something?”
Danny smiled. “Because it got us to,” and he nodded to Ashlyn.
I looked at Ashlyn, then back at Danny. “Mississippi?”
“Yep, it was my first test of the program. I’d been tracking all the different data points, and when I got a significant spike I suggested we head to Mississippi.”
“Wait,” I narrowed my eyes. “You said that old gypsy woman at the carnival told you it was written in the cards.”
“Because if I told you my demon-o-meter said so, would you have gone?” Danny asked, already knowing the answer.
“Point. So what did the old gypsy woman really say?”
He smiled. “She told me I would meet a beautiful, dark-haired stranger, with kind eyes, and a sharp mind.”
“Gag me. And I want my twenty bucks back.” I snapped my fingers at him. Ashlyn knocked down my outstretched hand, mid-gimme-gimme motion. “Fine, what is your magic demon-o-meter—we’ll be having a renaming contest, by the way—saying now?”
“Well, I have to do some tweaking and add some filters.” He was already typing away at his keys. “Now that I know about the balance thing it explains some of the wonky readings I was getting. But now …” He hit one last key, studied the data he saw there and smiled.
“Holy shit,” Mia said. “That was last week?”
Danny nodded.
“Tonight?” Mia asked.
Danny nodded again.
“Holy shit,” Mia repeated.
I cleared my throat.
“Sorry,” Danny said, he turned his screen to face us. “Last week’s reading of this area.” There were two relatively flat red and blue lines running across the screen. He did a reach-around, not the fun kind, and swiped once at the screen. “Now, here’s tonight’s readings starting around seven.” A new graph appeared, its lines spiking and dipping like a drunk trying to draw mountains on an Etch A Sketch. He pointed at a peak. “Here’s at seven.” He tapped an even higher point on the graph, “And then eight, right before Conquest arrived. Then while he was here, it was nearly off the chart.” We all took a second to study the graph. “Good news is it’s relatively flat again.”
Ashlyn tapped the blue line that was dipping below the red one. “But not as flat as it was last week. Does that mean there’s still something here or …?” Ashlyn asked.
Danny glanced at our three winged friends and then Apoc, who was using Six as a binky.
“Right. Makes sense,” Ashlyn stated.
“Okay, so how is this going to tell us where or when Lucifer is going to pop up.”
Danny looked at Michael. “How’s your uncle with the ironic symbolisms?”
“I’d say he’s a fan. For a whole century he wore a red skin suit, tail, and horns.”
Danny flipped his computer back to face him, clicked some keys, and then spun it back to show a picture and Wiki page of a town.
“Hell, Michigan?” we chorused.
“You think he’s going to pick Hell to come out of Hell?” I asked, with what I can’t say exuded a whole lot of buy-in to his theory.
“What makes you think he’s choosing Hell?” Ashlyn asked.
Danny leaned over and swiped at the screen. “I’ve been monitoring things across the country and this was Hell last week. Nothing.” He flipped the screen again. “Last couple of days.” The lines were trending up. He swiped again. “And last couple of hours.” The graphs weren’t as active as when Conquest crashed our party, but they were definitely in pre-party mode.
I straightened. “Okay, well I guess we’re going to Hell. Again. Yippee.”
Ashlyn rubbed my back. “I bet they have souvenir T-shirts this time.”
“They freakin’ better.”
It took us another half hour to settle on a plan. Danny and Mia were going to take Mia’s vehicle and swing wide because Danny, who didn’t care to elaborate, needed to go back to the reservation. They would meet us in Hell. Michael, Six and Apoc would ride in Woody with Ashlyn and me. This travel arrangement took up most of the plan-making time, as there were more than a few concerns about taking Apoc to the fight versus having Michael hide him away somewhere with a combo of different options for bodyguards. I could see the pros and cons of each. We laid them out and weighed the options, but it was Apoc who ultimately made the decision during one of the more head-banging moments in the discussion. He simply clapped his chubby little hands, there was a flash of light, and boop. He was gonesy. We all froze. A second later, Six was gone. Another second and another flash and pop and the box of Cheerios they’d been sharing vanished.
I was the first one to open the motel door, rushing out to start the search since it had taken only moments for seven panicked adults to upend the small motel room. I hit my brakes after three strides, causing a six-person pile up behind me. Which was super fun with still healing ribs and even more fun when I was picked up and moved aside by Michael, only for him to stop, too, finding Apoc happily strapped in his car seat with Six in the rear cargo area, his head draped over the back of the seat, waiting for his turn in their “one for me, one for you” Cheerio game.
“That’s a new and super not fun trick,” I muttered.
Michael wrenched open Woody’s back door, making her hinges groan. I stepped forward, ready to send Mikey back to his maker via Priority Mail, and in one of those little boxes too, but Ashlyn grabbed my elbow. “But he–” Ashlyn simply nodded at Michael, causing me to swing my attention back to him. And damnit if he wasn’t all teary-eyed and wibbly-lipped. I groaned. “Fine.”
I’d sent my mom a quick text earlier letting her know that we were all fine, aware she’d heard about the incident at the high school before the fire trucks hit the parking lot. But now she and Dad were on the porch waiting for us when we pulled in.
“Oh, AJ, sweetheart. What happened?” she touched my now just slightly bruised cheek bone.
“Slipped and fell,” I said.
“I’ll get you some ice.”
“I’m good, Mom,” I said, catching her hand before she could fully turn to go after the Ziplocs and ice trays. “I got Norm, remember? I’m good.”
“Right. Right.” She threw her arms around me and squeezed. My eyes watered. It could have been the fact my mom’s were doing the same, or that she had a death hold around my only half-healed rib cage. It was a toss-up really. She finally released me, pulling back to visually inspect me for more injuries and, finding a few, she hugged me again. #Ouchie. She rinsed and repeated the action with Ashlyn, Michael, Apoc, and Six. Mia and Danny would get the same when they got there, but they’d stopped by Vera’s to get Mia’s stuff and to let Vera know our plans and her new apocalypse shutdown side gig. I was sure I’d get an earful from Vera at some point. I would get a whole lot more if I didn’t bring Mia back in one piece, but I wasn’t going to think about that because that was not an option.
Sammy and Ariel had stopped to grab their things. It hadn’t taken them long since they were staying right down the road. And Mom’s freakout cranked up another notch as their vehicle turned into the drive. “Oh dear, that’s Sam and Ari. I invited them over to see us, but that was before I knew …” Mom’s words trailed off. “Just let me make sure they’re okay and don’t need anything; then I’ll ask them to come back at a better time.”
“Mom, it’s okay. I asked them to come.” Mom shot me a confused look, but it didn’t stop her feet from moving or her arms opening to welcome her guests.
“Sam,” Mom greeted, “Are you okay? Let me take a look at you.” Apparently, passing inspection, she pulled him back in. “You’re okay?”
“I’m good, Joy. We’re good.”
Mom didn’t take his word for it, as Ariel came around to the front of the SUV. “Ari, sweetheart,” and again with the hug and examine routine.
“Mom, why don’t we all go inside. We don’t have a lot of time,” I said.
“How about Danny and Mia?” she asked, as Dad took her arm and gently guided her toward the house.
“They’re fine. They stopped by Vera’s and will be here in a bit.”
Apoc clapped and presto poof-o he was in my mom’s arms. Mom luckily still had her finely tuned mom reflexes that had saved me from many things as a kid or maybe it was many things from me. Either way, she caught him without missing a step. That was until she realized her newly adopted half-angel/half-demon grandchild just magic tricked it in front of my childhood friend and his wife. “My-my what a quick jumper you are,” Mom tried. “AJ, did you see how fast our boy can jump?”
I snickered, letting the moment ride for a bit, because it was fun and I just so happened to need fun about now. We all landed in the kitchen, mom wanting to feed and water us after a traumatic evening. I was down with the concept as the one bite of chip and dip I’d taken had lasted about point zero minutes into the “a horseman of the apocalypse landed on the gym roof” scene.
Mom’s anxious energy calmed a decimal point or two when she was in her element and doing her thing. Dad’s shoulders relaxed only about an eighth of an inch as well. But they were humming with nervous energy, and it was unsettling so I had to put them out of their misery. “Mom, Dad, Sammy and Ariel are angels.” Mom paused her potato salad retrieval from the fridge. I stood and took it from her as I did love me some potato salad, the mustardy kind, which is odd since I really don’t like mustard. Another life mystery, kind of like the two sitting in front of us now. “Right? Freaky huh? That’s kind of what I thought.” I set the bowl in the only space left on the table and dropped in a serving spoon. “Sammy, why don’t you share with the class while we wait for Danny and Mia?”
“They know about …?” Sammy asked.
“Recent, but yeah they know.”
“Okay then.” Sammy laid out his story, Ariel filling in her pieces and parts. Long story short, apparently several years ago, my age years ago, there was a call for a volunteer to come to Earth and watch over a certain young VIP, my words not theirs. Spoiler alert: VIP=me. Which explains not only that cactus interruptus incident with the dickhole brothers, but maybe a few other AJ survival mysteries. Apparently, his gig lasted only until Grand, Danny and Norm would take over the job. Curiouser and curiouser. I was really starting to question that whole “fate” gimmick as it sure seems a lot of my life had been scripted for me. But I’d be holding that for another time, another interrogation apparently as mom currently had Sammy wrapped up in an over the back of the chair neck hug.
“Thank you, Sammy, for watching over my baby. I knew you were special. I just knew it,” Mom said.
After an embarrassing length of time, Dad finally stepped in. “Joy, sweetheart, the poor guy can’t breathe.”
There was more. A lot more, but all the feels were tied off when Danny and Mia arrived and it was time to get the show on the road. Ashlyn went up and packed our things while Danny and Mia, Sammy and Ariel, said their good-byes, leaving me alone for the first time with Mom and Dad.
“Make you a deal?” I started.
“Deal?” Mom asked, tears already pooling along the edges of her eyes.
“If I … we shut this apocalypse down—”
“When you all,” Mom corrected.
I tried for a smile, but got only a weak grin to populate. “When we shut this down, I want you to know I, or we …” I pointed at the ceiling. “I think we want to come back here. Build a life. Maybe even pick up that hammer again?”
Mom’s tears double-timed down her face, but it was Dad engulfing me in a hug this go around. I guess he was down with the idea. We were all wiping tears when Ashlyn came back down, a bag in each hand. She didn’t get a chance to drop them before she was brought into the love-fest.
It was hard saying good-bye to my parents. Trying not to think this could very well be the last time. Harder still not wanting to stay there and defend them and Vera against anything that might come their way if things played out in favor of Team Lucifer. I could only hope that the best protection for them right now was distance—me from them. Well that and me bitch-slapping Lucifer back to where he hatched, and I probably should start figuring out the “how” part of that plan. Hopefully, something will come to me in the twelve-hour drive to Hell. And again—just damn it.




Chapter 12
Note to self: road trips blow. They hadn’t so much back when it’d been just Danny and me. Like girls in a dorm when their menses synced up, Danny and I had gotten on the same bladder schedule. Me—totally dominant bladder by the way. We also ate at the same time. And, something I’ve greatly undervalued until now, we both could go long stretches of time without talking.
This was not my current sitch. Apoc’s vocab had climbed to roughly a hundred words in recent weeks, fourteen hundred if you allowed some linguistic leeway. And he said all of them. Repeatedly. Oh, and did I mention, we were also currently potty training because why not. And for an added funsie, Apoc had straight up Pavlov dogged Six’s ass. Every time Apoc said “potty” Six bolted up from his bed in the back, began panting, spinning in circles, and whimpering. Pathetically. And continuously.
Speaking of Six and training, I hadn’t gotten a chance to talk to Ariel about the whole Tink naming thing. Maybe at the next stop. I looked at my watch. Because there would be a next stop any minute.
“Potty!” Apoc clapped.
I took the next exit without a groan this time. #GoMe. I’d hoped after the first couple of bathroom breaks, Apoc would fall asleep since it was nearly two hours past his bedtime when we started this party, but nope it was nearly 1:00 a.m., and this kid was acting as if he were a frat boy headed to a kegger.
I went on and topped Woody’s gas tank off just in case we got a chance for a long stretch. Sammy did the same, pulling into the gas pumps behind me. I stopped the “sorry for all the stops” three stops ago because Sammy and Ariel didn’t seem to mind. At the last stop Ariel even volunteered to take a turn with Apoc when it was obvious Michael needed a second to stretch his legs and wings. On this go around, Sammy took Six to the side grass pad, so we gave the appearance of responsible pet owners. Ashlyn went inside to get us some drinks and an after-midnight snack. Michael took Apoc to the men’s room, leaving Ariel and me at the pumps.
“Tink?” I started, moving to the side of the truck to watch my chosen topic of conversation do his thing on the single light pole that was struggling to illuminate the small patch of grass.
Ariel chuckled as she followed suit, resting a hip on the side of Woody as she too watched Six go leg up then down before starting up his sniff every inch of the ground routine. “Well, I was originally thinking Tank as he was the biggest in his litter. But as a pup he seemed to always be flittering around like Tinkerbell, always dancing and prancing around someone’s heels.”
I snorted as Six flopped none too gracefully onto the ground and rolled in something that was apparently to his nose’s liking. Last time, it had been a half-eaten bean burrito, and Danny had picked the short straw, winning the pleasure of having to give Six a bath in a truck stop shower.
Ariel continued with a smile in her voice. “But Tink was my private nickname for him; his given name is Ares.”
“As in April’s horoscope, Aries? ’Cause I dated a few Aries and those chicas are like super one night kind of fun, but next day…” I circled my temple.
Ariel chuckled. “That probably was more to do with your selection process than their astrological sign.”
I pretended to think. “Valid point.”
“And no. Ares, as in God of War. At the time, I thought someone,” she pointed to the sky, “was going through an Olympian God naming phase as we had an Aphrodite in another litter, but now I wonder if it wasn’t because of Tink’s, or Six’s, future journey. This journey. This war that he was to be a part of.” She sighed; all happy memories gone from her tone. “Thank you for rescuing him. My heart broke when he was chosen …” Her words trailed off.
I spun on her. “He was chosen to go? To be tortured and … and …” I steeled myself and lowered my tone. “That’s bullshit. Did you—” I let my words die as her head was quick to shake. “Who?” I needed a name because I’d already formulated four ways to slowly and painfully express my dissatisfaction with their decision to put Six in that situation. Nope wait, potato peeling their eyeballs then stuffing them back in their sockets via their nose holes so make that five ways.
“I am so grateful that because of you, he is here now,” she said instead of answering my question.
“So what? He was planted down there in hopes I would,” I air quoted my next words, “choose the right path.” This time she was more reluctant with her nods. “Yeah, see, that’s where I have a hangup. You all talk about fate and destiny, the ‘you have a choice’ crap, but it sure seems like everything is already laid out.”
“I can see where you’d think that. But look at it more like your life is a huge road map. Hundreds of thousands of points and destinations. Roads and intersections. It is all there, the world, your future. It’s laid out as you say but you, me, Samuel, and Six … everyone, every creature chooses which path, which roads to take. For instance, the day you met Samuel, if you had taken a different route home, then there likely would have been a different outcome.”
“You’re saying if I had taken a different street, Sammy wouldn’t have been in my life?” I asked, not thinking that would have been the case if he’d been sent here to protect me.
“More that you likely wouldn’t have been pushed into the cactus.”
“Sammy was sent here to do the GA thing—”
“Chose to be sent here,” she corrected.
“Chose to be sent here to protect me, and then Grand, Danny’s grandfather, and the elders say the whole,” I circled a finger at my chest, “Norm thing was my destiny. They have legends. Freakin’ legends.”
“Sorry. Norm thing?” she asked.
“Norm, my nickname for the Hunter Spirit who is always bellied up to my bar.” I waited a beat. “Norm from Cheers.” When her look went two cranks blanker, I gave up. “Never mind. I’m just saying knowing all that, and that all along I could’ve simply chosen another path, turned left at Albuquerque instead of on Demon Hunter Way, then why was Sammy here to protect me specifically when some other kid could’ve chosen whatever roads that would’ve gotten them here?”
“No two maps or destinies are the same. And yours, you just happen to be extra-special and we’ll just say,” she pointed upward, “they tend to have a lot of faith.”
Church bells sounded in the distance and Ariel turned toward the sound, a wide smile on her lips. “Nice.”
She turned back to me when they finished their little ditty. “Fan of bells?” I asked.
“Very much so. When you hear bells, it means someone has just become an angel and been granted their wings.”
“Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“Every bell? Even the annoying bell someone rings every two minutes at Trader Joe’s? Oh or how about the bell over the dirty XXX door at Pete’s Porn Emporium in Emporia?”
“No, only big bells. And the last is more of an electronic chime.”
I gasped and pointed at her. She knocked my finger away, as red flushed up her neck and onto her cheeks. I let her off the hook. “Speaking of special.”
I gave a nod at Sammy and Ariel’s mouth turned up with a playful smirk. “And he’s pretty,” I conceded.
“Very,” Ari agreed.
“If you’re into that kind of thing,” I added.
She smiled. “Which I happen to be. Very much so.”
We both took a second to ogle the object of our admiration, hers more of a physical ogle then mine, but still.
“Okay, lovefest over. Couple more things on this whole destiny thing. What if I accidentally take the wrong path?”
“I didn’t say there weren’t signs or helpful roadside assistance along the way.”
“But I’m in the driver’s seat.”
“With the keys in your hand.”
“Able to do whatever I want?”
“Whatever,” Ariel confirmed.
“Go wherever.”
My eyes drifted to the gas station doors as Ashlyn exited, smiling as soon as she found me looking at her. “So if we hadn’t gone to Mississippi, then …?”
Ariel laid a hand on my shoulder. “The good thing about roads is they usually have more than one exit to give people a second chance to get to where they need to be.” She moved off with a wink, going to meet her own exit ramp of choice. I watched as she slid an arm around Sammy’s waist. He automatically pulled her into him to drop a kiss on the top of her head.
“You two looked like you were having an interesting conversation,” Ashlyn said, handing me my fave half coffee-half cappuccino concoction.
“Yeah.”
“Care to share?”
I reached for her, and she stepped into me. “Apparently I’m a badass map reader.”
Ashlyn chuckled. “Just one more reason to love you, I guess.”
“As if you needed another one.” I kissed her temple.
“As if.”
We stood there for a beat wrapped up and watching the world play out as if there wasn’t a care. Which of course, large sigh, meant shit was about to drop. Hard. Seriously, hadn’t we been here and done the getting gas when everything goes to hell scene before? I feel as if I’m living a remake movie. And a really badly directed one. Like The Mummy. Or Jumanji. Okay, fine the first remake was good, but … still. Oh, Charlie’s Angels. Again, I can do the Drew Barrymore movie version, but the TV reboot. No. Just. No.
I straightened as Norm came running down my internal hallway to pull the fire alarm.
“What?” Ashlyn asked, already spinning to take a quick look around.
“Something bad.”
Ashlyn sighed. “We have got to quit stopping for gas.”
I turned to yell at Ariel and Sammy, but they and Six were already moving in our direction. “Something is coming,” Sammy said.
Michael was coming out the double doors of the gas station with Apoc in his arms and a rather large wet spot on the front of his shirt, I didn’t say potty training was going well. I gave him a “pick it up” motion as my phone rang in my pocket.
I pulled it out, not taking the time to look at the caller ID, figuring it was either Danny or Publishers Clearing House. Hoping for the second, if I was being honest. I hit the speaker button.
“Something big is about to happen,” Danny, not the prize announcer, damn it, “around the town of—”
“Sullivan?” I asked.
“Yeah, how long will it take you to get back there?”
“We are there,” I informed him.
“It’s been four hours; you should be in St. Louis by now.”
“Yeah, well tell that to someone’s magical baby bladder.”
“I … I don’t know what to say to that,” Danny replied.
“You got anything to say about what’s coming at us?” I asked, giving the area another once-over.
“It’s big,” Danny answered.
“Like horseman big?” I asked as I scanned the horizon.
“Like horseman big. I’m getting very similar readings to what we got from the reunion.”
The lights of the gas station and the nearby KFC offered enough illumination for the immediate area. “Not seeing anything.” I rescanned the sky, only finding the soft glow of the sleeping town.
Ashlyn grabbed my elbow, turning me toward the north. There is darkness and then there is really dark darkness. Care to take a stab at which one I was laying my peepers on at the moment? Let’s just say, if Sherwin Williams was naming it, it would be Midnight Sucky Evil. This dark seemed to live and breathe, to consume.
“What’s northeast of us?” I asked.
Mia’s voice broke in, “I’m pulling up live satellite feeds now.”
I started waving for everyone to get in our vehicles.
Sammy and Ariel were already pulling the door handles, Ariel taking the wheel this time. No protests from Sammy. Aw, don’t ya just love equality. Or maybe there wasn’t anything equal about the situation because two seconds later, Ariel had already one-eightied it and she was still accelerating when the parking lot met highway. My ass dropped itself into Woody’s driver’s seat just in time to watch Ariel full on Tokyo drift the SUV’s ass-end onto the blacktop. I might have swooned a little.
They were a half-mile down road before we followed suit, but to be fair, we did have a five-second car seat delay. I handed Ashlyn my phone while I drove. “It’s all black.” Mia’s voice came over the speaker phone.
“Like can’t get a feed black or?” Ashlyn asked.
“No, I have a feed. It, whatever it is, is black. I’m going to zoom out.” We heard a few key taps. “Holy crap.”
“Mia?” I asked, when she didn’t follow up with the dets.
“Sorry. Yeah, it’s about a block wide. It’s moving south toward the town. Hold on. I’m going to go back and see where it originated and try to figure out how fast it’s moving.”
“Can you get Sammy and Ariel on so they can hear this?” I asked.
Ashlyn hit a couple of buttons; then Sammy’s voice came on the line. “Samuel, I’m joining you in on a call with Danny and Mia. They’re tracking this thing,” Ashlyn stated.
“Sounds good.”
“Okay,” Mia started again, “It looks like it came from a large cave just northeast of your location. It’s part of a national forest.”
“Hellmouth,” Michael piped in from the backseat.
“Come again?” Mia asked.
“Hellmouth. A lot of caves double as hellmouths or portals for demons to cross over to this plane,” I explained.
“And now I’m marking off spelunking from my bucket list,” Mia stated.
“It’s traveling slowly. Maybe ten, fifteen miles per hour,” Danny piped in, over more keyboard taps.
“Meaning, we’ve got about fifty minutes until it hits the edge of town,” Mia tagged in.
“It’ll be popping out any second now about fourteen miles northeast onto Highway 185,” Danny added.
As if to punctuate Danny’s statement, Ariel’s brake lights illuminated in the distance. “We’re going to need to come back to you,” Sammy stated. Their reverse lights were next to brighten the quickly darkening backdrop.
“Got ya,” I said, bringing Woody to a skidding halt before slamming us into R, whipping around and heading back toward the town.
We sped back along the two-lane highway, passing a sign for highway PP. In normal circumstances I would’ve snickered ’cause I’m twelve, but there was nothing normal about a tower of big black bad tailgating us and eating the earth out of our back window, not even for my f’ed up world. Trees, grass, powerlines and asphalt one second, a swirling black void the next.
“You know what or who is doing this?” Ashlyn asked, now having to crane her head back to watch the annihilation of Earth.
“Famine,” Michael offered simply. “He’s consuming the Earth and everything in his path. He’ll leave nothing.”
I watched as the town came back into view, particularly the smattering of homes that outlined its border. “He wouldn’t happen to be a vegetarian, would he?” Ashlyn whipped around to the front windshield as Michael leaned forward toward what potential carnage would lie before us if we didn’t stop Famine before he got here.
“No, quite the opposite actually,” Sammy supplied in Michael’s silence.
“Any ideas on how to slow his roll?” I asked no one in particular.
“I only know that Famine feeds off the Earth and its people. He will consume all in his path until there is nothing left,” Sammy offered again.
“Super fun facts,” I said, searching the town’s signs and landscape for ideas. There was a school and a church, both places we shouldn’t have to worry about at this late hour. There was a sign for a diner boasting the “World’s Best Cherry Pie,” not helpful, but I’ll totally be testing that grand claim if we live through this; a distillery, maybe helpful if this all doesn’t go well; and B.I.N.G.O. there we go—another evil, only this one was man-made. Now, I just needed my little band of merry men and women to buy me some time. And probably some life insurance.
Another few cycles of the small dial on Woody’s odometer and I found what I needed. The distraction. Not the life insurance, though Mike Miller’s big smiling billboard face promised he would take care of me and my family. “Sammy?”
“Yeah.”
“There will be a car lot coming up on your right side. There’s an old-school gas tank, you know the drive under kind on the stilts, like the one Frankie had behind his shop.”
“Yeah.”
“I need some time.”
“You got it.”
“Oh, right on! Light things up like ole man Burns’s shed,” Mia cheered, a little too enthusiastically from the other end of the line.
Ashlyn quirked an eyebrow. “Another plausible deniability situation?”
“That was all Mia,” I said.
“Hey, the jerk kept his dog chained to it. Not in it where the poor thing could get out of the rain, but … to it,” Mia said.
Six growled his dissatisfaction with ole man Burns as well. I couldn’t say I disagreed, and maybe I did or didn’t happen to have matches in my pocket that fateful day.
“So you burnt it down?” Ashlyn asked.
“Not technically, but there might have been forty-seven bags of excrement that got lit up in very close proximity,” Mia confessed.
“She also may have rerouted all his mail to a small fishing village in Taiwan.”
“And I may or may not continue to do it once or twice every couple of years just for fun.”
“Nice,” I replied, checking my rear view.
“And his dog?” Ariel asked.
“Lives on my aunt’s farm with his best friend Gus, a three-legged pigmy goat. He just turned 17; we had a cake and everything.”
“Nice,” Ariel said.
“Okay, you guys should be coming up on the car lot any second,” I broke in.
“Got it,” Sammy said. “You guys be careful. We’ll catch up to you.” He hung up as Ariel took the corner into the lot on two wheels. Serious swoon.
I pressed forward, hoping they’d be able to slow Famine down long enough for us to alert people. “I’m going to drop you and Michael off. Try to get the people out of their houses and out of the way. I have an idea.” They didn’t even ask. Honestly, it was better that way—again, plausible deniability and all that.
I skidded to a stop at the first row of houses. Ashlyn was out the door before we’d even fully come to a stop. Michael fumbled to unbuckle Apoc only to have Apoc supernaturally rebuckle himself and point at me. “Ajay.”
There wasn’t time to reason, and by reason I totally mean bribe the kid so, “I’ve got him. I won’t be long. Throw me the straitjacket.” Michael hesitated. Not because he feared leaving his son in my care. As you know I’d packed my soul up and gone to Hell to rescue Apoc, which pretty much validated my babysitter cred, but it took him a tick to remember what in the truckload of kid stuff I’d nicknamed “the straitjacket.”
“Carrier,” he muttered, pulling it from the opposite floorboard and handing it to Apoc to hold. “Yell if you need me.” And he was gone, running to the first house across from the one Ashlyn was currently banging on.
I slowed Woody as we came up to the gate arm that was blocking the entrance to the chemical plant, which I’d seen advertised under the disguise of an Adopt-A-Highway sign. I have opinions about a toxic chemical plant touting their good deeds of keeping litter from the highway, but we’ll leave that for another time and another soapbox. It’s like Ho Hos sponsoring a Jenny Craig meeting. Sorry, just had to get it out there. I’m done now.
There was a guard shack, but the lights were off, so I assumed that meant there was no need to stop and introduce myself. I pondered busting through the gate like an action movie and jacking up Woody’s grille, but that was a big no thank you. Maybe another day, another vehicle. Instead, I jumped out, took hold of the end, and began walking backward. It began cracking at three feet, then snapped off entirely at five. I tossed it aside and was back in Woody and moving. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was looking for or what I would find, but I was hoping for something super bad. I did a half loop around to the back of the building and over to the loading docks.
Five bays made up the building’s back wall. Three stalls were empty. Two had semis backed up in them. What were the chances there would be a preload of bad already neatly packed up and ready to go? Zero to none, I guessed. I put Woody in the nearest slot to the back door. I jumped out, running around to let out Six and then Apoc, where I jacked with the straitjacket for a full twenty minutes. Fine, it was more like twenty seconds. I get dramatic when I’m rushy. I looked at Apoc. “I don’t suppose you could self-install?”
I had to take a quick step back to balance against the sudden weight attached to my back. “Thank you,” I said, actively ignoring the fact that baby backpacks were part of my life now.
Norm had been hardcore vibing my insides since the gas station, so I didn’t hesitate to put a boot to the back door.
The warehouse space before us was … well, pretty warehousey, and honestly rather depressing with its rows and rows of crates with hazardous waste symbols stamped all over them. I tried to hush my environment-loving heart, but the sight of so much bad-for-us things stacked in ready to deploy and destroy mode had me second-guessing my quickly forming plan. The questioning of my plan of attack was short-lived because if Lucifer had his way, there wouldn’t be a world left for all of us to destroy ourselves.
I hit the big green up button for one of the dock doors that had a semi parked in front of it, waiting patiently for an extra foot of gap for kid clearance before I slid under it. The back of the truck’s trailer had double-swinging doors. Before my next stop, I thought it best to unbuckle Apoc and leave him on the dock. “Stay,” I ordered, then pointed at Six, “You got him.” Six barked once, moving to Apoc’s side, and placing a paw on one of the straitjacket’s straps, holding Apoc’s already wiggling ass in place.
I leapt the short two-foot gap to the back of the truck and pried open the trailer doors. As I’d suspected, it was as empty as the fried shrimp tray at Shoney’s buffet.
“Let’s get it loaded up,” I said, already running toward the nearby forklift and dropping into its seat. Keys, check. Bucket list item, check. Hey, you can go climb Mount Fuji. I’ve always wanted to drive a forklift. You do you. I’ll do me.
It took a second to get the loosey-goosey feel of the steering wheel, but sometime between the water fountain incident and the near miss of the hazmat safety station, I got a feel for it, at least that was all the way up until I didn’t. I was flipping levers, pushing buttons, and twisting knobs because, um, that’s what one does when presented with a plethora of levers, buttons, and knobs. I blame kid stimulation toys. Anywho, one of said buttons or it could have been a lever, or a knob, shot the forks up to the top of their track, where they snagged the corner of a storage rack. That wasn’t a horrible thing since I was stopped at the time. It did become a slight horrible-ish thing when I hit the wrong knob, pulled the wrong lever, and might have accidentally pushed the gas pedal and started going forward. We, and by we I mean the forklift and I because we were in this together at this point, went from ass to back in a blink. Followed relatively quickly by a rather large crash.
When I crawled out from the destruction, Apoc was laughing and clapping. “Again. Again.” To add to the funzies, my dog, and I’m seriously considering changing our status on Facebook, was rolling on his back, legs wildly running in the air, and doing a bark chuffing thing, which I didn’t find all that flattering.
“I’d like to see one of you do any better,” I huffed, already spinning around the room in search of an alternative means of loading the truck that didn’t include the time it would take for me to heft the containers in one by one as my internal doomsday clock was already hitting the warning bells. Famine would be knocking at the edge of town any—The building shook with a distant sound and a glow of light flashed in the dock door. Guess that answered that. Famine was at the car lot. My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out.
“Slowed, but still here,” read the text from Sammy.
“Ideas. Ideas.” Ordering my brain to speed up its processors. All I could come up with was to get the forklift back on its wheels and try again. “Wakey, wakey, Norm. I’m going to need some assistance,” I said as I fumbled to get a solid grip on the cage.
Six barked once. Then twice. I was midlift so it was a no-go on checking on him at the moment. Plus, it wasn’t his “shit is about to get real” bark so I kept lifting. I got the cab mid-thigh when Six barked again. “Not helping,” I grunted, before taking a breath to try to lift again. Boob high this time, I paused, taking a moment to draw from my reserves. I adjusted my grip. “Okay, on three. One.” I adjusted my footing. “Two.” Six barked again. A short double tap this time. “Not now, Six. Three.”
I stood back, admiring my upright awesomeness for a second. Then spun to look at my adoring fans. “I’m pretty much a bad—”
The man standing in the doorway was sixty-five give or take five in either direction. Cholesterol rating I guessed was north of 180. His black cap said SECURITY, and his gray hair shot out in every direction as if it had been at an underage kegger and someone yelled “Cops.” His too-big black windbreaker had SECURITY across the right breast, a stencil image of a badge on his left. I was starting to sense a theme. His belt was doing a half-ass, literally, job of holding his pants at the proper height, and his front zipper gave up halfway through its journey.
“Hey, boo,” I said with a finger wave.
His mouth didn’t technically move, but his denture plate did so he adjusted it with a thumb. “You ain’t supposed to be here,” he finally said.
“Are any of us really? I mean spiritually maybe, but …?”
He coughed. “So you’re one of those city hippity-dippity freaks that wanna save the Earth, are ya?”
“You have no idea, Barney.”
“How’d you lift that machine?”
“Vegan. Plant-based diet,” I said, just to see if his head would explode. It didn’t, but it was an inconclusive experiment as it was questionable whether he even heard me.
“You got your man in here helping you?” He asked as he pulled at the set of handcuffs looped through his belt. Or at least he tried. I waited. Until I didn’t.
I left the security dude handcuffed on the top shelf of the now empty rack. I could have left him on the first shelf or second, third or fourth, but I didn’t. I blame it on the “you got your man helping you” comment.
“And I’ll have you know, a woman and her ovaries can wreck a forklift and trash a biohazard facility all by herself these days.” I tweaked his nose before leaping down.
Oh, and if you think the shelves were empty because of my little incident, they weren’t. I mean those ones over there were, sure, but these particular ones were clear because Apoc had taken it upon himself to poof all the crates of chemicals into the trailer. I looked at the full truck and then at Six. “We’re going to have to work on our communications.”
I turned to Apoc. “I don’t suppose you know how to drive this thing too?” I got a spit bubble in response. “Right. I’m going to make sure this thing has keys.” Probably should’ve started with that, but it was a quickly evolving plan. “Stay put.”
It did have keys. It also had an instrument panel that would rival a 747. And it was a stick shift. “Super.” I jammed the clutch in, jockeyed with the shifter, found neutral after the eighth try, and brought the rig to life. It rumbled and bucked, then smoothed out. “Okay, I totally got this. I just don’t have Six—”
“What the shit are you doin’?”
“Holy fuck,” I grabbed my chest to keep my heart from escaping.
“You tryin’ to steal my rig?” A head poked out of the cab’s curtains.
“Borrowing.” I corrected.
“The hell you are,” he said, crawling out and into the front cab. FYI, he wasn’t a small guy. He and his breath filled the front of the cab. Including some of the space I was currently occupying. PS, his breath wasn’t minty fresh. Actually there wasn’t anything about him that could be associated with the word “fresh.” Think more along the lines of a two-day-old gas station burrito left in a car. In the Sahara. With the windows rolled up.
“Listen, I just need to borrow your truck for a quick trip down the road.” I took in the America, NRA, veteran theme of the cab. “I’m part of a secret military operation, and we have a terrorist attack threatening good American citizens on the other side of town.” I grabbed the black veteran’s cap from the dash and handed it to him. “You with me, solider?”
Dude looked down at the hat and back up at me. “Yeah, I have bone spurs.” He handed the hat back to me. “And this is my brother’s rig. He pays me to take his runs so he can spend the weekend with his girlfriend and his wife doesn’t find out.”
I sighed. “Fine. What’ll it take for you to drive this rig across town?”
He looked at my chest. “Hundred bucks and I get to touch your boobs.”
“Fifty and you get to touch a boob,” I countered.
“Deal,” he said, starting to reach out.
I no-goed it, bending his hand back just enough to have him squirming and tapping out with the other. “Okay, okay.”
“Drive first. Boob later.”
He shook his wrist out. “I like it rough.”
I smiled. “Lucky you, rough is kind of my specialty.” I pulled the door release, dropped to the ground, and slammed the door behind me. He slid over into the driver’s seat and rolled down the window. “I’m Big D, by the way.”
“Of course you are.”
He wiggled his eyebrows. “Lead the way, mama.”
I started off, backpedaling to look back up at him. “You might see something big and kind of black, swirling, but just ignore it.”
“Sweet cheeks, I’d drive into a tornado for a go at those boobs.”
“I—you—yeah, I have nothing. Just follow me.”




Chapter 13
I punched in Ashlyn’s number as we drove. She was running and slightly breathless when she picked up. “You okay?”
“Fine. You guys?”
“He’s at the edge of town. First row of houses. I heard a thunderous roar in the background. “Make that the second row. We’re pushing everyone toward the east side of town trying to get them out of his direct path. We can’t do much more than that right now.”
I leaned forward to see out of Woody’s windshield. Blackness ate the sky. “Michael close?”
“He just landed. He, Samuel, and Ariel are picking up the elderly and kids and flying them to safety.”
“Okay, tell him to come to me. Then I need everyone to stay away.”
She wanted to ask questions, but said instead, “Please don’t get yourself killed. I love you.”
“Not planning on it. And love ya back.”
Michael went wings down in the road fifty yards ahead of me. I pulled over alongside him, jumping out to wave Big D and his rig in behind me. “Take Woody, Apoc, Six, and this dude.” I threw a thumb over my shoulder toward Big D, who was hanging out the door looking at the scene playing out before him. Houses were imploding. Wood, roofs, and cars were being thrown into the air before crashing into the earth only to be consumed seconds later. Electric poles were falling, sparking and lighting into flame. Water hydrants were ripped from the ground, plumes of water shooting forty feet into the air. And Famine took it all in.
“What the shit?” Big D asked.
“Get them out of here.” I pulled Big D the rest of the way out of his cab. “Go with him.”
“Hey, what about my boob action?”
I crawled into the cab and leaned back out the window. “Michael, give this dude fifty bucks and let him touch your boob.” Michael was leaning in the back window, checking on Apoc, and yet even with the chaos whipping around us I heard his head hit the door frame.
“Fifty bucks and what?” Michael asked, rubbing the back of his head.
“Magic Mike meet Big D. Big D meet your boob for the evening.”
“Oh hell no.” Big D double-fisted his hips. “I said your boob.”
“And I said a boob; you should always listen to the fine print.” I gave him a wink before ducking back in the cab and firing up the engine. I gave them both a two-finger salute before dropping the truck into reverse, popping the clutch and straight up killing the engine. I leaned out the window again. “Apparently, my badass exit scenes need a little work.” I got double nods of agreement. “Take two.”
This time I nailed the dismount if you don’t take off points for the row of mailboxes I took out. I eventually fifteen-point turned it, and I’m proud to state no lawn art was lost in the making of this scene.
I pushed ahead, trying to drive several streets in front of the destruction before cutting back to park the rig at the far edge of the school, which was in the direct path of Famine. It wasn’t a big parking lot, only a short L-shape that bent left around the school, but I hoped it was big enough for what I had in mind. I waited there, facing the darkness head-on, able now to see the eye of the storm. A man, or at least the animated bones of one, rode atop a black horse. The blackness I could see now wasn’t coming from him, but it was him. As the earth disappeared, he absorbed it like a freakin’ mega Dyson vacuum. Dirt, grass, trees, asphalt, house whatever was in his way, he devoured.
I watched as he pulled the reins of his horse, stopping them both at the far edge of the parking lot. The ground rumbled in chorus with the darkness falling around him as if it was fading into the earth, leaving just the horse and rider illuminated by the parking lot lights.
“If he says get in my belly, I’m going to freakin’ lose my shit,” I said to no one.
“Hello, demon hunter. Fancy meeting you here,” Famine said, though I didn’t see his lips move. Could be because he didn’t have any, but also could be that he’d preset his channel to my brain waves as the voice seemed to be coming from inside my own ear holes.
“Hey, Famine,” I said. “I met your brother earlier, and to be honest I can’t say I’m a fan.”
He laughed. “That’s too bad. He was rather fond of you. He went on and on, excited to have you for dinner. To feast on your flesh, to have your heart for dessert, and to use your bones as toothpicks.”
“You might want to reconsider. I’ve heard more than once that I tend to cause indigestion.”
“I think we’re willing to take our chances.”
“Okay, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” I punched the gas, released the clutch, and killed it. “Sorry, hold on. Epic kickass scene to recommence in three.” I jammed the clutch in, dropped the gear back into neutral. “Two.” And started the engine. “One.”
I got the truck up to forty in the short distance, shortened even more by Famine who was back in black suck-up-the-Earth mode. I didn’t know if forty was fast enough, but we were going to have to go with it. I jerked the wheel hard to the right. It took a second for speed and gravity to do their thing, which happened to be the exact amount of time I needed to regret my recent life choices, starting with not putting on my seat belt.
My head bounced off the driver’s-side door frame, the top of the cab, and then the steering wheel, and that was all before the cab slammed into the ground. My head was always an overachiever. Our momentum took us another twenty yards on our side. The trip would have been a little longer, but it was interrupted by the concrete base of a light pole. The semi groaned as it came to rest or that could’ve been me; it was hard to decipher through the ringing in my ears. I tried to sit up, but my body vetoed the plan. I contemplated just staying put and going with crossing my fingers and hoping for the best, but the sky darkening above me was the motivational poster my muscles needed, and I got my head and ass upright. Go team.
I used the steering wheel and the edge of the seat as a step stool, getting me just high enough to pull the top half of my body out of the passenger side window. Luckily, it had shattered on impact because honestly I wasn’t in the mood to deal with an intact one. Sometimes it’s the small things.
Two hands grabbed my wrists and began to pull. “You’re seriously ridiculous,” Ashlyn said. “I can’t leave you alone for five minutes.”
“Should’ve read my warning label,” I mumbled as I wormed the bottom half of my body the rest of the way out of the window.
“I’m going to warning label something,” she said, as she pulled me into her lap.
“Sounds kinky.” I gave her a quick kiss. “I’m in, but I thought I told you to stay away.”
“I thought I told you not to kill yourself?”
“Right. Okay, how about we run now and argue this out later?” I asked, already pulling her to her feet.
“Works for me.”
Though I’d jackknifed the truck sideways, causing her to flip on her side, the collision with the light pole base had spun the ass back where it came from. Despite my ribs arguing otherwise, that had been a good thing as it gave us seventy feet of running surface and seventy feet to think up another genius plan. Honestly, I was kind of iffy about the last one.
I jumped the divide between cab and trailer, reaching back to catch Ashlyn as she followed. I pushed her ahead of me, checking my rear view as we ran. The sheet metal of the cab began to bend and buckle as the blackness overcame it. I didn’t see, but heard as it ripped from the frame. A side mirror caught me in the middle of my back, causing me to stumble a step. Ashlyn looked back, her eyes going wide. I’d like to say I have that effect on her, but I thought it might be the fact that the truck was being destroyed faster than the seven-layer bean dip at a family reunion. And if that wasn’t enough visual for ya, we were now a good six wheels shy of an eighteen-wheeler.
Samuel and Ariel broke through the edge of the darkness, their white wings barely visible in the black. I turned back just in time to catch the top half of a still hot exhaust pipe. “Ouch, hot. Hot. Hot.” I threw it aside as I caught Ariel’s eye and pointed at Ashlyn. She nodded and dove. “Babe, keep running and then jump. Run and jump!” I repeated as Ashlyn was quickly nearing the end of our very short road.
Ariel scooped Ashlyn from the air, catching her under the arms and behind the knees and flying her off and away from danger. Sammy buzzed me as the black began nipping at my heels. “I got ya,” he yelled as I jumped.
Technically he did have me. And not to be judgy or ungrateful, but when I jumped Sammy hooked me hang-glider style under my armpits. Once we were in the clear, I looked down at my dangling feet then up at him, which was hard to do when my shoulders were touching my earlobes, causing what I was sure to be one mega-double chin. “In the future, if we ever find ourselves in a similar situation, do you think maybe, and I don’t mean to sound unappreciative, but just maybe you can save my ass and leave some of my dignity intact?”
Sammy chuckled. “I’ll try.”
“Cool. Thanks.”
Sammy went wheels down alongside Ashlyn and Ariel at the far end of the parking lot where I had started this party. “Please tell me there’s more to your plan than semi-truck hors d’oeuvres,” Ashlyn said, as we watched the trailer’s rear bumper disappear into the inky abyss.
“Pshht.” I said. “Have a little faith.”
We watched as a light pole disappeared as well as three rows of parking spaces, the “Welcome to Sullivan High School Home of the Fighting Tigers sign,” and the entire west wing.
“My faith is wavering,” Ashlyn offered.
We all took a step back as the tower of the blackest suckiest suck in the history of suck, continued to, well … suck. “Just have to give it a minute.”
We gave it a minute. Then another one. And another just for good measure.
“AJ?” Ashlyn asked.
“Wait for it.”
We waited as we took another step back. “Okay, maybe I mistakenly, overly glass half-filled this situation.” Another step back put our heels against the curb.
“Do you happen to have a Plan B?” Ashlyn asked.
“Yes.”
Ashlyn looked at me after my reflective hesitation. “Care to share?”
“Actually, I was considering opening it up to the committee and taking suggestions.”
“Running kind of sounds like a solid plan,” Sammy said, the edge of the blackness only fifty yards away now.
“I could get behind that idea,” Ashlyn said, as Famine Slurpee strawed the last row of tire stops between him and us.
“All in favor?” I asked.
Three ayes.
“Aye. Motion approved,” I said, turning Ashlyn and ushering her swiftly stage right.
We all pulled up two steps later as a cough-burp combo erupted from the bowels of the darkness. Literally, you know the kind where little chunks of your last meal rise up and tap your tonsils. Another gut rumble hit the airwaves, louder this time, causing the darkness around Famine to shimmer as if he had a bad connection. In the short glitches of blackness, horse and rider, blackness, horse and rider, I started to believe maybe someone’s tum-tum was upset. I also might have smiled (totally did).
Then the black dropped completely and so did my grin as Famine sat before us. He growled. Or gagged. Hard to tell. He pitched forward, and his horse reared back on his hindlegs, throwing Famine back in the saddle. When the horse’s hooves hit the earth again, it shook the houses a block away and Famine lifted his head. A tar-like substance ran from both sides of his mouth. “What did you—” His body spasmed, his head flew back, and jerked again. I’d been to enough two-for-one tequila shot specials to know what would happen next. “Run!”




Chapter 14
Michael, Sammy, and Ariel did their presto-forget-o trick on the townsfolk who had been uprooted from their homes. Hazmat teams were on the other side of town taking charge of contamination and containment efforts, while law enforcement and factory representatives asked questions. Tornado was currently number one on the leader board as the explanation for the destruction, and a close second was terrorist act. Last place was that Big D’s terrorists created the tornado theory. We left on that note.
I’d wanted to drive through the night, but after our little tête-à-tête with Famine, the entire crew was exhausted and a little banged up. We went another thirty minutes down the road before finding a small two-level hotel. We always tried to avoid the big chain hotels—too many people, and there might have been a small incident in a Hampton Inn in Walla Walla that resulted in a blacklist of sorts. To be fair, I had no idea that chocolate pudding clogged bathtubs. And sinks. And apparently was a bitch to clean out of air conditioner vents. But now I do. Knowledge is power.
I went first in the small shower. After Ashlyn did her own rinse and repeat, she found me setting in one of the wire-framed chairs that was bolted to the floor of our room’s patio. It was the most uncomfortable thing on which I’d ever placed my ass. And let’s be honest, that was really saying something.
Ashlyn released the towel that she’d wrapped around her head, laying it over the back of the other chair to dry. She ran her fingers through her damp hair a couple of times to release any tangles. “I’m going to take a wild guess and say you’re not going to come in and get any sleep, are you?”
I took her hand and kissed it. “No, you go. I’m going to take the first watch.”
“You think there will be more tonight?” Though there wasn’t a lot of “tonight” left.
“I don’t know. But we can’t leave it to chance.”
“Danny and Mia will call us if they see anything stirring,” she said.
“I know, but I’d feel better if I stayed up.”
Ashlyn and I’d done this conversational circle a number of times. Each go-around was shorter and shorter. She moved to kneel in front of me. “Wake me up in a couple of hours and we’ll switch.”
I nodded, though we both knew I’d give her more than a couple of hours. That was, if there was more than a couple of hours.
She rolled her eyes. “You’re ridiculous.”
“You’re usually naked and panting when you say that.”
She pushed up on her toes to kiss me. “You’re a complicated mix of ridiculous.”
I held her there with her face in my hands. “I love you,” I whispered.
“I love you, too,” she replied, turning slightly to give my palm a kiss.
“I’m the luckiest girl in the world.”
She chuckled. “You fight demons, have the horsemen of the apocalypse after you—”
“Minus one,” I said.
“Maybe minus one,” she conceded, “and you’re on Lucifer’s most wanted list.”
I traced the edge of her lips with my thumb. “That’s just my day job.”
She rolled her eyes before closing them and laying her head on my lap. I ran my fingers through her still damp hair, listening as her heart and breaths slowed. I was tired and I had the supernatural equivalent of a vat of Red Bull running through my veins. Ashlyn had to be exhausted. I waited for her sleep to deepen and her arms to eventually go slack around my waist before I picked her up and carried her to the bed. She didn’t resist. Instead, she snuggled up against me, her breaths tickling the side of my neck, causing my heart to do the hokey pokey with all my parts in and shaking all about.
Back out on the patio I stared off into the distance, which honestly wasn’t that far since we faced the back of a Dollar General. That scene became uninteresting real quick so I hopped the short railing and landed in the landscaping, which consisted of two seen-better-days shrubs. I slipped through relatively unscathed except for an unknown object sticking to the treads of my boot. Two of the four lights were out on the back side of the hotel, which normally wouldn’t be an issue for me to see what was trying to catch a ride, but I had my eyes pressed shut. “Please don’t be a condom. Please don’t be a condom,” I begged as I switched from hopping around on one foot to feverishly scrapping it against the ground like a readying bull.
“I never understood the human’s need to dance. Every race, every generation,” a voice said from the shadows.
I hip-checked the ass of a ’90s something Buick, which gave me an idea. I kicked my boot on the bumper and dragged it down, dislodging … and, yep, a flippin’ condom. “Reason 12,364,” I muttered before turning and greeting my guest.
“Reason for what,” Papa Michael said, stepping out onto the broken asphalt.
“Why I’m a no-go with the jizz hose.”
“Jizz hose?”
I normally would have taken great glee in having just inspired an archangel to say jizz hose, but my energizers were low. “Nothing. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I understand you survived and even managed to defeat one of my brother’s horsemen. That’s very impressive.”
“So what? You’re here to hand out participation ribbons?”
“I’m here to see if my son has reconsidered.”
“And you stopped in to annoy me first because?” I asked, already starting to walk away from him.
“I thought maybe you would know his decision.”
“I’m not your son’s keeper. I’m his friend.” I stopped and turned. “Actually, I’m more than his friend. I’m his family because his turned out to be shit and abandoned him.”
With one flap of his wings, he was in front of me. “Most humans would bow at my feet.”
“Yeah, I’m not most humans, and bowing isn’t really my thing. Sorry to disappoint.” I flicked him in the breastbone and resumed walking.
It took a bit, but the angel eventually came alongside me. “I’m not disappointed. It’s quite refreshing actually.”
“Not a fan of the blind worship types?”
“Not particularly.”
I side-eyed him. “Funny, since you’re so good at it.”
He stiffened, but didn’t kabob me with the large sword sheathed at his waist, so win.
“That is different.”
I snorted a laugh. “Is it? Please do tell.”
“I serve The Almighty, the maker of worlds. This is how it must be.”
“I dig the creator of the Double Stuf Oreo. Doesn’t mean I would forsake my family for them.”
This time he stopped. “I didn’t forsake my family. My son made choices, and now he has to deal with the consequences.”
“He fell in love. Had a child. Chose to leave everything he knew, go against everything he was taught to believe in, to find that child and protect him.” The images of finding Michael in Hell hung by meat hooks fueled my already brewing anger. “Because that’s what fathers do.”
I stepped into his angely grille. “They don’t take the fucking chicken exit and hide behind some bullshit thou shalt not, whatever the fuck, rules.” I stepped back. When he didn’t fill in the convo gap, I turned my back on him and walked away. “Man up and talk to your son. See your grandson. Maybe you will come to figure out, like I have, that they are worth fighting for.” I didn’t hear his retreat, but when I checked fifty yards later, he was gone.
Though I was bone tired, Papa Michael’s visit had my muscles humming. I needed to run.
It wasn’t the pretty trek that I’d enjoyed the last few weeks at the reservation. Instead of trees and rivers, I had dumpsters and grease traps since I wanted to keep to the alleys and the backsides of buildings. There was nothing like a woman running through town at four-plus a.m. in normal street clothes to attract the local cops. Been there, poorly explained that.
I’d just rounded the corner behind an Aldi when the path before me lit up a la yellow brick road. I stopped. Three-sixtied it. Nothing. I took a hesitant step. Then another. I wasn’t flash fried or beamed up to an awaiting spaceship, so I took that as a good sign. Well, that and Norm wasn’t lighting warning bells in my brain cap so I assumed nothing too horrible was going to happen. Probably. I went with it. I mean why not at this point. I looked around for another three hundred yards, stopping when the lighted path ended at an Arby’s. Let me repeat. An. Arby’s. W.T.Triple F. Translation: What the fuckity fucking fuck?
The back door swung open as if a maître d’ had seen me coming, but of course it wasn’t that because again, Arby’s, but I took the gesture as an opening to the most embarrassing death scene ever. I slipped in, the door closing behind me. I freakin’ swore if I did all this only to have my obituary say “died walking into an Arby’s,” I was going to lose my shit.
“Come in. Come in,” a voice, a pluck at my heartstrings voice, said from the kitchen area. “I’m just whipping up a couple of roast beefs and a batch of spicy curly fries.”
I eased around the corner of a cooling unit to see the woman that I associated with the voice leaning over the fry cooker. She looked up and smiled. “Hello, sweetheart.”
“Grandma?”
“In the flesh.” She looked down at her semi-translucent body. “Well, maybe not in the flesh, but you get the idea.”
I stepped closer and paused. “Am I dead? I don’t remember dying. There’s been a couple iffy moments but—”
“No, you’re not dead. I’m the only one here with that privilege.”
Flashbacks from my acid trip to purgatory set off warning bells in my skull. “How do I know it’s really you?”
Grandma turned full frontal, and all my insides went mushy. The mere sight of my very most favorite person ever made me not care if she was real or not—well, as long as she didn’t try to eat my face. “Your favorite food is my fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and gravy.”
“Psht. That’s on my LinkedIn page.”
“Okay, you hate beets.”
“Again, LinkedIn.”
She fisted a hand to her hip. Total g-ma move and my heart went wonky. “One summer when you were staying the week with us, you thought a doodle bug crawled in your nose and you ran around the yard screaming, “It’s eating my brain! It’s eating my brain!”
I waved the memory away. “Common childhood event that could apply to anyone.”
“All you were wearing at the time were your cowboy boots and your sister’s Care Bear underwear because you forgot to pack any britches of your own.”
I did my own fist to hip action. “Which bear?”
“Grumpy bear. Your little sister said it was what you were making her.”
I smiled. “Grandma.”
“Sweetheart,” she answered, her arms opening wide so I could step into them. She was corporeal enough for me to wrap my arms around her, to feel her lips give my cheek an all-too-familiar kiss. I held her tight, not letting go until she finally tapped out. “Okay, okay. I technically don’t need to breathe anymore, but it’s still a nice option.”
I stepped back, taking her in. “What are you doing here?” I looked around at the here.
“I was having one heck of a craving for a roast beef sandwich and spicy curly fries. They try up there, but they aren’t the same. Probably because everything is organic.” She rolled her eyes as she moved back to the sandwich-making station. Some machine dinged overhead. “I miss these and the Wendy’s chocolate Frosty. Again, they try, but it’s all almond and soy nonsense.”
“So you just came down for a late night,” I eyed the clock on the nearby oven, “early morning snack?”
“A bonus for making the trip. Let me just get this.” She moved to dump the fry basket, shaking it a few times to get off the extra grease. “Then we’ll sit down and chat.”
“Okay.”
“You know, cooking is one thing I don’t miss.” She sighed as she moved back to the buns already out on the counter. “Except for family dinners. I loved our big family dinners.”
My heart coughed in my chest at the memories. My grandma and mother would put together the most amazing feasts for the holidays. “How is your mother?” she asked, as if she’d taken the same memory lane trip. “I’ve popped in on her and my boy Roy several times. They seem well.”
“They’re good.”
“Your sister? The girls? They’re getting so big. Three packets of sauce enough?”
“What?” She waved Arby’s special sauce packets. “Yeah, sure. Fine. They’re all doing good.” I just hoped they stayed that way.
She plated a tray with a wrapper before putting the two sandwiches, a pile of fries, and a handful of condiments on it. “Okay then. Let’s eat.”
I followed my grandmother to the front of the restaurant. She handed me the tray as she stopped to grab drinks from the soda dispenser. “No pop up there either.” She rolled her eyes with exaggerated suffering. “I don’t see the harm. What would it do, kill us?” She pulled two cups from the dispenser, filling them with ice. “What can I get you?”
“A shot of bourbon. Or seven.”
She chuckled. “That’s another thing they don’t do up there. It’s all wine, wine, and more wine. Never had the taste for the stuff myself.” She set two sodas on the tray. “Let’s sit.”
I did as I was told, and she slid in the booth across from me. “You look a little tired. You’re not getting enough rest.” I lifted and dropped a shoulder. “You have such a burden to bear, my sweet AJ.”
I reached for a curly fry. “You know about that?”
“Yes. Now. I didn’t know about anything then. Well, that’s not true. I knew something had happened during our trip, but I’d thought you were heartbroken over that Native American boy who started following you around. Summer love and all that.”
I snorted. “Umm, no.”
Grandma chuckled. “Yeah, I guess I missed the mark by a mile on that one. I didn’t know at the time you preferred lady friends.”
I chuckled. “Yes, I do like lady friends.”
“Good for you.” She patted my wrist. “Boys are nothing but trouble. If I had a do-over I might like a lady friend myself.”
I coughed on my curly fry. “Grandma! Geez!”
“Oh, I love your grandfather. And apparently, there is no getting rid of him at this point. So I guess I’ll keep him. But give me another go, maybe I’d give Ellen a run for that wife of hers. Porsche.”
“Portia?”
“Um, all I know is she could rev a girl’s engine.”
“I really hope this is a dream and I’m going to forget this whole convo in the morning.”
Grandma laughed. “Spirit walk actually.”
“Spirit walk?”
“Yeah, you know, wander off in the woods, commune with nature, find your way.”
“My spirit walk consists of me sleepwalking into an Arby’s to eat curly fries? Wait, what am I thinking? Of course it does.”
“It consists of you searching for encouragement, safety, and answers with someone you trust to give you advice. Plus, you’re not sleepwalking; you’re totally woke.” I cocked a brow. “Isn’t that what all the kids are saying these days? Woke?”
“Yeah. Sure. But it doesn’t mean awake-awake, it’s more like informed or educated about something.”
“Oh, so I guess I should say I’m woke that you’re a lesbian demon hunter. And I’m so sorry about that. Well, sorry about the last part. We should’ve gone to Pea Ridge like we’d planned or found somewhere else to go that summer.”
“Pea Ridge? What does that have to do with this?”
“That’s where we’d planned on taking you girls. We always liked trying to take you two somewhere fun, but educational. That year we’d planned on taking you to the Battle of Pea Ridge. We’d learned that my great-great-uncle had fought there and thought the family connection would be interesting.”
I hated to tell her, but cannonballs and dudes running around with faux muskets wouldn’t have ever been interesting to my seventeen-year-old self or any age self. Today, however, I was very interested, at least in the “not going” part of the Battle of Pea Ridge story. “Why didn’t we go?”
“Well, first we wanted to move things up a couple of weeks because of the whole …” she trailed off.
“Erika thing?”
“Right, that. We wanted to get you away from it all, but then the day before we were going to leave there was an incident.”
“An incident? What kind of incident?”
“One of the reenactors took his role a little too seriously and injured a half dozen union soldiers before one of the visitors realized it wasn’t part of the show and intervened.”
“A visitor?” I had a feeling I knew this “visitor” as he was likely the same “visitor” that had pulled me out of the river weeks before.
“Yes. I can’t remember all the details. Anyway, when that happened, your grandpa and I decided we’d take you to Oklahoma instead.”
My teeth began to itch. “Oklahoma? Why Oklahoma?”
She waved a hand. “Ironically, that same day we got a tourist flyer in the mail. You know one of those ‘Visit Oklahoma,’ and we thought it looked educational and a little serendipitous since our other plans got sidetracked.”
“So we went to Oklahoma instead. Surprise. Surprise.” I would have pushed back from the table, flipped a chair, and begun pacing, but I was in a booth. Booths were not conducive to fit throwing. There was something about the butt slide, adjust, butt slide, adjust, and then out thing that took a little off the top, so I stayed seated. “It was serendipitous all right,” I muttered.
“Well, I guess we know now it was fate’s little nudge. Fair or not,” Grandma reached out and laid a hand over mine. The familiar touch deflated me. “Sweetheart, you were meant to be there. The world needs you. You are so very special.” She squeezed my hand, coaxing my eyes up to hers. “I’m so sorry all of this was put on you, but I’m also very proud. You could’ve turned your back, but instead you’ve chosen to fight. And because of your choice; because of who you are, we—humanity—have a chance.”
“But what if I can’t, what if I’m not—”
“Hush that right now.” She used her other hand to give my arm a little slap. “I won’t hear any negative Nelly talk. Plus, your food is getting cold. You need to eat. You’re too skinny.” She gave my hand one last squeeze and released it to lift the top of my sandwich to apply a generous swirl. “I got one of these every Sunday after church.”
Her wistful tone brought me back. “And Grandpa always got the ham and cheese. How is he by the way?”
“He’s good. He’s in his element. But I’ll tell you; they lie.”
“They who? And lie about what?”
“They,” she swirled a fry at the sky, which was a bit counterproductive. It being curly it was technically now pointed at the bathrooms. “That until death do you part stuff. There is no part about it. Every day. Every single day. And he still snores. Of all the things they fix once you get up there, snoring ain’t one of them. So I tell you now, pick carefully, because you’ll be stuck with them.”
I chuckled. “Duly noted.”
“Actually, I think you’re doing pretty good in that department. I think Ashlyn is very lovely.” She gave me a wink.
“Ashlyn. You know about her too?” This thought warmed my gut. There had been so many times I’d wished my grandma had had the chance to know Ashlyn and vice versa. “How do you know about …”
“I check in on you. I used to check in on you more, but I made the mistake of dropping in late one night when you were leaving a bar in Texas.”
“Which bar?” I asked, silently praying she wasn’t talking about the cowboy bar where me and the Wild West exotic dance troupe ended up on top of a grain elevator. Let’s just say it’s all fun and games until someone loses a G-string in a conveyor belt.
“The one outside Blessing, Texas.”
Damn, forgot about that one. “Before or after Danny lost the assless chaps bet?”
“After. Which was a little bit of a blessing, but you young lady.” She scolded me with another fry.
“Hey, in my defense, it was the rodeo clown’s idea.”
“Hmm, hmmm.” She ate the fry.
I took a bite of my sandwich. “So how is up there? All bright and cheery? Is there real music or is it harps 24/7?”
Grandma laughed. “It’s nice, pleasant. A lot like here, but the news is a lot more boring. Perfect weather. No crime,” she smiled. “They are nice.”
“They? Like everyone is nice? That has to be a tad annoying.”
“They—God.”
The drink I’d been swallowing reversed up my windpipe. I sputtered and coughed out, “God?”
Grandma handed me a napkin. “Say it, don’t spray it.”
“God? The God? You talk to …”
“God. Yes.”
“You said they?”
“Yes. God doesn’t identify as any one race or gender. They are all things, all beings.”
“Ohhh man, I bet some peeps become seriously woke when they get up there.”
“Honestly, the watch parties are one of my favorite things. Some high and mighty steps off the up elevator expecting to receive their golden crown to heaven. They stand out there smiling and preening while their life’s highlight reel plays on the jumbotron. Oh, the looks on their faces when they get slapped down and sent packing.” Grandma pinched her nose as she threw her head back and laughed. And my heart ached at the memory of her doing this very thing so many times over the years. It became my young life’s mission to make this woman laugh as much and as frequently as possible.
“You make it sound like Sunday night football.”
Grandma waved me off. “Kind of, only I don’t judge them. To do that you have to go through this whole work study, certification, and exam thing. I haven’t bothered. Maybe when they move to online. I’ve heard rumors that’s in the works.”
“Online classes for judging people?
“I’m just kidding. Only the Holy One does the judging. Well, unless they are on vacation; then some subs or the interns tag in and run the show.”
“On the jumbotron?”
“They draw a big crowd. I don’t go to every one of them. They’re every day, well except for Sunday, of course. They take that whole day of rest thing seriously up there. I usually go on Taco Tuesday and when they do the fried popcorn shrimp buffet special, unless it conflicts with my pickleball league.”
“Pickleball?”
“Yes, it’s really fun. Oh, when you get there, maybe you and I could team up. Grandpa is good, but he’s a little soft when we play the nuns’ team, Nun Ya Bizness. They’re ruthless. Probably all that built-up sexual energy. They have taken us out in the last round of the tourney for the past three years running.”
I had no words. Wait, found some. “This is the most messed-up spirit walk ever. You sure I’m not hallucinating from one too many Frappuccino’s? Or maybe I accidentally licked one of those poisonous frog butts?”
Grandma chuckled. “Wouldn’t put it past you. You were always good at getting into messes. Remember the time you tied a sheet around your neck, crawled up on the well house, and thought you could fly? Or the next week when you got your new cast suck in the toy grabber game?
“I was robbed.”
“Or the time you thought there was a pirate ship full of treasure in the backyard, and you spent all day out there with a shovel. You found three bottle caps and a license plate. Oh, and then when you thought you—”
“Let’s be honest, this could go on for a while. Can we maybe …” I rolled my wrist.
Grandma chuckled. “Oh, I could go on for an eternity, which I have.” She sighed, “But, sadly, you don’t.”
“Wow, spoiler alert much?”
“You’re good. Well, for now you’re good. Or I think you are. Honestly, they don’t tell us that either. I have no idea really, but when do we ever know? My best friend up there, Rita, one minute she was eating a churro, and then the next she got taken out by a lawn chair.” Grandma clapped her hands together. “It just folded right up on her.”
“Your best friend got killed by a lawn chair folding up on her?”
“Well, technically, it was the bull that ran over her. She was over in Spain watching the Running of the Bulls from a street-side patio …”
“In a lawn chair,” I finished for her.
She bobbed her head. “Yep, one of her orthopedic shoes got caught up in the legs and … whammo. I didn’t say Rita was the smartest, but she can put a mean spin on a pickleball. We do women’s doubles together.”
“Nice.” I waited a second or two. “Grandma?”
“Yes?”
“Spirit walk?” I prompted.
“Right. What about it?”
“That was my question.”
“Oh, well I don’t know. It’s your journey. You are supposed to find the answers you need here. I’m just here as a friendly guide.”
“Got to be honest, Grandma, you’re nailing the friendly part, but the guide …” I waffled my hand back and forth.
“Listen here, Miss Sassafrass.” I couldn’t help but grin at her grandma slang for smart mouth. “You are the only one who can make sense of it all.”
“Nothing about my life makes sense,” I said, sliding lower in the booth.
“You were never one to throw a pity party. A kegger, yes, but not a pity party.”
A sphere of light opened up next to our booth. “Looks like my ride is here. I have to go.” She slid out of the booth and held open her arms, which were also fading. “Come here, sweet child.”
I stood and walked into her arms. “I don’t want you to go.” Words I’d said to her a thousand times, the last time having been before they closed the casket at her funeral.
“Know that I’m never far. Oh sorry, I almost forgot. Granny Mattox told me to tell you, ‘Answers are in your past.’”
I stared blankly at her. She gave me another hug and kiss on the cheek. “You will figure it all out. I have faith in you. You always were a tenacious little thing. I’ll see you soon.” Then she stepped into the light and was gone—for a whole second, and then she leaned back out. “But not too soon. Be careful.” And with a tootleoo wave of her fingers she was gone. And the light was gone.
I dropped back into the booth, pushing the tray aside to make room for my exhausted brain, which I banged repeatedly on the table. “Answers are in my past? What the freak am I supposed to do with that.” Before my brain could populate a useful answer, shadows shifted in the room, and a glow of a flashlight began to sweep the dining area. “Shit.” I stayed low as I slid out of the booth. I duckwalked two feet, then sighed, “Damn, environmental conditioning.” I retreated to grab our tray and trash, disposed of them and fled the scene.
Ashlyn was standing on the small patio, her fingers playing an unknown riff on the side of her plastic-foam motel coffee cup. “Go for a run?” she asked as I approached.
I forwent the bushes and their hidden treasures, choosing to leap from the parking lot to the patio. “Yeah. It was interesting.”
“Lights and sirens interesting?” she asked as police sirens were sounding in the background. I shrugged in response. She ran a hand over my cheek. “You’re exhausted. Samuel’s up and on lookout. Why don’t you come in, lie down for a bit, and tell me about it, including how you got lipstick on your cheek.”
I laid a hand over hers, pressing my two favorite DNAs closer to me.




Chapter 15
Light piercing my eyelids had me stirring a few hours later. I rolled over, auto-reaching for Ashlyn. I cracked an eyelid when I didn’t find a body next to me and pulled the pillow over my head, not even caring that I had a three-star motel petri dish of cooties covering so many of my exposed orifices. And wouldn’t that be an awesome end to all this. All this epic buildup only to have Lucifer taken out a la War of the Worlds style by him getting infected by bed cooties coming out my earholes. Wow, I was obviously still tired.
I felt the bed dip. “Morning, sunshine.”
I groaned.
Ashlyn lifted the pillow from my face. “I got you coffee and a cinnamon roll from the café down the street.”
The smell of coffee mixed with melting icing was enough incentive to have my eyelids exert a little more effort. I pushed up to sit against the headboard. “Thanks. How long was I out?”
“Not long enough. Only about three hours. It’s just after eight.”
“Danny and crew?” I asked as I pulled at the outer ring of the roll, pinching off a bite-size piece.
“Spoke to them about an hour ago. They weren’t seeing anything new. They have Grand and are heading this way. Danny wants us to stay here and wait for them. Go in together.”
I filed that in the “to be determined” file as I pulled off another bite and stuffed it in my mouth. “You tell him about my little encounter?”
“No, I figured that was your story to tell.”
“He was driving so Mia was going to start looking into it.” I nodded. “But you already have an idea.” It wasn’t a question.
“I don’t know. I hope I don’t.”
Ashlyn rubbed a hand up and down my thigh. “Apoc?”
“Apoc,” I repeated without the question mark. I set the cinnamon roll on the bedside table, any appetite for the sweet treat gone with my thoughts. Ashlyn did the same with the cup of coffee.
“I had the same thoughts, unfortunately. Wouldn’t that be the ironic twist. We end up using the very thing we’re trying to keep out of the hands of others.”
“Every good story has one.”
“If that’s the case, we’d be doing it to protect him. Not to gain power or take over …” Her words died out as they sank in. “Maybe there’s another way,” she said instead, moving to tuck herself along my side, her head lying on my chest, her arm wrapping around my waist.
“Maybe.”
We fell silent. My mind was trying to navigate all the unknowns only to hit road closed and detour signs at every turn. Ashlyn’s hand wandered underneath my shirt, bringing me back to the here and now. I was usually the one that kickstarted this ride, but when she took the handlebars, let’s just say all my parts roared to life. V to the vvv-room.
“Maybe we give our brains a rest for a while?” she asked as her caresses moved north and she swung a hip over mine. I reached for her, but she caught my wrist, giving my palm a quick kiss before guiding it up to the short newel post. She wrapped my fingers around it, ordering them, “Stay.”
“I have a second one,” I said, and to prove my point I cupped her ass with it.
“I’m very aware of your hands, trust me.” She leaned down for a kiss. “And I have plans for it as well,” she offered, removing it from its current parking spot and valeting it around to her chest. She pressed my hand, kneading it, so in turn it did the same to her breast. She leaned back in pleasure, her hips grinding against mine. Her hand left mine to lift my shirt, exposing Righty and Tighty. True to form, they responded to the attention. Ashlyn’s mouth moved to my collarbone, my neck, and then to my ear, before taking my hand again and guiding it above my head. “Let me take you first,” she whispered, before nipping at my earlobe, chuckling low and huskily, when she heard the wood of the headboard crack. “Don’t make me tell Danny he has to pay for another motel bed.” She didn’t give my lips a chance to respond, deliciously distracting them instead. She went on to entertain a few other of my parts and pieces and my whatsadoodle. And my Winn-Dixie. Twice.
Too many moans to count later, the bed enjoyed a final shuddering release. Or maybe it was me. Probably me since I couldn’t feel my legs. Not a great thing heading into an apocalypse, but I really didn’t care at the moment. “Holy crap,” I said on an exhale.
Ashlyn tucked herself into the crook of my shoulder, satisfaction on her lips. I let her bask in her moment for a whole three seconds before kissing the smirk off her face.
The bed did break this go-around. Our heads ended up lower than our asses. “Holy crap.” I repeated my earlier words as we lay there, our blood reversing course and heading back to our frontal lobes.
Eventually we untangled our limbs and decided to shower and get ready. “What does one wear to a possible apocalypse?” I asked, pulling out my “L’Eggo My Eggo” and “You’re Killing My Vibe” T-shirts. “Which one?”
Ashlyn stopped unzipping her own bag to ponder. “Vibe. I’m praying no one gets close enough to get hold of your Eggo or anything else for that matter.”
“I can get behind that,” I replied, pulling the shirt over my head.
“Oh, and here.” She pulled out a nondescript cardboard box. “Last box in Granny Mattox’s stuff. Maybe what she left you is in here. Or answers to your past? We have time, so do you want to go through it?”
“Yeah.” I reached for the shoebox-sized package, glad now that I’d thought to ask her to grab it. I’d already looked through the larger of the boxes, which had held mostly papers, a couple of photo albums, and other mementos. The family stuff was interesting, but I didn’t find anything relevant to our current situation, and I hadn’t had time to look through this last container. The box was plain, with no logos or commercial markings. It did however look like someone at some point had written a short message on its top in maybe a felt-tip marker. But the years in storage had taken its toll and the letters were faded beyond recognition. It was heavy for a box its size, roughly eight inches by fourteen. The yellowed tape holding the lid in place offered little resistance when I picked at a corner.
Within the box there was another container, this one made of wood.
“Jewelry box?” Ashlyn asked leaning over.
“I was never a jewelry kind of girl. For that matter, neither was Granny Mattox.” I removed the chest, tossing the outer box aside as I took in the details of the lid. It was a simple design, the wood darkened and weathered. Its edges and small scroll work had smoothed with time, losing some of the finer details. There were no visible hinges, and the only metal showing was the small ornate lock and clasp that held it secure. I inspected the lock and suspected, though old, it was not the original. The bottom was smooth, though there was a script in one corner. I held it under the light.
“Can you make it out?” Ashlyn asked.
“No.”
“Here.” She grabbed her phone, swiped though her apps, “Magnifying glass.” I held it at an angle so she could zoom in and snap a pic.
I waited for her to do her thing, going back to my old-school way of using my eyes and fingertips. She dropped on the bed, holding her screen out for me. “What the—” Hoyo Abi was inscribed in the wood. The bringer of death and my super-fun title at the moment.
“It was meant for you,” Ashlyn stated.
“But, I don’t … how?”
Ashlyn shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s open it. Maybe there are answers in there. I’ll grab the Leatherman.”
Flipping the chest back over, I examined the scrollwork. It was a large tree-like design, something like a Tree of Life, simple in its detail. Rays of an unseen sun were running through its branches to reach the ground. And there, carved at the base of the tree, was a simple symbol that I knew all too well as I’d had it supernaturally tramp-stamped—crookedly I might add—on my lower back. I tapped it when Ashlyn returned to sit next to me.
“The bow and arrow.”
“Danny and Grand’s bloodline. Why would my great-grandmother have something with that on it?” I asked, knowing there was no way Ashlyn would have the answer.
She handed me the multitool with the screwdriver already deployed. I worked on the lock and latch, not wanting to damage it or the box. It took me awhile, but I finally had the top half of the latch pried from the box, the three small nails holding it in place giving in first. The box lid slid open as I eased it along its carved tracks.
Within it was paper, rolled up like a scroll, bound by a simple cord. I handed it and the Leatherman to Ashlyn so I could remove the second and only other item in the box. A knife in a leather sheath was held in place by a wood tray, which had a notch cut out to hold the blade and a wider one to hold the handle. I carefully slid it out of its hold, examining first its handle and then the sleeve. In all it was just shy of a foot long, maybe ten inches. The handle was wrapped, in again what I assumed to be leather or hide as the edges were lighter brown whereas the middle where it had presumedly been gripped was darker, almost black. I slowly slid out the blade, expecting stone or bone if its origins were actually Native American. But it was neither. It was clear. I ran my fingertips over it. It was hard like stone, its edges sharpened like arrowheads.
“Crystal?” Ashlyn asked beside me.
I held it out to her to get a closer look and feel. “I guess.”
“It’s incredible,” she said as she ran a finger over the blade.
I had to agree with her. I held it up toward the window and turned its handle in my hand, watching the blade throw prisms of light around the room.
“Wow.”
“Yeah.”
“Maybe this will tell us more.” She carefully unwrapped a single sheet of paper that had been wrapped around the larger and different textured core. “This looks newer than the other.” She rolled it out to take in the words. “AJ.” I stopped the rainbow lightshow to look at her. “It’s to you.”
“To me?”
She held the paper out. “It’s from your Granny Mattox.”
I sat the knife between us on the bed, taking the paper from her. “I don’t …” My words dying off as I began to read.
Dear Addison,
I am sorry that we never spoke of this while we were together, but my time here in this world is coming to an end and I fear you are still too young to comprehend what I need to tell you.
I had hoped the prophecies were wrong when I birthed a son, and he a son as well, but when you were brought into this world and I held you in the hospital, I knew you were special. I knew you were the one the ancestors spoke of in our legends. With this letter, I have left you one last story. It is our ancestors’ story. It is my story. It is your story.
With love and great pride,
Granny Mattox
“Interesting,” Ashlyn stated when I rolled the letter back up.
“What the heck does that mean?”
“Hopefully, this will tell us.” Ashlyn uncurled the second piece of … not paper, but what looked more like a thicker fibrous material. She started to hand it to me, but I waved her off.
“You read it. I can’t, I’m too …” I didn’t even have words to finish the sentence.
It took only three words before I was off the bed and pacing. What Ashlyn read changed everything I knew about my world and how I’d come to be here. Well, not come to be in the biological sense, thankfully ’cause ick, but here on the edge of an apocalypse, chilling in this cheap motel with Ashlyn, an escaped hellhound-previous-heaven hound, three angels—one fallen—and an Apoc.
I’ll Cliffs Notes the story for you starting with the big WTF spoiler alert. Apparently, Norm has, or would it be had? I don’t know the proper tense since Norm was currently parked curbside. Whatever, anyway, Norm has/d a twin sister. As we already knew, or assumed very strongly, Lucifer sent demons to attack the tribe in an attempt to cut the prophecy off at its roots or at least the ass-kicking part of it a.k.a. kill the TBD Hoyo Abi, who was supposed to be born to the tribe.
At the time Chief and Mama Chief had two kids, twins, a son to be later renamed by me Norm and apparently a daughter, my great-times-three-grandmother. Before going into hell to try to save his wife and son, Chief ordered a surviving elder to take his daughter, who had miraculously survived after being concealed in a basket under some deerskins, and hid her in the “white” world. I think you can see how the rest of the story unfolded from there. And isn’t that just the most big holy freaking twist-of-fate shit.
There was other stuff in there like a fun cryptic riddle about twin souls, old and new connected in power like thunder and lightning. Because why not. I might as well stop to solve today’s Word Jumble or decipher the DaVinci Code, while I’m at it. Oh, and hey, do you know what wasn’t included? A user’s guide for the super knife. Because why make things easy?
“You okay?” Ashlyn asked, after watching me take a good fifteen or so unfulfilling laps around the small room.
“My great-times-three-grandma was Norm’s twin sister,” I muttered.
“Yeah. And she was the first Hoyo Abi. Which means you are—”
I waved off the idea. “I don’t want to say anything to anyone,” I interrupted.
“Okay,” Ashlyn agreed.
“I just need some time to absorb it all.”
“That’s understandable.”
I stopped and spun on her. “Why don’t you think Danny or Grand ever told me about this?”
“Maybe they didn’t know. It’s been a long time, so maybe the story got lost or the elders didn’t pass it on to protect her or, well, you ultimately, I guess.”
“Maybe.”
“They wouldn’t have lied to you,” Ashlyn said.
“I know. But keeping things from me is the same as lying and keeping things from me seems to be going around a lot these days.”
“If they did, which I don’t think is the case, they would’ve done it thinking that it would protect you in some way.”
I knew she was right, but I wasn’t in the mood to be 100 percent reasonable. “I wanna move. Let’s get everyone packed up,” I said, already pulling out my phone to text the rest of the crew. “Wheels up in ten.”
Ashlyn stood, coming to wrap her arms around me, knowing that was what I needed more than any “what ifs” at the moment.
I got a “meet you in the parking lot” text in reply from Sammy. The kissy face emoji from Michael. Then the winky face a second later. A beat after that, the merman emoji. Who knew there was such a thing, but yeah.
“What’s wrong?” Ashlyn asked, at my scrunched-up face. “Everyone okay?”
“I think Michael is either having a stroke or he wants to get funky with a dude wearing a tuna suit and impressive lung capacity.”
“What?” Ashlyn plucked my phone from my hand.
“Exactly. I’ll grab our stuff.” I left the emoji mystery to her, choosing instead to grab the letters and knife, boxing them all back up and packing them away in my bag.
“I’ll meet you out there. I’m going to go help him with Six and Apoc.”
I was butt to bumper, enjoying the sunshine on my face and absolutely not thinking about the WTF Ancestry.com lesson I’d just learned when I heard soft whispers coming from my left. Sammy and Ariel came around the corner of the motel and into view a few steps later. Ariel had one hand wrapped around Sammy’s, the other wrapped around a cup of what I assumed was coffee, as it was identical to the one Ashlyn had brought me earlier, and the smell of all that roasted goodness made my patellas go a little wobbly, as mine had gone cold on the bedside table.
“Good afternoon,” Ariel said as they got closer. “I hope you got some rest.”
My shoulder lifted up and down a smidge. “I’m good.”
“Ashlyn said you would be better if we got you this,” she said as she handed me the cup.
“Oh thank you, Jesus.”
“I’m sure he’d appreciate the sentiment, but fun fact: coffee isn’t his thing.”
“One of those metrosexual tea guys then?” I asked, as the first sip of coffee electrified my insides.
Ariel laughed. “He is quite the character. I think you two will become fast friends.”
“Not too fast I hope.”
Six came bounding out of the open motel door in supersize form, Apoc riding cowboy on his back. Michael came running after them both, “Six, no. Apoc, no. Playtime is over. Bad dog.” He leapt the row of shrubs, not as gracefully as Six had, but I still gave him a 7.1 for effort. “Bad son.”
I handed Ariel back my coffee as I took one step to my left and hooked Apoc just above his Underoos with my arm, as he and Six passed. “Hey there, Wyatt Earp.”
Apoc laughed as he swooshed my cheeks with both chubby hands, then added a raspberry to the right one for good measure. “Wow.” I wiped at my cheek. “Thank you so much for the slobbery, sticky goodness.” I smelled my hand. “Pancakes?”
“Pancakes. Pancakes,” he repeated, sticky hand claps accentuating every syllable.
I looked around Apoc to Michael, who had slowed his pace once he saw I had his son. “I thought we talked about over-sugaring the magical munchkin?”
“Yeah, I know. I had cereal, banana, and a yogurt prepared. When I came back out of the bathroom with a wet washcloth to get the yogurt out of the carpet …” He pointed between Apoc and Six, who was now solo and doing donuts in the small green space behind the Chevon station. “They were sharing a stack of them.” He pointed back toward the room. “It’s like a syrup crime scene in there.”
Ariel offered to retrieve Six while I took the wet cloth Michael was still holding. “Go take care of that. I’ve got him.” I set Apoc in the back of Woody so I could clean his hands and face … and oddly his left big toe. And right ear. And yeah, I was going to need another washcloth. “I’m going to guess that Six has syrup in his fur, too?” I asked, as I made a futile attempt to wipe down the strands of Apoc’s hair, which were currently sticking out in a clustered spike of blond goo.
“Six. My puppy,” Apoc announced.
“Oh yeah? I kind of thought he was my puppy. I mean, I was the one that went down to bad town and picked him out.”
Apoc poked his own chest. “Got me from bad town. I’m your puppy. Got Daddy from bad town. Daddy’s your puppy.” Geez, overnight this kid had added to his vocab. I smiled even though my heartstrings were maypoling themselves in a crossed-up mess of emotions. “No, your daddy is my friend. And you,” I poked him in his little chest and added a tickle. “You’re my very favorite dude.”
“Your dude,” he repeated.
“My dude,” I agreed, taking another swipe at a spot of syrup before picking him back up and swirling him around.
“They are lucky to have you,” Sammy said.
“I feel kind of the opposite,” I said, giving Apoc another trip around. I’d never really pictured myself with a 24/7 kid. I mean I loved munchkins and all, but aunt responsibilities were as deep state as I’d ever really wanted to go. But hey, life happens and here we are. And I wouldn’t change it.
“He’s special,” Sammy stated. “His birth has long been told. Some consider him the next savior. Others fear he’s a destroyer.”
“And you?” I asked, questioning for the first time Sammy’s easy reentry into our lives.
At my shaded tone, Sammy’s eyes lifted from Apoc to mine, and I saw my answer before hearing his words. “I think he is a child. I think, like every child, he should be protected. And that is what I promise to do.”
I gave him a swift nod as Apoc leaned toward him throwing him his “grabby grabby” gang sign. Sammy smiled, instinctively reaching for him and then paused, pulling back. “He’s cool. I’m cool,” I replied, handing Apoc over to him.
A wide smile broke across Sammy’s face as he took him. They walked around in circles for a bit before Apoc saw something interesting across the parking lot, and they walked off to investigate.
Ariel came back with Six, watching her husband in deep conversation with Apoc as they crossed the blacktop. “He wants children. Seven was his first suggestion. I countered with two. We’re still in negotiations.”
“Me and my v-jay jay wish you well with that.”
Ariel laughed. “You and Ashlyn don’t want children?”
I opened my mouth, remembered the conversation at the lunch with my father, and closed it.
“Me and my v-jay jay wish you well with that,” she repeated, a little too triumphantly for my taste.
“My v-jay jay says that ain’t going to happen,” I announced to her retreating back.
“I’m sure I need context to understand that statement,” Ashlyn said, coming up alongside me.
I turned to her. “If we’re doing the kid thing, you’re doing the Easy Bake oven part, right? Because I don’t wanna do the …” I did a catching a watermelon falling out of my vagina thing with my hands. “That’s all you.”
She handed me Apoc’s bag. “Why don’t we save the world, take a vacation, and then maybe talk about the rest?”
“Deal.”
Michael came around the other side of Woody with Six’s bag. Yes, Six has his own bag. It was the result of him throwing a big pouty fit outside of a Walmart in Worcester. Trust me, it was easier this way.
“We ready?” Sammy asked, walking back with Apoc and handing him off to his father.
“Ready,” I answered, leaving “ish” off the comment.




Chapter 16
It was a silent ride if you could white noise the conversations that Apoc and Six were sharing. Apoc and Michael. Apoc and his Cheerios. Apoc and the cows we passed. Apoc and his seat belt. Apoc and … well, you get it.
We talked to Danny and Mia, but there was something going on there. Danny was doing his ramble-talk thing. And Danny only rambled when he was hiding something. Oh the rambles he rambled when he went and saw Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 without me. Which meant he either had some serious spoiler alerts about the upcoming throwdown or he was dirtying the sheets with Mia. Or both. Probably both.
“Danny was awfully … chatty,” Ashlyn said, after we’d hung up.
“He and Mia are getting jiggy with it,” I paused. “And he’s up to something.”
“Jiggy. JigGGgy! Jiggy.” Apoc sang.
“AJ,” Michael scolded.
“Hey, not my fault the human Dictaphone is cracked out on a syrup high.”
“Cracked out,” Apoc repeated.
“Plus, I said jiggy.”
“Jiggy,” Apoc repeated.
“It’s innocent enough, like say …” I paused, and Ashlyn groaned. Seriously, she acts like she knows me or something. “Horizontal hokey pokey.”
Apoc slaughtered horizontal, but ended strong, yelling “hokey pokey!”
“Or adding the banana to the fruit salad.”
“BannaNNaa.”
“Pickle tickle.”
“Tickle!” Apoc set off on a fit of laughter.
“Okay, I think we’re good now.” Ashlyn interrupted our game.
“Pogo stick party,” I added. She lifted an eyebrow. “Take a ride on the Zambezi Zing-her.”
“Good grief.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Now I’m hoping for the apocalypse to start just so we can end this conversation.”
I reached for her hand, giving it a quick double squeeze so she’d look at me. “Love?”
“No.”
“What? You don’t even know what I’m going to say.”
She turned from the window to search my face. “Make a run through the Bumpin’ Donuts drive-thru.”
I gasped. “Ashlyn, not in front of the kid.” Who FYI immediately began singing Bumpin’ Donuts on repeat in the background. “I’m totally down by the way, but that is not what I was going to say.”
Ashlyn groaned. “Fine, what were you going to say?”
“I was going to ask if you wanted me to take exit 69?” I got a shoulder punch as an answer. “Ouch! Geez. That was a serious question.” I pointed out the front window at the road sign coming at us displaying the exit number.
Ashlyn groaned. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Oh, look, there also happens to be a Dunkin’ Donuts. I could go for a donut. Or two. You?”
Apoc’s singing went up a decibel, “Bumkin Dohnots! Bumkin Dohnots! I want Bumkin Dohnots.”
I tsked at Ashlyn. “And you think I’m the bad influence. Pssht.”
I pulled into the gas station across from the DD. Michael jumped out and came around to grab Apoc, who was still going with his new two-word song.
We all stood watching the two-man parade until they disappeared into the store. Ariel came to stand next to us. “Was he singing …”
“Yes. And it’s all Ashlyn’s fault. Serious potty mouth on that one,” I said, thumbing it at Ashlyn as I passed her.
Danny’s number came up on my phone around the nine gallons down mark. “If you freaking say we’re about to have another gas station scene, I’m legit going to buy one of those cars that run on French fry grease,” I said in greeting.
“Orrrr you could just eat fries in a Tesla Roadster, which can do six hundred miles on a single charge and go one to sixty in 1.9 seconds, 200-plus miles per hour,” Mia said.
“Never mind, I choose that,” I agreed.
“Good choice.”
“You’re using Danny’s phone? Things sound serious.”
“Is that your gauge? That I’m using his phone, not the fact that we had the hottest, sexiest, sweatiest sex I’ve ever had in my life last night? And for reference that’s saying something because I once did it with a cowboy on the back of a mechanical bull after they shut off the industrial fan and closed the tent flaps.”
“I hate you.”
“No you don’t. You hate the sexy visuals that are now playing in your head.”
“Anywho, did you call just to give me a reason to Clorox my brain or what?”
“Danny wanted me to let you know we had to take a little detour and things took longer than expected, but we’re still only about four hours behind you.”
“Things?”
“Things,” Mia repeated.
“Care to expand?”
“No.”
“I thought when you joined my gang, you’d be on my side. Oldest and dearest friend and all that.”
“I am.”
When Mia didn’t continue, I gave up. Oldest and dearest friend also meant I knew there was no getting anything out of Mia that Mia wasn’t willing to give. “Anything else? Anything popping on the freak’o meter?”
“Nothing between you and Hell. Hell, however, is on a steadying climb, still not anywhere near what we saw with the last horseman.”
“Good.”
“And I’m not getting anything on the satellite feed. All still appears to be normal. You have anything for us?”
I thought about the early morning family tree reveal, but I didn’t want to go there yet as it was still on the rinse-and-repeat cycle of my brain. “No, not really, but I would take any info we have on the remaining horsemen. I’m going to ask the three angel-pedias too, but doesn’t hurt to go at it from all angles.”
“On it,” Mia said, fingers already pounding out on the keyboard. “I’ll let you know if I find anything. Danny and Grand are headed back to the car now, so we’ll be on your tail shortly.”
“Cool, check later.”
“Later.”
I pulled Woody into a parking space at the edge of DD, where Ashlyn was already coming out with a box, a tray full of coffees, and a child-size milk. Ariel was wiping off a table, Six at her side, as Sammy finished filling up and parking in the open space alongside me. Michael and Apoc came across the parking lot to join us just as Ashlyn was handing out napkins and flipping open the lid to the box. We all made our selections, Apoc protesting the banana and yogurt that was put in front of him. Me however, I know I’m a walking talking complex riddle of chaos, but in donuts I’m simple. Glazed for me, thank you.
“This is one of my favorite things about this plane,” Ariel said, admiring her caramel-topped long john.
“No donuts in heaven?” Ashlyn asked. Ariel shook her head in lieu of an answer since her mouth was now full.
“They don’t have curly fries either,” I added before realizing it. Six sets of ridiculously pretty eyeballs swung on me. “Wild guess,” I tried.
“That was a very specific wild guess,” Sammy stated.
“What happened,” Michael demanded more than questioned.
I sighed. “I might have had a visitor last night.”
Michael shifted to meet me more directly. “Might have had a visitor?”
“Fine. Two visitors.”
“Two visitors. Who?”
“First was your dad and …”
“And what?”
“And we might have, kind of, gotten into a little tiff.”
“About curly fries?” he asked.
I blinked at him. I mean seriously he was pretty but … okay, he was smart too, just got a little off his brain game when it came to the daddy issues. “About you and,” I nodded at Apoc, not only as a point of the conversation but to alert Michael that Apoc had a chocolate frosting smile that would rival the Joker’s makeup—the Ledger version, not the Nicholson.
“How did you?” Michael snatched the donut from his son, only to have it replaced by another one. They went around like this for a few rounds until Apoc broke him and Ashlyn stepped in with apple slices and yogurt. “Thank you.” His attention back on me, Michael resumed, “Now, what did you do? What did he want? What did you do?”
“You asked that one twice.” I waved off my own comment. “It bears repeating. I get it. But seriously, it wasn’t really anything.”
“Explain anything,” Michael demanded in that special way parents do with authority, but also with a smile so not to incite a fit-throwing incident.
“I might have in so many words told him he sucked at the daddy game and he needed to level up.”
“And?”
“And then he flew off.” I did the double flappy hand thing in case anyone needed a little interpretive dance mid-story to break up the monotony.
“He just flew off? No threats, no ultimatums?” Michael asked.
I went for another donut. “Zip. Zero. Nada.”
“And the other visitor?” Ariel asked after the silence hit the awkward stage.
“My grandmother,” I said, not able to keep the corner of my lip from curling up in a grin.
“Your Grandmother Mattox,” Ariel confirmed, smiling in turn.
“You know her?” I asked.
“No, but I can … feel her. See your love for her. Hers for you. It’s very special.”
“Very,” I confirmed.
“What did she have to say?” Michael asked.
“Apparently, she’s a pretty good pickleball player.”
Sammy chuckled. “Fun fact, but likely not relevant to our issue.”
“Yeah. I don’t know, she really didn’t say much. Well, actually she said a lot, but I’m not sure much of it is relevant.” I gave them the quick version of our convo, skipping over the me wearing my sister’s underwear and me getting caught with my cast up the skirt of a toy grab game. We chatted about the Pea Ridge to Oklahoma venue change, which raised some brows and a plethora of opinions. I didn’t bring up the Ancestry.com report or the knife, as I wanted to talk to Grand and Danny first.
“Then a portal-like thing lit up and she was gone,” I finished.
“Light!” Apoc cheered, done with the adults ignoring him. He clapped and a disco ball came into brilliant technicolor above our heads.
Lucky for us, there were very few people at the DD, and the ones who were around had already done their ogling at the extra-pretty angels and were now in the try not to stare stage.
“Wow, buddy, that’s very pretty, but we need to play with the lights later,” Ashlyn said. Apoc’s bottom lip went pouty as he let the light fade. “You are such a good boy.” She gitchy-gitchy gooed his side, and he was back to his normal giggly self.
“Moving on to the next topic in my WTF file, I’ve been meaning to ask: when I was in Hell having my little tête-à-tête with Lucifer, there were six black horses with cloaked riders that sat curbside. You have any clue who they might be? And do you think they’ll be crashing this party too?”
Sammy looked at Ariel. “The four horsemen and …”
“Beelzebub and Amy,” Ariel answered.
“Beelzebub and Amy?” I snorted. “Beelzebub. What do we have to do to get rid of him? Say his name backward? Bubezleeb. Oh my god, we totally got this.”
Michael didn’t seem as convinced. “Beelzebub is Lucifer’s right hand; he is the prince of the demons. He is a fallen angel that helps Lucifer rule the underworld.”
“And Amy? What does she do? Wear his letterman’s jacket?” I asked.
“She is the general of his army,” Sammy answered.
“Oh.” And that was all I had to say about that.
“They will most definitely be a part of this fight,” Ariel offered.
“And the other four with them,” Ashlyn chimed in. “You’re sure they were the horsemen?”
“Yeah, because when I saw them, they were in all black from head to hoof, but when Conquest was here his horse was white and he was the shade of a dried-up onion.”
“I don’t know of any others that it would or could be.” When she got a “me neither” headshake from Sammy, Ariel continued, “Most likely it’s just the difference in the light between this plane and Hell. All planes have their own … spectrum, I guess you would say. I have never been, but I understand Lucifer keeps most forms of light sealed off from that world. A torture in and of itself.”
Now that I thought about it, Hell had been a little heavy on the doom-and-gloom decor. Everything had been painted in a high-def monochrome, with the only exception the crimson hues of blood and flame.
Ariel continued, “Heaven is the opposite. Very bright. It is beautiful and colorful here, but it is muted compared to Heaven.”
“All you glowy angels,” I said.
“Maybe. But more like,” Sammy gave the back of his iPhone a tap, “changing the filters on your phone when you take a picture.”
“Okay, well, that’s good news, I guess. We’re likely facing only five bad dudes, assuming our two friends will be back, one bad dudette, and Luci,” I said.
“And a legion of demons,” Michael added, always the bright spot.
“And a legion of demons.” I gave Michael the side-eye. “With no idea how to put them back in their box?”
Ariel looked at Sammy who nodded. “I think we need Michael. He commands the angel’s army.”
“Michael as in the super pretty one that I just so happened to have pissed off and who went flying back home in a giant hissy fit?” I guessed.
“Yes, but I’m sure it will be fine. Michael is rather temperamental even on a good day.” Ariel offered with a mini version of a smile, “Sorry, I know he’s your father.”
“Trust me, I am very aware of my father and his temperament.”
Ariel reached across the table to lay a hand on Michael’s. “I guess you do and I’m so sorry for that.”
“I made my choices. He made his. Unfortunately, now we’re all having to deal with mine and for that I am truly sorry.”
Ariel squeezed his hand. “Don’t. Your choices created this amazing child.” It should be noted said amazing child currently had a finger up his left nostril. Two knuckles deep. “Do not be sorry for that,” she was saying.
I let her statement have its moment. “But you should be sorry that you don’t have any more napkins,” I offered helpfully with a nod toward the wonder child.
“I’ve got him.” Ashlyn was already coaxing the finger down and out as she spun toward the bathrooms.
We all watched her go. I might have watched a little longer and a little lower than the others, but once she disappeared inside, I turned back to the crew. “I need to lay off Daddy Michael because we might need him to bring in the backup. Anything else?”
Sammy sighed.
“I’ll take that as a yes.”
“Not only do we need to minimize the loss here, but we need Lucifer to return to hell. Willingly or not.”
“Yep. Not a problem. I got that part. I was thinking three separate FedEx boxes. Large, medium, and small. We can go slow boat, because I’m guessing the cost of overnight would be redonk-ulous.”
“He needs to be in one box when he goes,” Sammy said.
“Ohhh-kay fine. Maybe if we left some parts out, just shipped back the—”
“He also needs to be in one piece,” Sammy interrupted.
“You’re really messing with my mojo, Sam I am.”
“We can’t kill him,” Sammy said.
“Damn. He has the whole immortal thing going on, doesn’t he?”
“We are not immortal. Our souls can be extinguished and we would cease to exist. It’s just harder to do it to us, but it can very much happen,” Ariel inserted.
“Okay, then let’s do that. We’ll take a fire extinguisher to his ass and extinguish him.”
“What they are trying to say is, if you terminate Lucifer’s life force, you have to take his place,” Michael said.
I blinked. Blinked again. Heck, I could’ve blacked out. My brain was backfiring like a ’78 Pinto. “I’m sorry. Back up. Come again?”
“Terminating Lucifer’s life force, his soul, will create a great imbalance. The balance must be restored or this plane will cease to exist. That is what this whole fight is about.”
“I don’t get it,” I said.
“God created this world. It was the first creation of its kind. Lucifer, for his own reasons, became jealous or infuriated that God would create and love such an inferior existence. He fell from grace and thereafter has sought vengeance on this plane. Meteors. Floods. Sin. Things created to hurt and destroy.”
“Politicians,” I added.
Ariel nodded. “Some, yes.”
“Beets?”
“Those are actually good for you,” Sammy answered.
I crinkled my nose. “How about mosquitoes? Or coconut? DMVs? Michael Bolton songs? Reality TV? Facebook?” Ariel cocked her head at me. “Sorry, right,” I waved a hand. “We can shelve those for later. You were saying?”
“To ensure all would not be lost, but also not interfere with free will, God created the balance. A force that the good feeds and strengthens, that the bad pulls and draws from. The more bad that happens, the stronger they become and the more or longer they can come here and take or destroy. The more good that happens, the more things heal and protect,” Ariel explained.
“Sounds like a big jacked-up game with us humans running around like a bunch of know-nothing pawns.”
“I can’t totally disagree with you,” Sammy said. “But that was not God’s intention in the beginning. The balance was a way to ensure that free will remains and the fate of this plane is that of its inhabitants. Choices and consequences.”
“But with a couple of built-in safety nets,” Ariel picked up the explanation. “If one was to disrupt the balance or, in this particular case, terminate Lucifer, it will be restored,” Ariel said. “And I guess they thought who better to do so than the one who …” she rolled her wrist in lieu of finishing the story.
“You kill Lucifer you become Lucifer,” I said.
“Well, that’s his name, but whoever would keep their name and become the ruler of Hell,” Michael stated.
“Oh well, no bigs then if it doesn’t require a name change.” I gave Michael a glare. “You’re saying there’s no application process? No, like, AGT audition or anything? You just shoot straight to the top? Or I guess bottom?”
Three head bobs.
“But, AJ, don’t worry. If we can’t get him to reenter, and if it comes to it, I have already decided that I will do it,” Michael said.
“You decided?” I snorted.
“Yes, I—”
I threw up a stop sign. “Yeah, I’m going to veto that … Dad,” intentionally dropping the heavy bass on the last beat. “I can with one hundred percent surety say that Hell is no place to raise a child. Not. Happening.” Michael opened his mouth to protest. “Not. Happening,” I repeated.
“What’s not happening?” Ashlyn asked, setting a clean Apoc down on the seat next to Michael.
I stood and gathered our trash. “The short version? Michael needs to check himself and I’m going to walk Six.”
I was out staring at nothing while Six CSI’ed the twelve-by-twelve grassy patch when Ashlyn came alongside me. Her vibe told me she’d been caught up on the recent convo. “We’re just going to have to put him back in,” she started.
“Yep.”
“No other option,” she added.
“Nope.”
She took my elbow, turning me to face her. When my gaze stayed on the tips of my boots, she lifted my chin with a knuckle and forced me to look at her. “No. Other. Option.”
“No other option,” I repeated, with not as much conviction as Ashlyn had put into the three simple words, but I got them out there, and I really hoped I meant them. I’d come to the not-so-comfortable conclusion that there was a good possibility I wouldn’t get out of this party alive. I mean, that’s not the end to the fun run I wanted, but I’d realized long ago that it was a good possibility. So for a while now, I’d been double finger-crossing that my good intentions would outweigh my … we’ll go with bottom half of my bell curve moments and I’d, you know, maybe make it with some last-minute extra credit to somewhere … anywhere besides an eternity in hell. But now, if we didn’t shove Lucifer back in the hole that he crawled out of, what choice would I have? Which brought front and center the simple fact that I had no idea how to do either at the moment. #Winning.
“We need to get to Hell,” I said. “I want to get there before the party to get a lay of the land. Will you check with Danny and see how they are getting along?”
“Danny and Grand are going to figure something out,” Ashlyn said.
“Yeah, let’s hope.”




Chapter 17
We pulled into Hell four uneventful hours later. Danny, Grand and Mia were an hour and some change behind us. The freak-finder (I’m still working on the name) was trending upward, but still wasn’t at the levels that had brought forth Conquest or Famine so that was a nice break at least.
I pulled over in a small parking lot at the edge of Pinckney, a town just south of Hell. Sammy pulled up alongside us and rolled down the window. “Ashlyn is talking to Mia. She’s getting us a safe place to put these two.”
Sammy nodded. “Sounds good.”
It took a few minutes, but Ashlyn finally hung up. A half page of notes was scribbled on a notepad that Danny kept in the glove box. “Mia found us a house. It’s about two miles away, about seven from Hell.”
“That should be good. Airbnb?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Suckers,” I muttered. I got a cocked eyebrow. “I mean everything will be fine. We’ll totally get our deposit back.”
“The owner is going to meet us there in fifteen.”
She rattled off the general directions so Sammy could hear, not that we were going to get separated in the booming town of Pinckney.
The house Mia had booked for us was a four-bedroom, three-bath ranch-style home, nothing extra-special except that it sat on a few acres outside the actual town, giving us some “see it coming” time for Michael to get Apoc out of the immediate area if things didn’t end up going our way.
I let Ariel and Ashlyn do the polite meet and greet routine with the property owners who were a nice upper- middle-aged couple who had lived in the house while they raised their family. Their kids had moved away and they’d downsized, but their son had talked them into keeping the place as an investment by taking in the occasional overflow of tourists visiting Hell. Their history of the house included their third child’s questionable career choice, the high IQs of their three grandchildren, and every eating option within a ten mile radius. They were nice, but I was in a mood, and I really wished I could unplug the amp to my super hearing.
It took longer than I’d hoped, but forty minutes later Ashlyn, Sammy, Ariel, and I were back in our vehicles and headed to check out Hell. Michael, Six, and Apoc were staying behind for the time being in hopes Apoc would get a little zzz time.
Hell was actually an unincorporated community, a spot in the road where a few savvy business folks had capitalized on the name. There was a souvenir shop, a diner, which I’d be totally down for, a wedding chapel ’cause why not, miniature golf, and a bar. Sorry, a “saloon.” A saloon that didn’t have swinging Wild Wild West doors, something one would think would be a requirement of any establishment calling itself a saloon. I don’t know why I was irrationally annoyed by the little subtitle. Good possibility I was in a mood or, oh geez, please don’t say I’m going to freakin’ start my stupid girl time in the middle of the flippin’ apocalypse.
I pulled out my phone and checked the app that Danny had downloaded for me and him—mostly for him. I swiped back a month, two. Nope, I’m good for a bit. Just me and my pre-apocalypse attitude. Good to know. Okay, back to the stupid place with the stupid name, which just so happened to be sitting curbside to ground zero. Ashlyn was still dialing in the exact location, but we were close, so I parked.
I glanced around the nice-size parking lot, not what I’d pick to hold four horsemen, Lucifer, his right and left sidekicks, and a legion of demons, unless legion equals about eight compact demons. But hey, here’s hoping.
Ashlyn stepped over a tire stop and into the grassy area beyond the lot. “It’s more this way.”
“More this way” equated to the middle of a lake. It wasn’t Lake Michigan huge thankfully, but it was large enough for a few hundred houses to line it. We stood at the lake’s bank and stared out across the water.
“How do you suggest we get them all to safety?” I asked.
“I’ve called some friends,” Sammy said. “I will have them start there.”
“Angely friends?” I asked.
“Angely friends,” he confirmed, already typing out a text.
I leaned in to see his screen. “I’d think you all would have some … I don’t know, supernatural telegraph or like little white carrier pigeons with little scrolls wrapped around their little pigeon legs.”
“Oh, we have those too. Well, they’re white doves actually, but this is faster,” Sammy said, hitting send and repocketing his phone.
“If they have that handled, what do you want to hit next?” Ashlyn asked.
“Well, fortunately there isn’t much to this place. What if you two clear the souvenir shop and Ashlyn and I clear the putt putt, get the tour bus moving, and then we can all meet at the diner?” I suggested.
“Do we have time to grab some food? No telling when we’ll get another chance and you haven’t had much of anything today. Nothing good for you anyway,” Ashlyn said. And have I said how much I heart her lately?
My stomach took the opportunity to stand up and ditto the comment. “Let’s do it.”
“Danny, Grand and Mia should be close. I’ll tell them to meet us there,” Ashlyn said, already thumbing out a text. We got back in our vehicles and drove over even though the diner and shop weren’t very far away. No way was I going to risk Woody getting swallowed up by diva dude’s hellmouth.
The bus tour was already calling people to get back on so there wasn’t much coaxing that needed to be done there. The miniature golfers, however, almost got their putters shoved down their mouthy little sand traps. Ashlyn suggested I might be hungry, causing me to be a bit irritable. I couldn’t disagree so she tagged in and I started for the diner. The Hell Hole BTW. On any other day I would’ve found that amusing. Today? Eh.
They cleared and cleaned the tour bus-goers’ tables, so it wasn’t a problem getting a table for seven. Once seated I called to check in on Michael and to see what he wanted off the menu, assuming he, Apoc, and most definitely Six were getting hungry as well. All was a go so far; they were getting settled in and were watching Frozen 2 for the hundred and twenty-ninth time. Six’s choice, he had a mad thing for the blonde one.
Ashlyn, Sammy and Ariel came in together. It wasn’t a big place, so they found me immediately.
“Danny and them are about five minutes out. They’ve been living off gas station food, so they’re ready for some real food too,” Ashlyn said, pulling out the chair next to mine.
“I touched base with Michael. They’re good. I figured one of us could run out some food when we’re done.”
“I can fly it out,” Sammy said. “I can be there and back in no time.”
I ran that statement through my brain circuits and wondered why I just now thought to ask. “About that, why do you even have a vehicle?”
“Storage space,” Sammy stated.
“Plus, driving is fun,” Ariel stated. “Something different.”
I could get that. The waitress came by with waters and asked if we’d like any appetizers while we waited on the rest of our party. Fun fact: I’ve never met an appetizer I didn’t like. “Yes.”
She paused a pen over her notepad. “Which ones can I get you?”
“All of the appetizers.”
“You want one of each of the appetizers?” I caught a splash of question in her voice.
“You’re right, better make that two of each. Then we’ll decide on dinner.”
Danny, Grand, and Mia walked in just as the first of the wing baskets hit the table. On another day, I would’ve taken a moment to decide on wing first or greet first. Today, I shook it up and took a wing with me to greet the other half of our posse. I also squeezed a little harder and a little longer when Grand took me in his embrace.
“My Hashi Ubi,” Grand whispered.
“My Obi-Wan.”
He chuckled at that, now. The first time I said it it totally went over his head. We had rectified that one evening with a Star Wars binge-fest. We had wings that night, too, speaking of …
“Eat now. We have much to catch up on.” And there he went Jedi mind tricking because I totally did as he suggested, leaving Danny to do the intros with Grand and our newest team members.
Once everyone was seated we made quick work of the pre-food foods and the ensuing mix of pizzas and burgers. Conversation was relatively light. What we did say about the looming war had to be in broken code since the pretty angels at our table were drawing a lot of eyeballs and earlobes.
At the end of it all, we grabbed two pizzas to go, one for Six and one for Michael and Apoc. Sammy offered to DoorDash them for us, and he was back before we all reconvened in the parking lot.
“So how are we looking?” I asked, not the first or the fifteenth time since the breadsticks basket.
Danny pulled out his small tablet, the one he used when he didn’t have room to throw out his laptop. “Still the same. It’s hanging out at the same numbers.”
“You sure your doohickey is working?”
Mia edged up to me and whispered, “I can say with great confidence that his doohickey is working smashingly.”
I leaned away from her. “Do you really, really want to break my brain right before an apocalypse?”
Mia wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me in close. “This is how I’ve decided to punish you for, you know, ditching me all these years.”
“Super,” I replied, but held her even closer.
Danny went for his laptop, pulling it out of his bag and popping it up on Woody’s hood. “Yeah, same readings here too.”
A crater opened at the bottom of my stomach. What if this was a distraction? What if … “There aren’t any other hot spots anywhere else? He’s not just playing with us by drawing us here?”
“We thought of that,” Mia said, moving from my side to pick up Danny’s tablet. She punched around a bit, then turned the screen to me. “Nothing. Everything is here.”
I watched Earth slowly spin on its axis. When she said everything, she meant everything. There wasn’t so much as a blip of anything anywhere else. “Can you pull up that same image, but from maybe a week ago? Or month?”
“Sure. It will take me a minute,” Mia confirmed.
Ashlyn took up Mia’s spot next to me. “What are you thinking?”
“I don’t know. There weren’t any other … whatever they’re called, heat mappy things anywhere. I thought when Danny and Mia showed us these before, there were little spots here and there.”
“Here is a week ago,” Mia said, hitting a last button to set the Earth spinning again. We all leaned in to take a gander. As I’d thought, there’d been little blotches of color scattered all around the world, something very similar to what you’d see if you were watching a weather radar, from small green rain showers to flaming red storms.
Sammy looked over our shoulders. “There’s nothing out there.”
“He’s pulling everything in. Gathering the troops to hit us full force,” I said.
We all let the weight of that realization sink in. And then we gave it a few more minutes just for funsies.
“I’ve called everyone I know. I’m going to go up and talk to Michael. He needs to bring his army and help us,” Sammy said.
“I’ll go with you,” Ariel announced.
I nodded and then, presto blinko, with a flash of brilliant light they were gone.
“Convenient,” I said, checking the dimming night sky for any evidence of their flight path. Nada. “Okay.” I looked between Grand and Danny. “Please tell me you have some ideas?”
Danny dropped his head. “I thought I did, but I—”
“Let’s find a place to talk,” Grand interrupted.
I looked around the parking lot still about half filled with cars and trucks. “I guess we might as well head over to the spot; maybe you’ll see something we didn’t.”
“Give me five,” Danny said. “I’ll go clear the restaurant. Then we can head over.” He started to pack up his equipment, but Mia shooed him off.
“I got this; you go.
Danny nodded, moving to the back of Woody to grab the tool kit we kept there. “I’ll do the toilet thing,” he said, before jogging off with the pipe wrench.
It took a bit over five minutes, as there were a significant number of elderly people with walkers and canes, probably because it was buy one, get one half off jalapeno popper night. The place was clearing out at a slow but steady pace. We decided to head on over to ground zero, as I figured their exits would become speedier once the mix of grease, hot pepper, and dairy hit their tum tums and they realized the bathrooms had been disabled.
Nothing had changed at the site besides the parking lot population. Before it had been about an 80/20 vehicle to motorcycle ratio; now it was more 5/95, with row after row of bikes parked alongside and behind the building. Not too surprising. I’d guessed that the clientele would change over as light turned to dark. Either way, they’d all be calling it an early night. Other than that, the only other notable change was that there were no boats on the water and the lights in the surrounding houses were off. I assumed that meant Sammy’s friends had done their thing.
“This used to be a creek with a mill and distillery,” Mia said, reading from her phone. “Hell Creek,” she added. “There are a number of stories why it ended up with that name, but nothing seemingly relevant to this situation or at least not at first glance.”
Grand wasn’t a chatty dude on a good day, but he was definitely next leveling the quiet as he stared out over the water where Lucifer was supposed to make his big debut. “Grand?”
He turned to me, tried for a smile, and almost made it. “AJ, let’s sit.” He waved a hand toward the picnic table, which I assumed had been put there for the workers at the bar so they could come out and take a smoke break, not that the overflowing ashtray was any indication.
“This about the whatever you didn’t find?” I asked, looking at Grand then Danny.
“I’m sorry, AJ. I really tried. I thought I had it, but … I failed you,” Danny said, ducking his head.
“Failed at what?”
“Let’s start a little further back,” Grand suggested. Danny nodded, and Grand continued, “It’s curious how a single day can bring you the deepest sadness and yet you can find genuine gratitude. This has happened a few times in my life. I lost my son, daughter-in-law and unknown grandchild in a single day, but I was so deeply grateful that my grandson had survived.” He reached for Danny’s hand. “I am so very proud of the man you have become. You have made me and your parents very proud.” He gave Danny a smile.
“Thank you, Grandfather.” Danny bowed his head, embarrassed by Grand’s praise.
Then Grand turned to me. “From the moment you came into our world I considered you part of my family. I did not need anything more than what I knew that I felt in here,” he tapped his chest. “However, Danny set about a path that has confirmed this fact.”
I gave the tall, dark, and bashful a curious look. He shrugged. “I had a suspicion and …” He pulled out a sheet of paper from his back pocket, unfolded it, and offered it to me. I gave it a quick glance, but had a feeling I already knew what all the charty things had concluded. “I submitted your DNA along with mine and this shows that—”
“We’re related,” I finished for him, folding the paper and handing it back to him. “When did you find out?”
“At your parents. I got the results when I was at the library,” Danny confessed.
“Why didn’t you tell me then?”
“I wanted to try to figure out how it was possible. I thought maybe you’d believe it or take the information a little better if I knew how.”
Valid. I was kind of a who, what, when, where, and how kind of girl. “And?”
“And we don’t know,” Grand stated. “When Danny called me, the elders and I searched our records and we simply don’t know. But that doesn’t change anything.”
I nodded, already having that little puzzle piece in my bag, if my grandmother’s stories are true. “How?”
Danny ran a hand through his already disheveled hair. “I already told you, I don’t—”
“No, how did you get my DNA? Steal my shot glass? Creepy midnight mouth swab?”
“Your toothbrush.”
I gasped and pointed at him. “The one you said that I must have left at the Whataburger in Waco?” Yes, I brush my teeth after each meal; one can’t underestimate good gum health.
“I got you a new one,” Danny said.
“A firm bristle one, when you know I do medium.”
“No, you like firm. I have always bought you firm, even after I showed you studies where medium to light firm is better,” he countered.
I opened my mouth to continue the stupidness, but Ashlyn laid a hand on my shoulder. “Not really the important part of this conversation.”
“Fine. Then why? Why did you think you needed to go behind my back and do this? What were you trying to prove? You already knew Norm should be yours.”
We were apparently done with the head-down shame game because fire lit Danny’s eyes when he met mine. “Actually, I thought it might finally fucking convince you once and for all that YOU are the rightful heir to the hunter’s spirit!”
Okay. And damn the fact that he knew me so well. I believed him, of course, because, well, he was Danny and double bonus points because he’d thrown in a big boy curse, which he didn’t normally do unless he was mad or super-dupery annoyed. But here’s a kicker, I knew him too. “And?”
He deflated. “And because,” he said after a prolonged pause, “when I was looking for a way to help deal with,” he waved a hand at our surroundings, “all this, I found a legend that said a lost warrior will come to wield a weapon capable of capturing good and dispelling evil.”
“And you think I’m that lost warrior?”
“Yes. Without a doubt.” Another dramatic sigh. “But I can’t find it. I can’t find the weapon. I’ve searched everywhere. Every legend. Every story. Every book. I just … I’m sorry.”
Any anger or frustration I might have built up shattered under the weight of the grief in Danny’s voice. I stood and silently walked to Woody and retrieved what I guessed was the center of Danny’s defeat. I returned, setting my hand-me-down chest in the middle of the table.
“What is this?” Grand asked.
“Might be answers. Might be more questions.” I gave Danny a “go ahead” nod, and he pulled the box toward him. As I had, he took in the carved top.
“It’s for you. Where did you …?”
“My great-grandmother on my father’s side. It was in her things. There’s a letter, which I think might have some answers to the how part of things.”
Danny carefully slid the lid back and stared at its contents. I’ll spare ya the details of the repeat read and the oohing and ahhing over the knife and its crystal blade. Needless to say, a significant amount of that was coming from the part of the crew that hadn’t seen it until now.
Grand had picked my hands up, pressing them both to his heart. “I didn’t need blood or a story to know you were mine. I will do all in my power to assist you in your fight, my Hashi Ubi.” And damn shazam, I’d been hoping to stay off the waterworks, but that was a no go.
Danny was next to round the table, auto reaching for a hug, but quickly recoiling, and I guess we were still doing the guilt thing. “No more secrets,” I warned.
“Says the girl with the secret box holding a magical knife,” he countered.
“Fair.” I gave him a bring-it-in motion with my hands. When he was good and nestled in, I whispered. “So glad we never swapped juices because that would be super awkward.” That broke him or maybe just broke the moment. Not sure which I was really going for, but he was grinning so we’ll call it a win. “Okay, so now how do we use this thing?” I asked, picking up the knife and flipping it around in my grip.




Chapter 18
We talked for a good while, long enough for the sun to fall below the trees. Unfortunately, there weren’t any big aha moments. Danny, armed with new details, went digging into our shared past. Grand made a call to the elders who were going off to see if they could find anything as well—most importantly, whether some other long-lost relative might have the instructions to the super knife, which I was now calling Crystal Gayle, BTW. I know, I know, but she really kind of named herself.
“How about now?” I asked Mia.
She groaned. “The same as the last six hundred times you’ve asked. There’s nothing new.”
“Most boring apocalypse ever. I swiped Crystal off the table, sleeved her, and slid her inside my boot. I’m going to go ahead and clear the bar.”
Ashlyn was sitting beside Mia, having joined in on the mystery-solving part of the plan. “Play nice. We need you in one piece,” she warned.
“Whatever.”
I may or may not have walked into the bar, like so many before me, with one big FU chip on my shoulder. If you’re a betting person, I’d double down on “may.” I also might have left my normally nice, pretty, persuasive words in my other pants pockets. I hit the front door, not the swinging back and forth kind, FYI, which should be required of any bar calling itself a saloon. Seriously, I need to let the saloon thing go. Eh, maybe later. I entered all attitude and a good amount of boot. My entrance didn’t get me so much as a lifted eyebrow. #Disappointing. And I’ll be honest, it took some wind out of my sails. Plan B then. I popped my ass up on a bar stool and waved a finger at the bartender when she turned an eye on me. Yes, that was an eye. As in single. The other one was covered with an eye patch. A sequined patch. A Hello Kitty design for those of you who need more detail.
Now, I would assume some of you might have conjured up the image of a glammed-up pirate with the details I’ve provided so far. And hey, you might be right, as the woman behind the bar might have actually been around in the late 1600s when pirates were at their peak. Her hair was gray and wiry, as were the caterpillars that were chillin’ where her eyebrows should have been. I guessed her denture cream had given up and gone home at some point as she didn’t have a single tooth, real or remade, showing when she spoke to me.
“What you havin’, sweet thing?”
I have answered this question a zillion times. So much so that the answer auto-populates itself without any thought. Kind of like the “How are you doing?” “Good. You?” track, but this go around my brain glitched and instead decided to mutter, “Please don’t Mason jar my innards and save them for stew for the long cold winter ahead.”
She solo-blinked at me. I dual-blinked back. “You’re goin’ to have to speak up. My battery went out in my hearing aid and I can’t hear a darned thing.”
“Thank the lord,” I muttered.
Solo blink. Dual blink. And we went at it again. “You’re pretty, but you don’t got a lick of sense, do ya?” she rasped.
“Honestly, it’s a crap shoot. I’ll have a beer. Whatever you have cold.”
She nodded and shuffled off. I took the time between order and order fulfillment, which was a sec (see previous “shuffled” comment), to take a gander around the room to check out what I was up against when I went to clear the place out. Two, I’m going to go with regulars, held up the other end of the bar. They were doing their own eval of me. Ultimately, they turned away, deciding the only action either one would be getting tonight was from the football game playing before them on the 1993 television set. Seriously, the thing had rabbit ears. Well, technically, it had the whole rabbit. The tv was adorned with one of those taxidermy rabbits with miniature deer antlers, sitting atop a fake-moss wood block.
There were two more guys playing Darth Vader versus Han Solo as they danced around the pool table slapping pool sticks. No problem there. But it was the last group of patrons that had me grabbing and downing my newly arrived beer in one long drag. On the far side of the bar, and I was just taking a wild yet totally stereotyping guess here, were the owners of the plethora of Harleys that lined the parking lot. The men outweighed the women five to one. Figuratively and literally. The men wore matching black leather vests or jackets depending on their sleeve preference. The women stayed in theme: black T-shirts, covered by the same style jackets decorated with differing patches, but all with the same large embroidered logo on the back.
I zoomed in on the details. “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered.
“That’ll be three fifty unless you want another. Can I start ya a tab?”
I turned around and placed a twenty on the bar. “I’m going to need a shot this go around.”
“What’s your poison?”
“Whatever you got; just make it burn.”
“I got just the thing.” She reached under the bar and grabbed a short glass. “It’s called Heaven and Hell. First, a little Hell,” she poured a finger’s worth of Fireball. “Next, we add a little Heaven.” She unscrewed the top of an unmarked bottle and poured in three fingers of a clear liquid. I watched the clear invade and mix with the darker liquid, dulling its color to that of watered-down tea. Then she lit it on fire and slid it to me. “This’ll get rid of any demons chasin’ you around.”
“If only,” I muttered, picking up the shot, blowing out the fire, and downing the contents. I would’ve gasped. Would’ve coughed. Would’ve rasped out a good “holy fuck” or seven, but I was pretty sure my larynx was gone.
I tested my theory after I got some feeling back in my toes. “You’re—” I coughed up my right lung with the help of my left. “Evil,” I finally finished.
She cackled. For real cackled. “What do you expect from a bartender in Hell?” She grabbed my twenty and stuffed it in her bra or her front pants pocket. Hard telling since they were both in the same general area.
It took a minute to get my feet back under me. No, literally, they were paying zero attention to my move-it-or-lose-it commands. Eventually my soles hit the sticky floor and I was off to clear the bar. The pool boys were no big deal. I scribbled “Free Lap Dance Coupon” on the back of a couple of cardboard bar coasters and sent them off to Frenchy’s Fun Hole. Yeah, I had no idea, but neither did they.
The two game watchers were next on the list. All I had to do there was palm one of their phones, send a quick selfie to “Rebecca” and then slip the phone back into his unsuspecting back pocket. Five seconds later, the same phone rang. Two seconds after that, the dude’s next door neighbor’s rang and both were quick drawing their car keys and sprinting out the door.
And now on to the bigger issue, the biker gang. A few options came to mind. One, activate the sprinkler system. There were a whole lot of leather pants in the mix, and as I and a cowgirl-themed go-go dancer from Cheyenne can attest, leather and water don’t play well together. Two, do the FBI “freeze” thing. Or three, fuck it and go with the truth.
I’d probably have gone with the sprinkler plan if there’d been one. And I wasn’t feeling very FBI-y, well, maybe the Scully and Mulder version. Instead I decided to go straight-up real deal. I tapped the biggest dude in the room on his ginormous shoulder, because that’s just how I rolled. “Excuse me, do you mind if I have a quick word?”
Big dude stood. Turned. And holy Goliath, Batman. Dude wasn’t big; he was industrial freezer-size big. I looked up. And up some more until I met crystal green lagoon water eyes. The wrinkles at their edges played like he was amused at my mere existence. A well-groomed beard, black with a streak of gray at his chin, covered everything from cheekbone to nipples. He crossed linebacker thigh-size arms over said nipples. “Yeah? You got a problem?”
“I’m so glad you asked. Actually, I do. See I need you all to pack up your …” He cocked his head to await my next few words. “… annual toy drive meeting?” I tried. “Maybe move it down, oh say a good thirty, maybe forty miles down the road.”
“No.” He turned and sat back down.
I sighed. I’d really hoped I wouldn’t have to do this. I tapped his shoulder again. “I’m afraid I must insist.”
His chair scooted out farther this time, making me have to take a step back.
“Listen, here’s the deal. You seem like a super cool guy and on any other day I think we’d be friends. We’d have a few beers, talk bikes, but today I don’t have time for this because as batshit crazy as it sounds, Lucifer, like real-deal Lucifer, is headed this way to do the whole apocalypse thing and—”
He smiled. “Why do you think we are here?”
And my gut twisted. Up until this very moment, I hadn’t considered that there might be other players in this game. Kind of a duh moment. I mean if there were angels hanging out taking little vacays over here at Spa Earth, why couldn’t demons? And who’s to say one wasn’t playing human in this pretty boy biker skin. I stepped back and slapped at my hip a couple of times like one does to a dead remote. “Hell of a time for your batteries to go out, Norm.” Mega-dude gave me a questioning look. “Sorry. I have a wonky hip.” I leaned to my right to see around his elbow, and as suspected the entire group of bikers were now focused on me. “Please tell me you’re Sammy’s friends.”
Big dude’s grin went full aurora borealis, all bright and super-dupery pretty, and my knees went a little marshmallow. “We are.”
I chuckled in lieu of happy relief tears. “Oh, thank God.” And that wasn’t just a throw it out there saying this time. I seriously wanted to thank them. I should send a card. Or maybe one of those edible arrangements fruit dohickeys, you know, if I get through this and all.
“And I’m going to guess you’re the one and only AJ?” He stuck out a hand.
I took it. “I am. And sorry about assuming ...”
He waved me off. “We get it all the time.” He leaned in close. “That’s why we do it. It’s kind of our shtick, all big and bad. In the winter we switch it up and pretend to be a traveling superhero-themed burlesque troop and travel through the South. We always park our vans, which we have all painted up, across from some preachers that are doing the holier than thou routine, which is so far from God’s words I can’t even tell you.” He waved a hand as he chuckled. “Oh man, it’s so fun.”
“I’m pretty sure you’re my new best friend.”
“Well then, bestie, I’m Rex.” He went around the room introing the rest of the crew—twenty-eight in all. “Need us to do anything? We cleared the houses. And we still have a couple of the crew over there keeping an eye on things.”
“I don’t think so. Right now we’re in wait mode,” I said. “Things are quiet. Danny and Mia are monitoring the situation. I’m going to go back out and check in on them.”
“Alrighty. We’ll get the kitchen staff and Ms. Kitty out of here.”
And now the Hello Kitty eyepatch made more sense. “That’d be good. Sammy and Ariel went to talk to …” Here I pointed to their homeland. “They’re trying to get a little more help. Otherwise, I guess just stay close, and again thanks for the backup.”
“No problem. We’ll be here just chatting about our upcoming Knittin’ for Homeless Kittens campaign.”
I had questions, but I left them for another time and hopefully another day.
Ashlyn met me at the door. Checking on me I’m sure. I’d be insulted, but again you know me, I know me, and she knows me so here we are in the middle of a wellness check. “Hey, sexy mama,” I said in greeting.
She stepped back. “Plan B, knock Lucifer out with your breath?”
“Necessary evil,” I explained.
“Right. All good in there?” she asked, slipping her hand into mine.
“All good. Just Sammy’s friends. They are standing by and a few more in the field. Anything new out here?”
“Not really. Mia did say there was a small tick upward, but still slow in coming.”
I took in a deep breath. “How long?”
“At this projection, they said we’re looking at two hours? Maybe a little less.”
We were quiet the last hundred feet. Grand was staring out over the lake, his hands raised in what I knew was his way of communicating with the elders. Danny was head down at his computer. Mia’s head was resting on his shoulder, her finger pointing randomly at things on the screen. And damn it, my heart conga-lined it around in my chest.
“They’re sweet together,” Ashlyn said.
“Yeah.” And I’m going to keep them that way. Well, the together part; they were on their own with the other stuff. “Anything new?” I asked the two lovebirds as we approached.
“We’ve got a few possibilities, but right now I’m leaning toward this one,” Danny said. “There may be a way to open a veil into the spirit world without taking you or any of us out of the game, temporarily or permanently. I’m thinking that’s what the knife does; it pierces the veil. But I’m still working on it.”
“More than we had before. Keep going. What’s Grand doing?”
Danny looked over his shoulder. “Same thing, Just different search engines.”
“I’m sure Ashlyn told you that we’re starting to see a tick upward. It’s small, but just enough to get a more accurate pinpoint. It’s dead center out there,” Mia thumbed it over her shoulder toward the lake.
“Middle of the lake?”
“Yeah, I’ve been overlaying old maps, and this used to be a river. They dammed it up to create the lake.”
“And here we are without a sub and a torpedo,” I muttered.
“Danny and Mia did bring you some new toys, though,” Ashlyn offered.
“Oh yeah?”
“Yeah, we made some stops along the way.” Danny got up from the table, holding out his hand to assist Mia. “This one has some super shady, but super useful contacts.”
Mia wiggled her eyebrows. “I called in some favors.”
They led us to the back of the parking lot to the solo van that was parked there. Danny hit the remote, and the lights flashed twice to indicate it was unlocked.
“Going to offer Luci some candy and trick him into getting in?”
“Or …” Danny said, sliding back the side door as Mia took up a The Price is Right product model “ta da” pose on the other side of the opening.
I leaned inside. The back of the van was nearly full, floor to ceiling, with boxes and hard black cases. Danny leaned in to slide a large case out from under the bench seat.
“I think you’ll be especially excited about this one,” Danny said, spinning the case so the double latches were front and center.
“If that’s what I think it is, we’re totes going to be kissin’ cousins.”
Danny paused his fingers on the latches. “Promise to never say that again.”
“Danny mentioned you always wanted one, and I happen to know a guy,” Mia added.
“Say it isn’t so?”
“It’s so.” Danny flipped the latches and lifted the top.
I swooned. “I always wanted my very own bazooka,” I said, petting its matte black finish. “He’s so beautiful.”
“Oh lord,” Ashlyn muttered.
“Hello, Jimi.”
“Jimi?” Ashlyn asked.
“Jimi Hendrix,” I explained, as I lifted him gently out of his padded case.
Mia laughed. “Jimi because he’s going to shred some shit?”
I gave her a grin. “Hell yeah he is.”
I held Jimi to my chest lovingly, wrapping him up as if we were slow dancing at our first junior high dance.
“I’ve been replaced,” Ashlyn said. I reached out and took her hand, bringing her in to the step and sway with Jimi and me. She lasted three steps. “Okay, lovefest over.”
I did a few more slow spins before laying Jimi back in his case. I kissed my fingertips and placed them on his barrel. “I’ll see you soon, Jim-bo.”
“Moving on,” Danny said. He tapped the bottom row of cases, “These cases are ammo for the guns and for …”
“Jimi?” I asked with, I’ll admit it, a supersized amount of glee in my voice.
“And for Jimi,” he confirmed with an eye roll. “This row of crates is full of some other fun things.” He pulled down the closest container and popped the lid.
And I totally girl shrieked. “I—” Danny slapped away my hand. “Hey.”
“No,” he shut the lid. “No touching the grenades until it’s absolutely necessary. I don’t trust you not to pull a pin just for the fun of it.”
“Good call,” Ashlyn said.
“I just want to pull one.” I whined. “With my teeth. ERrrr. Then I promise I’ll put it right back.” Three unconvinced looks swung in my direction. “Fine. And probably a good call.”
“Last but not least …” He ran a hand across the top layer of four boxes. “These boxes are random things.” He lifted the top to the last box, which was packed in layers. The first layer had a number of handguns, all 40 cal. Next was a set of curved knives for which I called dibs, leaving the four sets of straight blades for anyone who wanted them. The last two layers had two AR-15s each and extra clips.
“I think I like your friends,” I said to Mia, already spinning and playing with my new knives.
“They’re cool. We help in situations where the police and military can’t.”
I stopped spinning my knives. “Situations? And ‘we’?”
“Mainly drug and sex trafficking. I help from the computer side of things, mainly hacking and shutting down websites, but they’ve taught me to handle myself too.”
“So you’re the …” I started, a smile widening on my face.
“Chick that stays in the van,” she growled. “But, I’m also the chick that handles this.” She reached between the seats to pull out a large hard case, popping the lid to reveal something that looked like it came out of a sci-fi war movie. She ran a loving finger over it, much like I had on Jimi. “I call him Swoop Dog. He can swoop in and drop a beat on your ass.”
“Nice.” I held out a fist. She checked it.
“He can give us eyes on things. He can also carry out and drop grenades or small detonation devices.”
We ran through the list for the rest of their cache, which I had to say was impressive and quite the morale booster. What wasn’t doing much for my confidence was the missing winged backup I’d been hoping for. I checked the sky, a little worried that Sammy and Ariel’s chat with Super Saint Pouty Pants Michael wasn’t going in our favor. “I’m going to run out and check on Michael, Apoc, and Six. I think we should move this stuff back. We don’t need bitch boy to open up a giant hole and we lose all of our pretty new toys.”
“When Grand is done, we’ll move it down the road. Figure out a place to stage, maybe even split it up,” Danny said.
“Whatever you think.” I moved to kiss Ashlyn. “Stay here or want to go?”
“I’ll stay and help them here. But text or call me if they need something.”
I pulled out Woody’s keys and held them out to her. “Will do. You take these. I wanna run and burn a little of my attitude off. Let me know if Sammy and Ariel get back or if anything changes.”
“Don’t burn too much attitude, I have a feeling we might need it later.”
“No worries. I have a reserve tank.” I kissed her and was off.
I bypassed the roads and town, running through fields and hurdling fences, shortcutting the trip by several miles and making me second-guess times twenty Apoc’s proximity to this party. I knocked as I entered. “It’s me.” Michael leaned out of the kitchen to greet me, a dish towel in his hand and another thrown over his shoulder. The simple image of a father trying to have a normal life with his son stoked the flames that were already burning in my gut. I was going to do any and everything possible to give him that life, to give Apoc that life.
“Just cleaning up. How we doing?” he asked, as he ducked back into the kitchen.
I followed. “Been slow, but starting to see a little movement. Danny and Mia are thinking a few hours unless they decide to ramp up all of a sudden. We have the town cleared; well, it’s not really a town, but we have it and the immediate area cleared. Sammy called in some help for that. Hopefully, we’ll be able to keep all this contained to the area.”
“They will likely move in this direction,” Michael said, drying the last of the glasses and putting them away.
I nodded. “And Pinckney is between here and there. We’ll need to try to get it cleared out as well.” And if we have to, the next town and the next one after that.
“I should be out there with you,” Michael said.
“We don’t have time to go through all that again. You have to be here to protect him. I don’t even like that you’re this close.”
“He won’t go. I just walked out the door with him earlier and, poof, he and Six were back in the bedroom.”
“About that? Is that some new angel thing?”
“We angels have to use our feet or our wings, and we can move fast, but we can’t simply disappear.” He headed off my next question. “And no, it’s not a demon thing either. I have no idea,” Michael said.
“He in the bedroom?”
“Yeah, I put him and Six in there after we ate. I was hoping they would get some sleep, but when I walked by a bit ago, he was just chatting away.”
“I’ll go check on them.”
He was definitely not crashed out. It looked more like the kid was mid-rave by all the light dancing from underneath the door. I knocked before entering, Six meeting me at the door, Apoc’s light show going dim. “AJ!” And dang if little kid greetings aren’t the best.
I gave Six a good ear rub. “Hey, big guy. You protecting our boy?” I got a woof in return and took it as an affirmative. “This seat taken?” I asked, picking up the Buzz Lightyear doll and taking its place on the bed next to Apoc. I patted the other side of me, and Six jumped up to join us.
“How’s my favorite dude?” We’d recently started the knuckle chuck thing and we pounded fists. Three times. Which took a little “special” off the top, but it was still cute so I went with it. I scooted back to lean against the wall. “Your daddy said you were supposed to be going to bed, but I saw lights. Were you having a pre-sleep party?”
“Party!” He did a double fist in the air and butt-wiggle dance. Thanks again to Auntie AJ.
“I heard you talking to someone. Were you talking to Six?”
“No, mama,” he said.
And wasn’t that one giant F-me to the heart. “Oh yeah?” What else was I supposed to say, ‘That’s impossible, little dude, because I killed your mom when I was in Hell.’
“See mama?” he asked.
“That’s okay, buddy, I—” Apoc clapped over my stumbling objection, and a light the size of a flashlight beam came front and center. Apoc snuggled in next to me, where we sat hip to hip. The light began to spin, growing larger with each rotation.
“Mama,” Apoc repeated.
And holy fucking mirror, mirror on the wall, a face began to take shape within the light. A face all too familiar because I’d seen it in my recurring nightmares. A face that I’d last seen in hell. Right before I killed her.
“You are supposed to be going night-night, sweetheart,” the woman said, “Oh my. I’m sorry.”
“What the ever living—or should I say not living hel—heckle?” I asked, catching the curse before it formed.
The woman smiled a wide and, unless my asshole meter was on the frits, kind smile. “It is nice to see you again.”
“You’re—” I suddenly realized I only knew her as the Spider Queen or flaming bitch from Hell. I really didn’t feel like that played at this moment so I went with “Um …”
“Nava.”
“Nava? Like neva turn your back on a …” I glanced at Apoc who was looking up at me curiously. “… znatch or they’ll shank your azelea?”
She chuckled. “I’m not sure what that means, but just Na-va. And if that was your funny way of asking, no, I am no longer enslaved by the darkness. I have you to thank for that.”
“Okay, cool. You’re welcome, but, um, do you mind explaining how or where … Actually, you know what, just explain all of,” I swirled a finger at her, “this for me?”
“I believe you know the beginning?” Nava asked.
“Lucifer killed your husband or soon to be husband, then tricked you into checking in to Hotel Hell. Then somehow made you the Spider Queen, lots of bad stuff in between, you got down and dirty with Michael and made a baby.” I thumbed it toward Apoc who was back to playing, putting little light balls inside of his toy trucks and sending them flying around the room like little metal fireflies. “And then more bad stuff.”
She was nodding. “That is the polite version, yes.”
“How did we get here? Or there? Wherever there is.”
“I was still alive and human when Lucifer took me into Hell. He offered me a way to forget my sorrow, my pain. I unknowingly agreed, not understanding he did that by stealing my capacity to love or feel all together. The blackness you saw him take from me, the essence of the Spider Queen, coated my soul. I had nothing. Was nothing. But when he stripped it from me, I became human again. Back to … well, I was alive again. And me, or at least mostly. I still have the memories; I still know what I did while ...” Her voice cracked.
“It did,” I corrected her.
She gave me a sad smile. “It did.”
“Where are you now?”
“I’m in the in between. Waiting, I guess. I’m not a part of either plane, Heaven or Hell.”
“The in between?”
“Yes. Or that’s what I’m calling it. It doesn’t feel good or bad; it just is. I’ve been able to stay here, at least for the time being. I haven’t wanted or tried to move on.”
“Why?” She glanced at Apoc and smiled. I’d seen that kind of smile before—on my mom, on my father, on my grandparents, my sister, Ashlyn, a dude in Winnipeg staring at a Whopper. I’m more of a Whataburger kind of girl, but I got it; it was pure love. “How did you find him?”
“I didn’t. He found me. When I woke up, he was there. And I was here.”
I glanced at little dude. “So what, he can …”
“Best I can tell he can open the veils between planes.”
I watched Apoc as he clapped and new spheres of light appeared. He moved them. Manipulated them. Made them dance. “And now what? He just opens up the veil where you are and you two visit?”
“Sometimes he’s there and we chat. Other times he and his dog come here.”
I was going to argue the “his dog” thing, but focused on the bigger picture. Plus, I had a feeling she might be right. “They go there?”
“Yes.”
I looked at Boy Wonder, and piece after piece started to fall into place. “That’s how he jumps from one place to another. Enters here, pops out somewhere else.”
Nava nodded. “I would assume that would be true.”
I had a few more questions, and Nava did what she could to answer them. Long story short, Nava believed Apoc was the only one, besides God, that could open veils without recourse whereas, angels and demons had to draw from the balance to enter or exit their assigned homeroom. Apoc apparently could go about as he pleased, which of course would make him a serious risk or serious weapon, depending on whether you’re a glass half evil or glass half good kind of a person.
I gave myself a minute to take in all this new info. And I also had to try to stick my hand in the veil. Because duh. It was tingly. And a plan started to come together. “These lights.” I snagged one of Apoc’s flying cars as it passed. “Do you know what they are or where they came from?” I poked a finger in through the small window and into another sphere of light. Same tingly sensation.
“I don’t know exactly, but as best I can tell they are little pieces of essence that he takes from one plane to create another,” Nava said.
Curiouser and curiouser. Apoc and I played with his lights as he, his mother, and I chatted. I watched as he brought new lights into play: reds and golds, green and blues. He brought Hadleigh’s unicorn back by opening a—I guess we’ll go with veil—and it pranced around the room. “Different planes,” I muttered.
“What?” Nava asked.
“Nothing.” Or maybe everything. I switched my focus from Apoc’s Vegas-worthy light show to Nava, and what I found there was a mother and the love she had for her child. And Apoc was her child. The Spider Queen might have been holding Nava’s reins at the time that she and Michael, um, brought things together, but it was Nava’s heart, her kind and loving heart, that existed in this child. “One more question.”
“Okay.”
“So about my boy, Michael?” The blush that hit her cheeks gave me all the answer I needed.
I called Michael back to Apoc’s room. I’ll be honest, the first few minutes of the reconnect was a bit finger on trigger, but once I got through the Spider Queen versus Nava convo, things moved rather quickly to awkward eighth-grade dance—both sitting there staring at each other, but neither willing to actually make the first move.
Apparently the Spider Queen had used Nava’s true form, which was next-level smokin’ BTW. Also shaving off the black and icky parts of her personality, tapping into Nava’s true emotional grid, and mimicking it as well when first seducing Michael. So, technically, this Nava was very much the version Michael had fallen for. I know it’s a little trippy. But hey, look around. We also have a unicorn frolicking about and little bits of other planes’ essence flying around in little Tonka trucks so not the weirdest.
I helped them with filling their dance card. I’m matchmakery like that. “Alright it’s obvious that, despite everything, you two do things to each others’ naughty bits and you make pretty babies, so how about we handle the big flaming douche … duck ball of bad, and then you can have a few dozen therapy sessions and get about getting back on each other.” Ex-angels and ex-demon queens are adorable when they blush, FYI.
Yeah, they’d have some issues to work through, but I felt good about the way things were headed. At minimum, I was confident Apoc now had two parents who would fiercely protect him. And speaking of protecting … I had some of that to do myself so I gave the matchmaking a reprieve and changed the conversation to the veils, planes, and “Beam me up, Scotty” skills of our Boy Wonder. Eventually, I asked Michael to walk me out and we left Apoc playing with his mother on the floor with his light ’em up toys. My own new light ’em up toy was tucked into my boot.




Chapter 19
Norm came front and center, adding some extra rocket fuel to my tank when I got Ashlyn’s text. I’d been gone just over an hour and things were starting to move fast.
When I ran up a few minute later, Danny, Ashlyn, and Grand were all locked and loaded. Danny waved me over to the picnic table, my own Sarah Connor gear laid out and ready to be strapped on. Two across-the-chest belts loaded with ammo, normal waist belt with a new Glock 40 and second holster to accompany Barbra. I shall call him Barry, Barry Manilow. Extra clips. Hall and Oates, my long blades, as always got strapped to my back. My new curved blades, Mary Kate and Ashley BTW, were strapped to my thigh, and last but very not least, two grenades (squeee!) hooked to my front. I looked down at myself. “Hmm, something is missing?”
“No,” Danny said, without a question mark.
“No, what?” I asked.
“No Jimi. I’ll hold on to him for you,” Danny said.
“But—”
“I think we can both agree it’s the best option.”
I ran through a couple of possible me-plus-bazooka scenarios. I sighed. “You’re right.”
“And here,” Ashlyn handed me a small black earpiece. “Mia is with the van. She’s parked in a lot on the backside of the vacant service station just off Main.”
“Next to Go Taco,” I said.
“Yes.” Then before I could ask, “And yes, we can have tacos when all this is done.”
“I’m kind of feeling chimichangas.”
“Or chimichangas.” At a raised eyebrow from me, she corrected, “Tacos and chimichangas.”
“That’s my girl.”
I adjusted the earpiece as Ashlyn continued. “She’ll have eyes on us.”
“And ears,” Mia said.
“And ears,” Ashlyn repeated.
“So no freaky talk,” Mia said.
They gave me the quick lowdown of their plans, including that Rex had sent one of the angels to guard Mia and three more to act as runners for when we needed more supplies. As for the rest of the gang, I could see for myself that they were surrounding the lake, their wings and golden glowy swords out and at the ready. The only two still a no-show were Sammy and Ariel. I had to believe they would be here. I just hoped it was in time, which I was pretty sure was in T-minus one and counting. We moved to the edge of the water and saw a small ripple in the middle as if someone had tossed an invisible rock into it. “I think it’s go time,” I said loudly enough to draw everyone’s attention. And then the world went silent like it knew shit was about to get real. I glanced at Ashlyn. “I love you.”
“Promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”
“I was looking for something a little more pre-epic battle romance.”
“Fine. I love you too. Now promise me you won’t do anything stupid,” she corrected.
I winked. “Define stupid,” I said around the grenade pin clutched in my teeth.
I held the grenade until I saw the ripple. It might have been a little close for some people, but I was not some people. I was the Hoyo Abi.
The explosion created a spray of water one would expect if a grenade landed in the middle of a lake. What was a tad unexpected was the fact that it kept spewing, and spewing. This went on long enough for my attention span to start tapping its Timex. WTF? I glanced down the row of peeps and got back a plethora of shoulder shrugs. Except for Ashlyn, whose look was less confused than “only you could break a lake.”
I shrugged. “I thought it was a good idea at the time.”
“I’m fairly sure thought didn’t have much to do with it.”
“I thought it would be fun,” I countered.
Ashlyn may have had more to say about the situation, but a single reverberating clang sounded from nowhere, yet everywhere.
“Cover your ears!” Rex yelled from down the line.
I was a little slow on the uptake, so the next ting made it into my ears, traveled through my chest, past my ding-a-ling-a-ling, down my legs, and then yanked on my toenails. “What the shit?” I yelled back.
“They’re how Lucifer calls his army to battle,” Rex shouted.
“He uses bells?” I was going to make a comment, a snarky one, one questioning the size of his penis, but another clang lit off, even louder this time.
“Hell’s bells,” Rex shouted, when the reverberation subsided slightly.
“Well, they fucking suck,” I yelled. Heads nodded.
And they got suckier. The percussion of chimes got closer together and louder with each clang. The water trembled and waves formed, crashing over the lake’s shorelines. Glass exploded from the lake houses and nearby vehicles. With one last ear-bleeding sound the world went silent again.
“You okay?” Danny asked.
I stood, having been brought down to a knee. “I’m good.” I shook my head. “But damn.”
A giant sucking sound, not to be confused by the recent sucky sound, drew our attention back to the center of the lake. “What the heck?” It looked as if someone, two guesses on who, had just pulled its drain plug.
“Guys,” Mia said in our ears. “The lake is disappearing.”
“Can you get eyes on it?” I asked.
“Yeah, two seconds.” The drone flew overhead. “Holy crap!”
I flinched at Mia’s megaphone tone. “Ouchie ears. Ouchie ears,” I replied.
“Sorry,” she whispered. “Whatever is coming, it’s big, and I’m guessing really not friendly.”
A tentacle the size of one of those inflatable waving-arm men that flip and bend with the wind outside of a used car dealership came out of the center of the swirling vortex. And just like that I added tentacles to my “hate ’em” list, right behind coconut. A second tentacle appeared, followed by numbers three, four, five and six. And two more to make eight, which I didn’t appreciate.
“Please be a kraken. Please be a kraken,” Mia muttered. I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Please be an easily defeatable kraken,” Mia revised.
“Better.” The 23andMe report on what came out of the hell hole would have shown something close to 28 percent kraken, 34 percent tarantula, 17 percent scorpion, and 21 percent pissed off. It used two of its eight hairy tentacles to dig into the lake bottom and to creepy-creature walk in our direction.
We took a step back. “Anyone have any grand ideas?”
“Watch its tail,” Rex said from down the line. Its bulbous head split open to reveal, we’ll go again with plethora of, pointed shark teeth. “And probably its teeth,” he added.
“Good plan,” I agreed.
We (okay me) didn’t wait for the creature to reach solid ground. I looked at Danny with a pretty please on my face. Danny glanced at me, then at the giant mutant sea creature, then back at me.
“Dude, if there was ever a time for me to use a bazooka, it’s totally now.”
Danny did another shuffle.
I did a gimme gimme with my hands.
“I’m with her on this one,” Ashlyn said, taking another step back as the creature flicked its tail.
Danny swung Jimi off his back, lifted the strap from over his head, and held him out in my direction. “Do you know how to use him?”
“Psht.” I shouldered Jimi, aimed him at the belly of the beast, and fired. I turned to Danny with a narrow-eyed glare. He was holding out the shell with a smug smile. “Seriously? Now? Now is when you want to teach me a lesson about jumping the gun?”
“No time like the present,” Danny said, already moving to load the shell.
“If we get taken out in the first round by a giant wet scorpionpus … kraktaranpion …? I’m going to—”
“You’re good to go,” Danny said over my threat.
The creature screamed, and what was left of the nearby windows shattered. I took that opportunity to shut him up. The explosion hit the tarakrakion’s mudflap in the back of its throat. It paused.
“Again,” I yelled at Danny.
He loaded another shell. “Ready!”
This time I went for a tentacle. The krakscorptula lifted said tentacle, but Jimi put a dinner plate-size hole in the second and third one. They flipped and flopped until they detached completely. #Gagme.
“Give me another one,” I ordered as it used its remaining six legs and stinger to pull itself along the ground.
“Last one, so make it count,” Danny said.
“Head, shoulders, knees and toes, knees and—” A tentacle whipped out, snatched Jimi, and tossed him over all eight of Kraktastic’s (#namewinner) shoulders. I opened my mouth to have a convo about how it’s not nice to take weapons from a demon hunter, when a second tentacle wrapped around my ankle and jerked me off my feet. My head slammed into the ground during liftoff, so I wasn’t sure if the stars I saw were real or the Looney Tunes version. Or both. I got flung around a good bit, since it decided to use me as a human fly swatter for the angels that were in the air now, their blades and bows swinging and piercing the creature at every given opening. Luckily for them and me, Kraktastic’s aim wasn’t all that good, I brushed wings a few times, but no solid hits.
Danny, Grand and Ashlyn were on ground attack, trying to get at it anyway they could between strikes from its (I didn’t need a skull-and-crossbones sticker) poisonous tail. In a short lull, I was finally able to release Barbra from my hip and unload a baker’s dozen bullets into its side. It made me feel a smidge better, which lasted all the way up until it swung me at the nearby trees. I curled just enough to not take a trunk to the back, but ended up getting bumper car-ed through a literal forest of branches, taking a good-size limb to the side of my face. Once through, it held me up like a prized fish at the end of a line. I took the time to flip it off with one hand and to check to make sure my ear was still attached with the other. Barbra and my fingertips came back slick with blood, but there didn’t appear to be any lost or dangling body parts, so a win.
A loud buzzing started behind me and I would’ve hung my head if Kraktastic didn’t already have me ankles over ass. I settled for a dramatic sigh instead. I really, really, really didn’t want to deal with more locusts.
Luckily, it was Mia’s drone. It buzzed past my head as Mia’s voice came through my surprisingly still intact earpiece. “Hold on. Dropping off a special package for this fucknut.”
The angels continued to encircle the beast, attacking from multiple directions, Danny, Grand, and Ashlyn had its scorpion tail pinned to the ground, temporarily distracting it enough for me to reholster Barbra, replacing her with one of the curved blades. I think it was Mary Kate, but they look so much alike.
“T-minus three and counting,” Mia said, as the drone reversed past me again. I swung my body up to hook Mary Kate into the tentacle holding my ankle and pulled it back, just as Mia yelled “One!”
There was a muffled explosion from the belly of the beast just as Mary Kate slid through the tentacle holding me. I free-fell nearly two stories. My ass, back, head, and boots met the ground, forcing all the air in my lungs out in a rush.
“AJ!” Ashlyn screamed as she pivoted and began to run in my direction. “It’s coming down!”
It was 100 percent Norm who rolled me onto my side, as the biggest part of the imploded beast collapsed alongside me.
Ashlyn hurdled a lifeless tentacle before coming to her knees beside me. “AJ?”
I moaned in response, rolling onto what I was sure were a few new cracked ribs. “I’m good.”
“You’re bleeding,” Ashlyn’s fingers gently inspected the side of my head.
“A scratch,” I managed with the one PSI I had left in my lungs.
Danny came beside Ashlyn. “AJ, we’re going to need to move.”
“I don’t wanna,” I whined.
He looked over his shoulder, which caused Ashlyn to do the same. “Oh my God,” Ashlyn muttered. “Sweetheart, we need to move,” her hands already sliding under to help me up.
I could feel Norm duct-taping my insides, the familiar pain of repairs heating up my core. I let Danny and Ashlyn help me up and watched angels doing flyovers well over my head, heading toward whatever had Danny and Ashlyn in giddy-up-and-go mode. “Tell me it’s not another one of these assholes.” I kicked a boot out at Kraktastic.
“I’m going to guess this is a next-level kind of asshole,” Mia said in my ear.
And yeah, that had me turning my head.
War, like his brothers, was a big flaming dick hole. A little pre-judgy I know, but I was confident this was going to be a total “fuck him and the horse he rode in on” situation. Speaking of horse, his was red, head to hoof. Red apparently was War’s thing because he sported matching cloak, boots, sword, and eyeballs. He was also surrounded by red dancing flames, which added a pyrotechnic effect to his entrance.
Two more figures on horseback materialized. They broke up the current color scheme with a splash of gray. A brooding color swatch of grays, and I wasn’t just talking about their wardrobes. They themselves were the color that you’d find at the bottom of an ashtray. Amy and Beelzebub, I assumed. Amy, on the left, I guessed, as she had cleavage. Beelzebub on the right. Granted he had his own amount of cleavage going on, but his was supported by his beer belly versus Victoria’s Secret. That wasn’t the end of the reveal party, not by a long shot. Demons came into existence row by military row. I stopped counting at twenty. They were of every make and model. Some were the same variety that I’d gone against before; others were new bundles of fucked-up joy. Horns and hooves. Hair and hairless. Wings and claws. Teeth and fangs. And they were still coming.
We stopped our retreat in the parking lot, turning to face the growing pack of all things bad. I don’t know exactly what I thought Lucifer’s mega fit would look like, but I
might have underestimated it. I reached out to Danny. “If this goes sideways, you get them out of here and protect them.”
“To my dying breath,” Danny promised.
“Alrighty then.” I went back to the demon reveal party still playing out in front of us, pulling Hall and Oates from my back. “You’re still my favorite.”
“You’re my favorite too,” Danny replied.
“Ugh, wow sorry. Awkward,” I said, holding out Hall. “I was talking to him. But, you’re my favorite DNA sharer. Well, I mean after my mom. And dad. Sister. The munchkins. Grand is up there too … but you’re most definitely top ten.”
Danny sighed. “Good enough.”
From there all shit broke loose. Sorry, be kind and rewind. First, I stole a grenade from Danny’s belt, pulled the pin, and launched it into Amy’s lap. Why Amy you ask? I have found that sometimes women might second seat it, but they are often the more devious and most dangerous threat. Case in point, mwah.
Amy gave me an “Oh no, you didn’t” look, picked up the ticking time bomb and chucked it over her shoulder. Then with no more enthusiasm than calling over a waitress at a Waffle House, she called forth the demons and theeeenn all shit broke loose.
Demons came at us. The earth vibrated under the pounding of their rushing attack. We didn’t wait for them to get to our front door. We Welcome Wagoned their asses with blades and bullets. I can’t properly articulate the sounds that erupted when we clashed, but it was a horrific mix of victory screams and cries of pain. For their part, War, Amy, and Beelzebub stayed back. Their only significant movement was to spread out, creating a protective semicircle around Area 51’s butthole, where they’d all crossed over to this plane and where even more demons continued to appear. As fast as we killed them, three would take their place. And they weren’t stopping. They were slipping through our lines.
I fought my way toward Danny. “They’re getting past us.” With one swipe of my blade I took off the hand of a demon reaching for Danny, and I took his head with a second, “The town. Tell Rex. See if he can get some of his people to fall back and protect what they can.”
Danny nodded as he leveled two more demons with double shots to the head. Then he ran, still firing and terminating more as he went.
I glanced back to check on Ashlyn and Grand. They’d paired up, staying close to one another and double-teaming threats when necessary. Both were upright and still kicking ass so I pushed forward. The angels were making quick work of the demons; one slice of their swords seemed to terminate them on the spot. But there were just too many even with Mia helping clear our way. The tiny whirling sounds of Swoop Dog’s blades were a welcoming sound as she flew it in and out of battle, peppering demons with small explosive devices from overhead. But it still wasn’t enough. We were outnumbered thirty to one, or thirty and a half to one if you counted the demon with two heads. That was until Heaven spilled open.
The battlefield, which had been in the dark of night, was recast in a bright ray of light as if the mothership had arrived and was ready to beam us all up. I took a bit too long with “oh’s and ah’s,” and yes, I’ll admit I was wondering if there would be chariots, but there weren’t. Bummer. What there was, however, was lots more pretty angels. Hundreds upon hundreds of them. I was still face up when a demon dived at me. Luckily Mia had my back, literally as an explosion hit behind me, so close that it tickled my tail feathers. “Sorry, I thought you’d move,” Mia apologized in my ear.
“All good. Keep them coming,” I replied and spun back to business. “I thought you got lost?” I asked a few steps later as Sammy landed in my airspace.
“Sorry, it took longer than I thought. Michael was being … challenging.”
“Still butt hurt?” I asked as I put a boot in the nostril of a demon-bear concoction.
“Maybe a little,” Sammy said.
“But he let the angels come?”
“Let is not exactly accurate. More that he didn’t not let them come. But I have faith that he will join us with his army. He’s just …”
“A self-righteous wiener with wings?” I asked.
Sammy ran a demon through with his sword. “I was going to say a tad old-school.”
“Same diff.” I shrugged, not to add to my statement but to shake off the mitts of a touchy-feely four-armed demon. It didn’t work so I resorted to feeding him three of his own elbows, which did the trick.
“AJ,” Mia said. “We need a little help back here.”
“What’s going on?” I asked, grabbing Sammy’s attention, as I reverse flowed it.
“Ashlyn and Grand are circled and I’m empty.”
“Sammy, it’s Ashlyn and Grand,” I pointed in the direction where I’d last seen them. He nodded, and I took off running only to get scooped off my kickers a few steps later. I looked up at my winged friend. “I thought we talked about this,” I said, or at least I think I said. I couldn’t actually hear myself, as my shoulders were currently ear-muffing my earholes. It wasn’t a great look.
“Right, sorry.” Sammy smiled, and if he wasn’t an angel I would have added wickedly as a smile descriptor. As quickly as I’d been plucked up I was free-falling. “Not this shit again,” I muttered.
Sammy caught me, rock-a-bye baby style. “Better?”
I checked in with myself. Nope, I looked and felt even more ridiculous. “A little too damsel in distress for my taste. Any other options?”
“Tandem.”
“Me or you in front?”
“You.”
I sighed. “Damsel it is.”
Sammy dropped me next to Ashlyn, coming to a running stop himself a half loop later.
“I’m glad to see you,” Ashlyn said, winded but not so much that it kept her from deducting another demon from the still growing population. “They just keep coming.”
It took us awhile, but we were finally able to thin the herd enough to break through. “Keep going. Head for the town. I’ll catch up to you.”
Double nods. And they were off. Sammy stayed behind and we cleared a few dozen more. “We can’t keep this up. Our only option is to close down the demon-making factory.”
“Agreed,” Sammy said between sword swings.
“Got any ideas on how we do that?”
“Beelzebub is the summoner. Amy is the commander.”
Ariel landed at Sammy’s side, bringing friends. Four-legged friends. A dozen minus one angel hounds? Heaven hounds? Deity Dogs? I don’t think we’d ever cleared that up. Whatever they were, they were awesome and they were here. And if the looks on their muzzles were any indication, they were ready to tussle. “Sorry I’m late, but I stopped to pick up some old friends.”
The pack spread out, growling and snapping at anything that dared to get too close. It was a nice break, if only for a second. “I think I’m going to like your friends,” I replied, taking in the eleven Six look-alikes. “Six’s pack?”
“Six’s pack,” Ariel confirmed with a proud smile.
“Nice.” I took another look around. “Okay, so back to the issue at hand. Shutting down the demons. Do we need to take out Beelzebub or Amy?”
“Beelzebub would be ideal. He is the one summoning them to the hellmouth. Amy controls them once they are here.”
“If we take Amy out now, they’d scatter,” Ariel said. We’d have a serious containment issue. At least now they’re on a single-minded mission.”
“Taking Amy out bad. Got it. And kind of wish you guys were here earlier.”
“Why?” Ariel asked. “Something happen?”
“Um, nothing. Freak thing with a grenade, but all good,” I said. “I’m going to guess War and Amy will have objections to us killing Beelzebub—”
“As will they.” Sammy pointed.
I turned slightly to see what had caught his attention. “Well, fuck me,” I replied, taking in the big fuck me situation that had just next-leveled itself behind me. Conquest and Famine had decided to join the fun. Yay. Oh and the earth was starting to split and spill lava all over the place because, you know, why not.




Chapter 20
“I think we need a Plan B,” I said as fire burst from the earth like a giant super-sucky Roman candle. Balls of flame exploded in the air, raining embers onto the earth, lighting trees, houses and anything they touched before bursting into flame. But hey, glass half full, the flow of demons had slowed down to a trickle. Glass half empty, the ones still crawling out of the earth were walking, moaning, flaming assholes. Literally, their assholes were aflame. As were the rest of them. And everything they touched poofed up in fire as well.
“Mia, you getting this?” I asked, as we and a pack of protectors began to back our asses up.
“Unfortunately,” Mia replied.
“Tell Danny and them what’s coming,” I said, as lava continued to inch in our direction.
“We’re going to have to find another way,” I said, ducking as a plume of fire erupted to our left. My phone buzzed in my pocket.
“Agreed,” Sammy said.
My phone vibrated again. And twice more before I could dig it out of my pocket. It was a string of text messages from Michael.
He found her. Shoulder shrug emoji.
Sorry I meant Bathtub emoji
Turkey leg emoji.
Ugh. Pound fist emoji.
I replied with “give me 15” and Mia’s location for a meet-up place. I added a pink coin purse emoji for no other reason than to jack with him. I turned to Sammy and Ariel. “We just got our Plan B. Think these guys and the angels would mind holding down the fort for a bit while we go meet back up with the team?”
Sammy closed his eyes only to open them a second later. “They’re good.” I raised a questioning brow. He tapped his temple. “Another fun party trick.”
Ariel gestured to the pack, and they broke rank and went on the attack.
Sammy bent slightly, reaching an arm toward the back of my knees. I stepped back. “No. I’ve had enough damsel for one day. I’ll meet you there.”
Norm added some gas to my engine as heat and flame and demons licked at my heels. Literally as one demon had a freakishly long tongue. And it wasn’t the fun kind like Melissa’s from Milwaukee, but that’s a story for a less sucky day. My boots found the road leading to Pinckney, and I headed in that direction only to be met by a wall of demon asses. Rex and his crew were apparently doing a good job of defending the town. They’d caused a 1,000-demon pileup. I stood there for a beat, contemplating the pros and cons of “go all stealth and sneak around quietly” or “go in wrecking ball style.” I released Mary Kate and Ashley. Like there was ever really a choice? Puhlease.
Lights lit up my backside. I sighed as one by one demons turned away from their single-thought mission to focus on little ol’ me. A double horn blast added to the moment. I turned and tried to wave them off; the last thing we needed was a minivan riding into this mix. I stood in the middle of the road and tried to look like a Rambo-waving psychopath. I’m sure I nailed it, but the vehicle and driver were not deterred. They did however add three more blaring beep, beep, beeps of their horn to the mix of the angry rushing demon sounds. With my amped-up super hearing, that was super fun.
I held my ground despite the fire eating up the earth to my left, demons rushing in behind me, and headlights directly in my eyeballs. The truck, I could make out now, came skidding to a stop alongside me. Its passenger window was already down, and a grinning face aimed at me across the bench seat. And holy fuck. “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.
“I talked to Ashlyn. You didn’t think I’d let you handle this shit show without me, did you?” Sheriff Loretta Linn asked, holding out the butt of a shotgun to me. “Get in and let’s flatten these fuckers.”
“I think I love you,” I said, putting away Mary Kate and Ashley before pulling open the passenger door. “You a top or a bottom?”
She snorted, dropped the truck into four-wheel drive, and slammed her foot on the gas. We monster trucked it over a demon. Then reversed over him again, stopping while our ass end was still in the air. She looked at me and grinned. “Total topper.”
“I can get down with that,” I said. “Speaking of which, you are looking smokin’.”
“Lost 230 pounds,” she said, as she punched the gas and began snowplowing demons. “Twenty was due to Weight Watchers and the other 210 thanks to divorce papers.”
I was still smiling as I began to take out demons from the comfort of the passenger seat, having to adjust my aim to counter all the bumping and crushing going on. Loretta was having way too much fun playing whack-a-demon with the bumper of her truck. We’d cleared out a good number of them before the fire and splitting ground got too close for comfort. “Head into town. We need to regroup. Mia, you there?”
“Yeah. You good?”
“Good. Tell Ashlyn, Danny, and Grand to make their way to you.”
“Find Rex.”
“Will do.”
We located Rex with a pack of angels, laying waste to a baker’s dozen of the biggest, fugliest demons on the outskirts of town. “Pull over here. I’ll be back,” I ordered, one foot already out the door before Loretta brought the truck to a stop. I fought my way to Rex only to have him stop what he was doing, holding a demon up in the air by its throat. “Oh hey. You need me?”
“Yeah, but please finish what you’re doing,” I replied.
He drop-kicked the demon.
I waited until the demon bounced off the nearby building and dropped to face plant onto the sidewalk.
“Nice.”
Rex smiled. “Thanks.”
“You think your gang can hold the fort for a bit? I want to pull you in on a strategy meeting.”
“Absolutely. Ishmael, you have this? I’ll be back.”
A super-pretty dude nodded, and Rex followed me back to Loretta’s truck.
“Loretta, Rex. Rex, Loretta.” They both did the blink blink thing at each other. “Oh good grief.” I double-snapped in the air space between them. “Fight now. Lust faces later.”
“Right. I’ll get in back,” Rex said, then hopped over the side of the truck into the bed.
I slid back into the passenger side, and we were off again. “So what’s pretty boy’s story?” Loretta said.
I gaped at her. “In the middle of an apocalypse?”
“Hey, do you know how hard it is out there for a newly divorced woman these days?”
“I thought you were … you know, leaning back toward the ladies.”
“I’m an equal opportunity lover.” She eyed me. “You have a problem with that?”
“Not even a little bit,” I said.
The gang was all there when we pulled up, Ashlyn’s eyes wide as Loretta stepped out from behind the wheel. They got the “what are you doing here” stuff out of the way, and Michael, Apoc-less, went wheels down a few beats later.
“He’s good?” I asked and got a sharp nod in return.
Danny rushed forward. “Where’s Apoc? Did they get to him? How—”
I held up a hand. “He’s fine. And fun story,” I said, then shared with the class what I thought was Apoc’s real threat to the all mighty’s and all naughty’s planes. “As you know, only angels, demons, and spiritual beings can cross between worlds. And they have to spend good and bad points to do so. Well, our little man can simply pop in and out. But that’s not all; he can open the veils between the planes,” I explained. “Hold the door open if you will. And last but most definitely not least … he can apparently take essence from one and create another. Kind of like that whole get cooties from one goat, put ’em in a microwave and make an identical goat.”
“Um, not like that at all,” Michael said.
I rolled my eyes. “It’s totally like the super-creepy end-of-the-world cloning shit.” I rewound my last sentence and played it back. “But I mean, in this case I’m sure it will be totally fine.”
“There are hundreds of millions of planes,” Ariel stated. “He can access them all?”
I might have dropped my jaw. “Hundreds of millions?”
“More even,” Ariel said. “There are that many heavens alone.”
“Millions of heavens?” I held up a hand. “Never mind; we’ll put that Trivial Pursuit card back in the box for later.” I turned to Michael. “Right now, you got the goods?”
He held up one of Apoc’s superhero juice cups. “Sorry, didn’t have anything else with a lid.” He unscrewed the top, and a brilliant light lit the night sky. A small sphere like the ones in Apoc’s trucks slipped out and hung in the air. When it began to lengthen and stretch, everyone took a step back except me, and well Danny, because I caught him by his belt buckle and held him in place.
“Whoa, wait. Where are we going?” Danny sputtered, as I pulled him toward the light.
“Remember when Superman changed in the telephone booth?”
“Yeah,” Danny said, still trying to backpedal.
“It’s kind of like that. You’re getting a super suit. Or, well, I guess technically you’re going to be the suit.” And I shoved him into the light.
I did a finger BRB wave at our wide-eyed audience and slipped into the light after Danny.




Chapter 21
This new plane was nice. Pretty in a “hills are alive with the sound of music” way. There was a sun and stars, which was trippy, but somehow it worked with the rest of the motif though it was a tad bright for my liking. We were in a small field with some kind of purple-topped flower hitting us around the knees.
Danny was on his third turnabout as if he was stuck in some kind of invisible revolving door. “AJ, what did you do?”
“This way,” I said, grabbing his elbow and pulling him along to a small cabin set off in the distance. It was cute, something you would expect to see in a perfect flower-filled meadow scene from some mass-produced painting. A river, runoff from the nearby mountains, ran along its side.
I knocked twice, and Nava answered almost immediately. “AJ, you made it.” She held the door open. “Please come in.”
Apoc and Six were playing with a wooden puzzle on the floor, Six leaving his side to come greet us. “Hey, buddy.” But it was the woman who stood from the small kitchen table who had my full attention. She was dressed in a simple white gown. An ornate beaded necklace was around her neck. If I had to guess, she was my age, maybe a little older, in the visual sense anyway, but I knew otherwise. Her black hair was thick and braided, and lay neatly over one shoulder. “Hoyo Abi,” she said. “I have waited a long time for this honor.”
“Sorry, I would have been here sooner, but I just figured out that this was a thing,” I replied.
“Your timing is perfect. I understand the war has begun.”
“Yeah, Luci is kind of knocking at our back door as we speak.”
“Right, then we had best begin.”
“Danny, time for your power-up.” Danny was still standing in the doorway, eyeing our hostess with the ghostest. “Yeah, sorry, forgot. Danny, that’s Nava, formerly known as the Spider Queen, but we apparently kicked that to the curb on the trip down under and she’s back to her original cool self. She’s Apoc’s mother.” I added a little weight to the last two words.
“Right. Okay.” He eyed a happy, healthy Apoc on the floor. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“It is nice to meet you as well. And thank you for all you have done to protect my son.”
“Of course. It’s no big deal. I mean we would have—”
I snapped twice, cutting off the Danny ramble, his condition when in front of ridiculously beautiful women. “Apocalypse, remember? We can kumbaya it later. Right now we need your great-times-three-aunt to jump your bones,” I said (because I wanted to). I stepped aside so Danny could see the woman behind me. “Spiritually that is.”
“You’re, you’re—” Danny sputtered, and here we go again with this.
“Yep. Danny, meet your long lost great-times-three-aunt, the original Hoyo Abi and Norm’s twin sister.” I trailed off. “I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name.”
“That’s okay. Not many do. It is Issa.”
“Issa. That means deer?” I asked.
She smiled. “It does. You know our language.”
“I picked up a few words here and there. Danny, meet Issa.”
Danny did this weird awkward bow thing until Issa came around and laid a hand on his shoulder. “No need for that. But it is very nice to meet you. To meet you both.”
“I’m assuming I got this part right? Twin souls, old and new connected in power like thunder and lightning and all that? You were talking about you taking a second seat in Danny’s passenger bus, right?”
“Yes. But only if Danny is willing.”
“I … but AJ is … it is her fate,” Danny said.
“Our fate, my brother from another mother.” He opened his mouth to protest. “Trust me, when have I ever led you astray?” He glanced at me. “Fine. Besides that one time in Leavenworth, but seriously how was I to know you had a pleather allergy?” We both waited a beat. “Fine. The Nutella Slip ’N Slide wasn’t the best idea either, but Danny, this … you … it was always supposed to be.”
He looked at me, looked at Issa and nodded.
“There we go.” I slapped him on the back. “Nava, I think we need Apoc for this next part.”
Nava, who had already picked up her son, brought him over to us. “Sweetheart, can you help us with the light we talked about?”
Apoc reached out a hand, and Issa met it with hers. They stood there for a second, palm to little palm, and slowly her form began to glow. It was as if tiny balls of light were replacing each one of her cells until a single glowing orb was all that was left. It lifted to the ceiling, circled, and twisted around the room. And then just like with me so many years ago, the light slammed into Danny.
Danny’s eyes went wide as the power fused with his own. He grasped at his chest, sucked in air, and blew it out as if trying some new lungs. “Holy cow.” He looked at his hands, opening and closing them into fists.
“Freaky, huh?” I said.
“I feel so—” He popped each pec. Technically, he could do this little stripper move before the upgrade, but the cocky grin was new and it looked good on him. There was one major difference between my change and his. Whereas my peepers went all high-beam headlights when Norm got upfront and personal, Danny’s eyes were the dark swirling gray of a summer storm. Thunder. Ahhh, now I got it. The whole power of lightning and thunder reference. Norm confirmed my conclusion, sending a little zing up my spine and flashing my headlights.
“Why don’t you take your new wheels for a ride and I’ll meet you out—” And he was already gone, Six barking and racing behind him, “… there,” I finished. “Okay then.” I turned to Nava, “You okay with the next part?”
“Definitely. I am more than happy to help you take down that lying, manipulating sack of …” Her colorful describers died out as she remembered her son still in her arms.
“Homemade cat biscuits?”
She smiled. “Something like that.”
“Cool. I’ll send Michael back in, and we’ll see you all on the flip side.”
I gave Apoc a fist. He exploded it with a laugh. “Thank you, big guy. You stay safe and I’ll see you and your mom and dad later, okay?”
He wiggled his butt in his mom’s arms. “Tater, gator!”
“After a while, crocodile.” And I walked out to my favorite real-life laugh track still playing in the background.




Chapter 22
I held out a fist. “Come on. Do it.” Danny shook his head. “Come on, you know you want to.”
“I really don’t.”
“Yeah, you do,” I nudged.
“Nope.”
“Come on,” I whined. “Double check, like way deep down inside. I think you’ll find you want to just a little.”
He groaned. “Fine. Once. I will do it this one time.”
“Oh Danny. Danny. Danny,” I shook my head. “You might as well accept that now it’s going to be all the times,” I countered. He still hesitated. “Dude, there is an apocalypse going on. We can either stand here and stare at each other, or you can do it and then we can go out and kick some Luci butt.”
“Fine.” He held out a fist and I met it.
“Wonder Twin powers,” I said.
“Activate,” he muttered.
My overlay track was way more enthusiastic than his, but we went with it. Nothing happened, of course, but it filled me with a ridiculous amount of glee so ... win.
Angels were still battling the demon population, and the overwhelming numbers were starting to take a toll. Demons were slipping through the lines and starting to filter into the town. I thought about going after them, but figured head of the snake and all that so we were back at ground zero or at least as close as we could get without our shoes melting. Amy, Beelzebub, and the worst boy band in the history of ever were now gathered up. Yes, Famine, Conquest, War and now a new dude, I’m guessing Death, had joined the End of the World Tour in our absence.
I pulled out my phone and shot a text out. “Don’t suppose this works?” I got an Austrian flag as a reply. I’ll take that as a yes. “You good?”
Eggplant emoji. Martini emoji.
I flashed my screen at Danny. “We did explain this was an apocalypse, not a playdate at the Playboy mansion, right?” Danny was too distracted by popping his pecs to answer. “You know that was kind of cute at first, now it’s just annoying.”
“What?”
“You know what, Sir Pecs-a-Lot.”
“I think it’s hot,” Mia swooned in my earpiece.
“And I’m done.” I pounded out another text to Michael before shoving my phone into my pocket. “Mia, tell Grand, Ashlyn, Loretta and Rex we’re headed in.” I was already rushing forward with no idea exactly what I’d do when I got there, but when do I ever. The tentative plan for now was to come at War and the Gang from all sides. It was more of a distraction strategy than an end game, as we hoped that Apoc, Michael, and Nava could offer some assistance from the other side.
Danny passed me, leaping a fifteen-foot split in the earth while slipping through two explosions of lava. I will be honest. One part of me was like “Aw, look at his badassery. I’m so happy he’s getting his moment, but all the other parts were like “fuck that.” And a few seconds later, we were shoulder to shoulder again. Due to the size of the hellmouth—someone was sure full of themselves and overcompensating a smidge—War and the Gang had to spread out, leaving several hundred yards between where each stood sentry. “I’ll take War. You take Conquest,” I said.
“I’ve got War,” a deep cock-of-the-walk voice said beside me. FYI, it wasn’t Danny’s cock or walk; it was Daddy Michael who’d gone wheels down alongside us.
“I’ll let you two deal with that. I’ve got Conquest,” Danny said, already peeling off from the pack.
I gave Daddy Michael the side-eye. “Nice of you to finally join us.”
“Yes. I stopped asking for permission and decided to try this free will you humans are so fond of,” Daddy Michael said, as two demons came out of the lava at us. He left them in ashes with one efficient slice of his sword.
“Welcome to the dark side. It’s fun here. We have donuts and coffee,” I said, drawing Barbara and end-gaming a third demon that was headed at the archangel’s backside.
“You also have honor, which I realized I was lacking. I want to fight for my family. Damn the consequences.”
I plugged another demon. “Damn the consequences is a good life motto except for when it comes to tequila shots and shady back-alley food trucks.”
He looked at me and smiled. “Good to know.”
“Shall we go damn some serious consequences on these assholes?”
“We shall.” And with one flap of his big pretty wings he was gone.
Daddy Michael and War were already going at it by the time I fought my way through the sea of demons to the front line. Danny was all over Conquest. So that left Famine, Beelzebub, Death, and Amy. Like any good battle strategist, I quickly sized up my enemies and went with natural selection a.k.a. eeny, meeny, miny, “Ho,” I said. Amy must have gotten the hint that I’d zeroed in on her. Again, could have been because I’d actually done the back and forth finger thing and said that last part out loud. Who knows, but she was sliding off the back of her horse with a “pleased” smirk. She was pretty if one could look beyond her Fifty Shades of Grey face, her choice of employer, and the batshit crazy vibe she was putting out.
“Addison Jo Mattox. The Hoyo Abi.” And then she leapt. No warm-up. No prefight dance. No punk talk. No nothing. She just straight-up jumped my ass. I guess it could’ve been the whole grenade in the lap thing earlier.
I got a few rounds in before she landed, but she didn’t flinch. Arms and legs wrapped around me, and I swear to God, if she left nail marks on my jacket, she was dead. I mean that was the original plan for her, but jack with my jacket, and double dead. That was as soon as I could move my arms.
“I was hoping we’d get a chance to meet face to face.”
“Can’t say I feel the same,” I replied, leaning away from said face as I tried to pry my arms from my sides.
“Aw, I’ve heard so much about you,” she purred. Her tongue flicked out and swiped my cheek. And double fucking ick, her tongue was forked like a snake’s. She licked again, ugh, rough like a cat’s. No. Just no.
“Lucifer promised me a turn with you, but I think I’ll take a little taste now.” Then the nut job bit me, her fangs sinking into the flesh of my jaw. I fought my compulsion to jerk away, not wanting her to literally rip my face off. Instead, I focused all my attention and energy on trying to unclip Lil’ Kim, the small knife that was clipped on the inside of my pant pocket.
Amy released her canines with a moan. “You are tasty.” As she licked the blood leaking from my cheek, she said, “I can’t wait until I can feast on you.”
“Fuck you,” I spat.
She leaned back, grinning wickedly. “Can I give you some sage advice?”
“I don’t know, is sage advice better or worse than say … cilantro advice? Probably better. I really hate cilantro. I mean I can tolerate it in salsa, but otherwise …”
She teased a fingertip across my lips. “I’m curious; is that mouth of yours good for anything besides talking?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you can ask my girlfriend.”
“Sure, I love a good three—–” and that’s when Amy got a grenade stuffed down the backside of her pants while I jabbed a knife into her left thigh. Ashlyn’s efforts would likely be more effective in the long run, but mine at least improved my mood.
Amy detached herself from me to go deep sea diving in her pants. The explosion a few seconds later kicked up dirt, rock, lava and some seriously icky gut pieces in our wake.
“These are fun,” Ashlyn said, holding up the pin, which was still hooked around her finger.
“I know, right?” I gave her a quick kiss. We got an “aw” in our earpieces. “You good?”
“I’m good. You?” she asked, already turning my face toward her so she could inspect Amy’s love bite. “It’s not bleeding any more, but looks really red and swollen.” I wasn’t going to tell her it felt as if Amy had set my blood on fire.
“I’m fine.” I pulled her hand away and kissed her fingertips. “Thanks for the assist. Mia, how we looking from up there?”
“You have two coming up on your left,” Mia said. Ashlyn and I dropped one each. “You too are so hot.”
“Thanks. What else are you seeing?”
“Stand by.”
I took my own 360. “With Amy gone, Ariel said the demons would scatter. We need to try to keep them as contained as possible.”
“I can head back. Grand was with Rex and Loretta. I can get them to spread out, and we can try to catch what slips through,” Ashlyn offered.
“Sounds good. I’ll stay here with Danny and Michael.”
“I thought Michael was—”
“Other Michael,” I clarified. “That Michael.” I pointed at the rolling tussle of horseman and archangel. “Big dude Michael.”
“Or archangel Michael?” Ashlyn suggested.
“Or hottie with the banging body?” Mia threw in.
Ashlyn and I both took a beat to watch hottie with the banging body bitch-slapping the shit out of War.
“I can’t say she’s wrong,” Ashlyn offered.
“I can get behind it,” I said. “HBB for short?”
“Eh, HBB doesn’t really roll off the tongue,” Mia replied. “Maybe something more street. I mean look how he throws down all old-school like.” The yet to be renamed Michael drove an elbow into War’s throat, then caught him by the back of his head, and pile-drove War’s face into his upswung knee. “Oh snap. That had to hurt,” Mia muttered.
“Mac Daddy or Downtown Michael Brown?” I asked. Ultimately, Downtown won the vote—decided after Michael picked up War and threw him so far that he sheared the bell tower off of the Pinkney’s courthouse a good five miles away.
That settled, I stole another quick kiss. “You go. Be safe. I’m going after Beetlejuice.” I watched as Ashlyn ran and took out a demon without even breaking stride. Swoon.
A crack spread at my feet, so I hopscotched it in the direction I’d last seen Beelzebub. I’d only made it four hops before I found myself sharing a fifteen-by-fifteen-foot island already populated by two demons. Sorry, give me a second. Okay, make that one demon. The last one standing gave me more of a fight. Its long claws took a slice out of the front of my jacket. I didn’t look down to confirm, but the burning sensation in the bellybutton region led me to think my jacket and shirt weren’t the only thing that had just been perforated.
“I’m really sick and tired of getting my ass kicked.” I shoved a boot into the demon’s gut and roundhoused another into the side of his head. It connected enough to have the beast teetering backward. I didn’t have time for a victory dance before its tail whipped out, wrapped around my ankle, and jerked. I was sunny side up and scrambling for purchase as the demon began to walk back toward the river of magma. I unloaded Barbra and Barry into his face, which of course only caused him to fast-forward his efforts by falling backward and pulling me right along with him. I dropped Barbra and Barry, replacing him with Mary Kate and Ashley and severing our connection with two quick crisscrossing slices just as my left boot toe dipped into liquid fire.
I stuck my finger in and swirled it in the quarter-size hole where there had once been black leather effectively covering my big toe. I was seriously over this shit. Someone was going to pay, and pay hard.
I was as close as possible without having my face burnt off. The smoke and flames were blinding. “Mia, status check.”
“Hold on,” Mia said. “I’m in the middle of check-ins.”
I’m not sure you know this about me, but I’m not a good holder on-er. I’m not a good any kind of holder. I’d drink your beer, rifle through your purse, and go all in on a pair of twos. So me standing here with a hole in my boot and no-nothing it while I knew everyone around me was fighting … yeah, it wasn’t a good look on me.
“Mia?” I asked impatiently.
“Danny is good. And … Downtown Michael Brown is … oh damn. Yeah, he fine. And also fiiiine if you know what I’m saying.”
“Mia.”
“Right. One more second. Ashlyn and Grand, good. Loretta, oh damn,” She laughed. “That bitch is crazy. I totally dig her.”
I sighed, attempting to see anything in the growing blackness. “I’m coming back your way. Angels are holding their own. Sammy and Ariel are chasing a couple of rogues that escaped the other side of town.”
“Right. Good. Now where is Beetlejuice?”
“Yeah, he’s—. Whoa, um.”
“Um what?”
“I had him, but then he just vanished.”
“Flash of light?” I asked.
“No, he just jumped back in the hole.”
“Chickenshit. How about Famine?” I asked, already moving in the direction I’d last seen him.
“Yeah, he’s about two hundred yards to your … Never mind, he just blipped out too.”
“Back in the hole?”
“Nope. We had light this time. Michael and Six popped out and straight up snatched his ass.”
Damn it. I mean, “Yay, good side.” I redirected my footfalls. “How about Death?”
“He’s … oh crap, he’s actually coming this way. He’s … AJ, you need to get back here.” Her next words were drowned out by static, and then there was nothing.
“Mia!” My boots were already moving.
I was seeing way too much of this road between the hellhole and Pinckney. This time when I rounded the bend, my knees nearly buckled at the sight before me. Angels lay scattered on the road as if they’d dropped where they’d stood, black tears leaking from their eyes. I screamed into the dark. “Sammy!” But I didn’t wait. I needed to get to Mia. Wings stirred the air, and then feet were running alongside me. “I’m so sorry,” I said.
“Ariel is with them,” Sammy replied. “She called for reinforcements. They will take them home.”
I looked over my shoulder to see Ariel laying a hand on two angels’ chests. A light consumed them before they vanished.
“Are they …?”
“No. Not yet anyway.”
“Can she heal them?”
“She can’t heal them, but she can slow the process long enough to get them home. Hopefully, God will be able to help them.”
“I’m sorry,” I said again.
“I am too.” His sorrow weighing heavy in his voice.
We caught up to Death not even a half mile later. He was off his horse and if one didn’t know better, you’d think the two were merely two supernatural beings out on a quiet night stroll. Minus the part that Uncle Bad Touch left death in his wake. I watched his fingertips caress trees and plants as he passed. They turned black and wilted beneath his touch. And that was enough of that.
“Hey, jackhole!” I yelled.
He stopped for a beat before turning to face me, and I took an involuntary step back. Let’s just say I know where he got his name. Death looked as if he’d spent three days in an unplugged refrigerator in a non-climate-controlled storage locker in Arizona after all the baked fluids had leaked out of his toenails. His horse wasn’t much better.
“Okay. You win. You’re the ugliest,” I said.
“The infamous demon hunter, I assume,” Death said.
“In the flesh.” I made a circle-eight finger motion in his direction. “Unlike some people.”
You know how they say smiling makes people prettier? Yeah, no. This was next-level Stephen King creepy clown. He started forward. I wanted to step back, but I really, really wanted to shove his fugly face up his own blowhole so I stayed where I stood instead.
“Don’t let him touch you,” Sammy said.
I’d figured that out, but appreciated the confirmation. I unsheathed Hall and Oates from my back. “No touching. I’m totally down with that.”
Sammy took to the air, sword in hand.
Death brought a scythe into existence in his right hand.
“Wow, stereotype much?” I asked.
“It’s overplayed I agree, but it’s so …” He transferred the weapon to his left hand with a toss, then swung out, slicing through the post of a nearby No Passing sign with no more effort than a blowtorch cutting through a stick of butter, “Efficient.” And then he charged.
He nearly succeeded in turning my head into a free-range pumpkin, but I managed to lean away enough to lose only a couple of wispy fly-away hairs. Taught them a lesson.
I came under his attack, missing with my first blade strike but getting a piece of him with the second slice. Sammy also came in with a sword at his back, but Death blocked the blow with a whipping motion of his scythe.
I ducked again as the blade came back in my direction, coming up with both blades already in motion. We went on like this for several rounds, parry, swing and thrust, then swing, thrust and parry. He caught the side of my arm, slicing my jacket and, hopefully, merely the top hold-it-all-in-layer of my skin. My arm was still working so I took that as a good sign, even though I could feel warm blood running down the inside of my sleeve. Sammy didn’t fare as well; he caught the back of the blade across his chest. He fell from the sky, slamming into the earth, a wing bent akimbo under him.
Until this point, I’d kept my distance, you know with the whole touch of death thing he had going on, but then he smiled, reveling in the fact he’d hurt Sammy and, well, it straight up teed me off. I rushed him. I caught the scythe in the V of my crossed blades. My momentum carried me forward, and I used it to place a boot in his gut. He stumbled back, bent in two, and I came at him again. He stumbled back, fighting to block my blows. I swung Oates at his wrist, knocking the scythe from his grasp. He swung out, catching me in the same arm that was now throbbing due to the slice from earlier.
The night lit up behind him, and Six walked out and into the fight. Death lunged for his weapon just out of his reach, Six stepped over it and growled. Death straightened and returned his focus to me. I nodded at the glowing entrance. “We can do this the hard way or the easy way.” Six added to my sentiment, releasing a low rumble from his throat.
Death smirked. “Hard way.”
I sighed. “Hard it is.” I returned my blades to my back and stepped aside to reveal Ariel behind me, Jimi on her shoulder.




Chapter 23
Ariel got Sammy to his feet. Her hand was on his chest, the wound already healing. His wing, however, lay limp at his side.
I looked down at Jimi. “I’m glad you started pulling your weight around here.” I looked to Ariel. “He was, what, just lying there in the road? How come I didn’t see him?”
“Dead center,” Ariel replied. “Maybe he wasn’t there when you passed.”
“But how—”
“God doesn’t intervene, but does provide you the things you need. You only have to be open to receiving them.”
“Would God provide me a supreme pizza, extra cheese? I’m in serious need of one about now.”
Ariel smiled. “Maybe.”
“AJ!” Mia yelled and about blew out my eardrum.
“Ouch, Jesus. Super hearing, remember?”
“Sorry,” she whispered. “You okay? I lost you. Everything went down there for a bit. I had to reroute our signal.”
“I’m fine. The others?”
“Good. Ashlyn and Danny are here. They were going to get ammoed up, but we’re running pretty low.”
“I’ll go see what’s left in Woody.”
“That would be good. Grand said he was headed there a while ago, but then I lost contact and I haven’t been able to reach him. Danny is headed that way.”
“Tell Danny to stay. I’ll find him, grab what’s left, and bring everything to you.” I spun toward Ariel and Sammy. “You guys okay?”
“I’m fine,” Sammy said. “I’ll just be earthbound for a bit.” He tucked his wings away with some help from Ariel.
“You okay?” I asked Ariel. Ariel wasn’t hurt, but I knew what she’d had to deal with back there had to be hard.
“I’m okay. I just pray I retuned them in time. How about you?”
“I’m good. I’m going to find Grand.”
“We’re right behind you,” Sammy said.
Six had stayed on this realm after Death was blasted into the next one. He ran alongside me as I raced toward Woody, which was parked a few blocks away from downtown Pinckney. The sight of Grand sitting on Woody’s bumper, with its tailgate up, was like releasing the valve on my heart’s pressure cooker. I slowed to a jog.
“Oh thank god you’re okay,” I said.
“He’s there? He’s good?” Mia asked.
“Here and good,” I confirmed.
A tired grin lifted the corner of Grand’s mouth. “It is good to see you.”
Grand is a hugger. Grand always hugged in greeting. Fun fact: Grand’s butt was still on the bumper. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I’m okay. Just tweaked my knee a little.” He started to stand, but had to use Woody to be semi upright.
“No, no, sit back down” I ordered, grabbing for his elbow.
Ariel stepped in for a closer look, and Six nosed his muzzle under Grand’s hand. “I just tweaked it,” he repeated, as Ariel began to inspect his leg.
“Can you bend it?”
The face Grand made when he tried to do so was a big fat no.
“You fractured your kneecap. I can start the healing and help with the pain and swelling, but it will take time for the bones to knit back together. You’ll have to keep this as immobile as possible.”
“Let’s get you back to Mia. You can hole up there.”
“I’m sorry, AJ,” he said as we positioned him in the back of Woody.
I stopped trying to tuck him in. “Don’t you dare.”
“But—”
“Grand, no. I don’t want to hear any of it. I’d be out of this game three times already.” I flicked at the ripped jacket and the cuts across my torso. “If it wasn’t for Norm.”
“I just—”
I earmuffed myself. “La la la la la la.” He opened his mouth to speak. “LA LA LA LA.” He gave up with a shake of his head. “Good. Now, why don’t we all pile in and head to Mia. Danny and Ashlyn are there.” Sammy and Ariel climbed in the back seat, but with Grand taking up Six’s normal riding spot, Six had to take shotgun, which he was not upset about.
We pulled over and parallel parked a block later. Not between yellow lines, but between the bell tower that had, in the very recent past, topped the courthouse and the front counter complete with an old school cash register, which if I was wild guessing, had once been payment central for Kathy’s Closet if the big gaping hole in the storefront bearing the same name was any indication.
I stepped out and around Woody to take in the reason for the impromptu stop. Six leaned farther out the window to take in the spectacle. A Hulk-sized opening now graced the side of the Pinckney’s courthouse. “That’s going to run up their AC bill,” I muttered as Sammy and Ariel joined me.
A government surplus metal desk came out of a previously closed window, bounced twice, and came to a rest against a nearby light pole. We all leaned forward to make out the face-size dent in its side. “I think he’s playing with him now. Who wants to go in and break up the party?” Sammy and Ariel both took a step back. I sighed. “Fine. I’ll do it.”
I made it three steps before War came out the same window as the desk. Instead of bouncing, he left a horseman-sized skid mark across the lawn. Downtown came out the same window, having to tuck in his wings so he could squeeze though the opening.
“Yo, super angel! I think we’re good here. Plus, you might want to save a little something for …” I shot a thumb over my shoulder toward the red blaze lighting the night sky behind us. Oh did I forget to mention that new detail? Yeah, about two seconds after we headed in this direction the sky turned red. Blood red. I had to give it to Luci; the color went perfect with an apocalypse.
The archangel looked at the horizon. “He’s rising.”
“Kind of figured that. So maybe if you’re done bagel-smearing this guy, we could, you know, maybe go deal with that.” He nodded. “Hold on.” I shot Michael a text, and a few seconds later a portal of light opened up about fifty yards down the street. “How good is your aim?”
Downtown Michael Brown grinned. “Excellent.” He picked War up by an arm and leg, spun twice like an Olympian discus thrower, and released War down the street like a weed-whacker, shearing off two street lights and a mailbox. The light poles went this way and that, but the mailbox flew back at us, bouncing twice before rolling to a stop with the help of Woody. I stared at the portal until War disappeared into and it sealed back up. And I continued to stare.
“AJ?” Sammy asked.
“How bad is it?” I asked, and there may or may not have been a tear or seven.
“How bad is what?”
“Woody. Is the quarter panel dented? The door is crushed in, isn’t it?”
“Um.” I could see him turning out of the corner of my eye.
“What’s wrong?” Downtown Asshole Brown asked, walking up to us.
“You demolished Woody.”
“Woody? What is a woody?”
And me not capitalizing on that particular comment should tell you how deeply devastated I was at the moment.
“Her vehicle,” Ariel said.
“It’s actually not bad,” Sammy said, picking up the mailbox and tossing it a few feet. “It sort of skimmed it. There’s a … oh, maybe two-inch scratch on her back door.”
“Into the metal? How about the faux woodgrain?”
“Just paint and I don’t see anything in the sticker.”
“Faux woodgrain,” I corrected.
Sammy chuckled. “There either.”
I turned on Downtown. “You’re lucky that you’re on our side, Downtown.” I poked a finger into his chest. “Also I’m going to need your insurance card.”
“Downtown?” he asked, but I was already stomping away.
“Nickname. It’s an Earth thing. Mostly an AJ thing. Trust me, it’s easier to roll with it,” Sammy explained.
Downtown and Ariel went to scope out our current and growing situation, while the earthbound Sammy, Six, and I got Grand and the few remaining boxes of ammo to the back parking lot where Mia was posted up.
Danny and Ashlyn met us before we had the doors open. Danny rushed around to assist Grand. Ashlyn greeted Six and me with a kiss, mine on the lips, his on the top of the head. We both went a little mushy. Mia was out of her van heading in our direction as well. Loretta and Rex came in hot in her truck a few minutes later.
“Only a few pockets of demons are left. The added angels helped get things under control, and Rex’s team has most of the stragglers pinned in,” Loretta updated. “But we need more ammo if you have any.”
We made quick work of passing out the remaining ammo. I skipped my turn since I had a few rounds. I did, however, raise my hand for the last grenade.
Danny had stabilized Grand’s knee, and he was tucked away, unhappily, in Mia’s van. Ashlyn had already tended to her own cuts and bruises so she’d tried to go after mine, but I shooed her hands away. “I’m good. Norm already has me on the mend.” I slipped off, grabbed a new shirt, and changed it out to cover the cut of Death’s blade and the blackness that had started creeping into my veins.
Michael popped out of a portal long enough to get the down-low on our current situation, then flashed back out on a nod. Downtown and Ariel went wheels down as well, along with a few hundred angels, and Ariel’s dog pound. I started to feel pretty good about our odds. One Lucifer against a mega archangel, a few hundred angels, eleven heaven hounds, a Six, a Loretta, and two, count them, uno, dos supernatural demon hunters. Yeah. Boom, bitches.
“His first wave will be here, then he’ll likely arrive, followed closely by—”
“Hold up. Time out,” I said, coming off the sidelines, my hands making a repetitive T motion. “Time out. First wave?”
Downtown cocked his pretty little head at me. “Yes, he will be accompanied by his first legion, then—”
“First legion? What the heck have we been fighting?”
“Just demons.”
“Just demons,” I deadpanned.
“Amy will be back, too. You destroyed her form, but she’s likely regenerated by now.”
“Regenerated.”
“Yes.”
“The horsemen?” I asked.
Downtown closed his eyes. “No, I cannot sense them. They’re not in hell or here.”
The ground rumbled beneath our feet, and we all turned toward the giant form that had poked its pointy head out of the earth. His fucking prison castle’s blackness was stark against the red sky. The screams it brought with it were deafening in the night’s air. And if that wasn’t double fucked enough, it moved, shuddered, stretched and bent. Then it broke apart, and the hundreds of thousands of prisoners it had held began to scatter like rats flushed out of a sewer pipe.
Downtown took flight, ordering the angels to charge.
I spun toward Mia. “Go. Get Grand out of here.” Then to Ashlyn, “Babe—”
“No,” she said.
There wasn’t time for argument as the black forms of former humans reduced to animated shadows began to descend. And for the fiftieth time today I was running toward the suckiest glory hole on, or technically in, Earth.




Chapter 24
The angels and their glowy swords were the most effective on the dark beings. They disintegrated when sliced or diced. The heaven hounds’ jaws worked as well. They’d latch onto a being, then whip and tear at them until there were too many pieces and parts for the form to exist. Bullets, however, went right through them—bummer. Rex and Six formed a barrier in front around Ashlyn and Loretta. Danny and I were in front of them with our blades, cutting and slicing as many as we could until there became too many to address. But we had another weapon. “Danny, cover me.” Danny slipped in front. I found my phone and shot Michael a text, receiving a fish emoji as a response. “I’ll take that as a good thing.”
A moment later the ground lit up. A ten-by-ten blanket of light lay on the earth. A second later, another spot to the left. Then another to the right, like a giant Dance Dance Revolution game floor. To my relief, the shadows were not the smartest beings, and they began to disappear into them by the hundreds.
Downtown dropped next to me. “He is close. I can’t pinpoint him, but the pull on the balance is strong. He will likely come after you as a way to get to my grandson. Just remember, my brother is cunning; do not believe what you hear or see.”
“Don’t eat the apples. Got it.” I got a blank look from the pretty angel. “Guinness?”
“Genesis?” Downtown countered.
“Oh yeah, that. Speaking of … I think I found your brother.” I pointed over his shoulder where a giant serpent rose out of the earth. Its split tongue hissed between two fangs that were as large as a Volkswagen bus.
Downtown and Ariel were already in the air. Danny and Sammy rushed forward as well, fighting the serpent’s way forward from the ground. I fought the urge to rush after them, sensing something just not right about the situation and hanging back, my eyes going from snake to the two figures that flanked the snake. They were carried through the sky on black leathery wings, and they were headed directly at us.
Amy’s grinning face swooped down as she finger waved in my direction. The second creature circled us like a vulture eyeing its next meal. Beelzebub. What the shit? I didn’t have time to piece the hows and whys together before Beelzebub and Amy dove. Amy flaked off with the first swing of my blade, but Beelzebub seemed to want to stick around and play, dancing and weaving away from my blades. He was far nimbler than I’d expected when I’d seen him atop his horse. His eyes had been dull and bored, but now … oh fuck me. He shot me a devilish, literally, grin before he flew off.
I spun to find everyone fighting. Everyone, but one. And I began to run. Again.
The town was completely consumed by fire now. The embers of hell rained down onto the streets and the surrounding buildings. I heard a scream, and I spun in its’ direction, stopping when I caught a silhouette of a man sitting on a bench as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Or, more accurately, care for the world. He caught raining embers in his palm, watching as they turned to flame. Then, with no more effort than blowing out a candle, he sent them back into the air.
“Do you like what I’ve done with the place?” Lucifer asked.
“Where’s Ashlyn?”
“What gave me away? It was the eyes, wasn’t it? I didn’t catch Beelz’s eye color before I removed them. I really hate a coward.”
“Where is Ashlyn?” I asked again.
He stood, waved a hand, and Beelzebub’s skin, his literal skin, fell around Lucifer’s ankles as if someone had just unzipped his prom dress. He took an exaggerated step over the discarded disguise. He twirled, showing off his new digs, a renaissance getup complete with a metal codpiece. An oversized metal codpiece.
“Adorable. Where’s Ashlyn?” I growled.
He sighed. “Amy is having a chat with her. Apparently there was some kind of misunderstanding the last time she was here.”
“If she hurts a single hair—”
Ashlyn screamed.
Lucifer smirked. “Sorry about that. What were you saying?”
I was moving again, running from building to building frantically searching for Ashlyn as Lucifer taunted me. “Warmer. Warmer. Oops. No, now you’re getting colder.”
I stopped, spun on him, and rushed. “Getting warmer.” He smiled. “Oh now you’re hot.” I hit him with every angry fiber of my being. He took the strike without defending himself. Ashlyn’s cries stopped with a snap of his fingers. He worked his jaw, then spat out black blood.
“That was fun.”
“You son of a bitch,” I growled.
“On that we can agree,” he chuckled. “It’s nice to see you again, Addison Jo Mattox.”
“You better not fucking hurt her!”
He groaned. “Blah, blah, blah. Humans and their emotions.”
“Where is she?”
“Ugh, we’re not going to have any kind of meaningful interaction until we get that tiny issue out of the way, are we?” He snapped his fingers and Amy and Ashlyn appeared.
Amy was holding Ashlyn in place by her hair and had a knife at her throat.
“AJ, don’t—!” Amy tightened her grip around her neck and Ashlyn’s words were cut off.
“Let her go,” I threatened, as Danny moved into the scene alongside me.
“Oh looky looky, there are two of you. About time you figured that one out.” He tsked. “Humans are always so slow on the uptake.”
“Let her go.”
“And always so single-minded. Fine. Amy, let her go.”
“My pleasure.” Before I could move, before Danny could move, Amy spun Ashlyn around and jabbed her knife into Ashlyn’s stomach. Ashlyn doubled over, stumbling backward. I caught her before she fell.
“Baby, it’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
Amy snickered behind me. I drew Barbra and without looking plugged her in the face. Twice. It would have been more, but I was out of bullets. Danny added a blade into her spine before dropping down next to me.
Ashlyn’s eyes found mine. She started to say something, but the blood gurgling in her throat cut off the words.
“No, no, no. Don’t say anything; just stay with me.” Danny peeled off his shirt and applied it to her wound. It was immediately soaked in blood. She tried to lift her head to look at her wound. “Right here. Just look at me. I need you to look at me.”
I heard Lucifer shuffle his feet behind me, I didn’t take my attention from Ashlyn, but Danny pulled a gun and leveled it at him. “Don’t you move. Don’t you dare fucking move.”
Lucifer sighed. “Fine. I’ve waited this long. I can wait a few more minutes.”
I brought Ashlyn’s bloody hands to my lips. “I love you.” She tried for a smile, but didn’t quite make it. Her fingertips moved enough to touch my face, and my heart shattered. I shouldn’t have let her be a part of this. Why did I let her come with us. I was selfish and—
“Don’t.” She coughed, and blood began to trickle from the corner of her mouth.
Downtown landed in front of us. “Give her to me,” Downtown said. I growled.
“AJ, he might—” Danny tried, but stopped when I shot him a look.
Downtown knelt. “You’re sacrificing everything to save my family, so please allow me to do the same for you,” he said, softer this time. I pulled my eyes from Ashlyn’s closed ones and up to the archangel. “You are the one that must end this. I have her.”
I gave Ashlyn’s hand one last kiss, laid it across her body, wiped the tears from my eyes, and stood. I didn’t watch the archangel take Ashlyn heavenward. I feared I’d do something stupid like try to beat them up there.
Danny stood next to me, gun still trained on Lucifer. Lucifer was nonchalantly picking at his cuticles. “Okay. Are the dramatics over with now? We good to go?”
“He’s mine,” I said, taking the gun from Danny’s hand.
“But—”
“He is mine,” I repeated.
“You can’t kill him,” Danny said to my back.
Watch me.
I drove Lucifer back with the ferocity of my glare alone. “Like the pretty boy said,” Lucifer started to say, stopping when he realized he was backpedaling. “You can’t kill me. Kill me, take my place.” He smirked. “The creator and the whole pesky balance thing, remember?”
The two shots aimed at his chest were my thoughts on that little matter. He dodged them. I aimed the next two at his head. And then another three before the clip ran out. I tossed the gun aside, not missing a step as I pulled out Mary Kate and Ashley, wanting this fight to be up close and personal.
From there we went mano a massively pissed demon hunter. I can’t recall the blow by blow as I was in a blinding rage, but there were blades, boots, elbows, fists, and teeth involved from both sides. Lucifer shredded my jacket with his claws, and when a sleeve finally gave up entirely and pooled at my wrist, I slid Mary Kate along my arm, and sliced it off. We were starting to draw a crowd. Sammy, Ariel, and Six joined Danny, followed by Rex and Loretta.
Lucifer caught my fist coming at his face, held it, and twisted to get a better look. “Uh-oh, looks like Death got a piece of you.” He sighed. “Too bad, I had a long drawn-out torture planned for you.”
I looked down at my hand and the black now filling my veins all the way to my fingertips.
“AJ!” Danny took a step toward us, but with a swirl of Luci’s hand we became encircled by a ring of black flames. “I can’t have what little time we do have interrupted.”
“I couldn’t agree more.” I brought a knee up and into his codpiece. It wouldn’t do any damage of course, but it did have him instinctively dropping my hand to cup his chestnuts.
I backed up to give me some room for my next attack, and heard Ariel yell through the flames. “AJ, that’s hellfire; you can’t touch it!” This warning probably explained the reason Six was frantically pacing trying to find an opening. A flame leapt at him, and I heard him yelp.
During that brief distraction, Lucifer leapt, coming down with an elbow to the side of my face, which took me to the ground. “Humans and their emotions,” he gloated over me. “That’s what makes you so weak.”
He knelt next to me, brushing the hair from my face. “You know, maybe I will reconsider letting Death’s touch kill you. Maybe I’ll heal you just enough to keep you alive and torture you for all eternity.” He laid a fingertip on the pulse of a black vein in my arm, and fire shot through me, arching my back as I convulsed in pain. He lifted his finger, but the pain didn’t recede, merely dulling from white hot coal being shoved under my skin to white hot coal being removed from under my skin. He turned my head so I was forced to look at him. “How does that sound?”
“Fuck you,” I spat.
“Always so crude.” He stood again. “But not to worry, I’m sure we’ll find another use for that mouth of yours.” And then he delivered a boot to my side.
I felt my ribs crack—again. I rolled onto my other side, curling into myself to bring my knees up to my chest. That’s when I caught sight of Danny through the flames. He was eye level to me. Held down by Rex and Sammy, he was fighting them, trying to claw his way toward me. His fingers were raw and bloody with his efforts.
I reached my fist out toward him. “Wonder Twin powers,” I muttered with just enough air in my lungs to bring the words into existence.
He didn’t have to hear the words to get my message. His fight left him, turning instead to pleading screams. Tears ran down his face, and the veins in his neck strained as he screamed my name.
I let Lucifer jerk me up by the back of my hair, and I crossed my arms over my cracked ribs for the short trip. He pulled his fist back, but turned instead to look over his shoulder at what was backlighting our scene. He dropped me, and I fell to one knee as Michael stepped out of the light. “Ha. So it is true. The little guy can open veils. How very interesting.”
He turned back to me. “Was that your plan? To put me back in my box?” He seesawed his head. “Not a bad idea. Except for the fact that it’s out there and you’re in here and no one, not even God, can cross through hellfire.” He reached out, taking me by the throat and squeezing as he lifted. “But hey, thank you for showing me how the little guy works. He will be most useful when I go to take—”
He words died as I drove the knife into his heart with Apoc’s light still encased in its crystal blade. Lucifer stumbled back, dropping me to reach for the blade in his chest. I righted myself, giving my throat a little rub of encouragement as I stepped toward him.
“Know one of my pet peeves?” I asked. He didn’t answer, a little distracted by the blade in his chest I was guessing. “In movies, I always hate the long, drawn out dramatical monologues.” He stumbled backward. “I’m always like, oh my god, just freakin’ kill them already.”
“But you—” he gasped.
“I know, I know. Kill you, take your place,” I said. “But see, I’m kind of a go ahead and get shit done, then figure the rest out later, kind of girl.” I kicked, catching Lucifer under the chin. He fell back. I stood over him. “Plus, I told you not to hurt her.” I brought the soul of my boot down on the knife’s hilt, shattering the blade in Lucifer’s chest.
I stumbled back as light exploded in and around him. Then as quickly as it was there, it was gone and so was Lucifer. The black flames fell away, and I swayed on my feet.
Danny caught me. He was saying something, but I couldn’t make out the words over the super-distracting blackness that was creeping into my core—well that and the bells off in the distance. I smiled. “Tell her I will find her,” I said, and then the darkness consumed me.




Epilogue
I ran my hand through my hair, not making it any better, but after thirty-five run-throughs already, one more wasn’t going to make a big diff. Especially since my new gig came with all kinds of freaky powers. I snapped my fingers, then checked my reflection in the mirrored wall making up the back of the bar, and all hairs were back in order. Not the most impressive power I had inherited, but it did save me a chunk of change in hair products.
I checked my watch for no good reason as it had been a few months in Central Standard Earth Time, so what are five more minutes? An eternity. I’d spent my time away holding meetings, finding the cafeteria, posting a few new workplace etiquette memorandums on the bulletin board, ordering new office supplies, but mostly I’d been trying to figure out how to find the exit door.
I was nervous to see the old gang. One gang member in particular. I’d been able to keep track and get updates, but until I was able to lay eyes on Ashlyn myself I wouldn’t be able to replace my last memories of her on the battlefield, a knife—nope. I shook the memory away and drank my beer.
“Hey, pretty lady, this seat taken?” Bubba Bumfuck said, already hiking a leg over the empty seat next to me.
“If any part of your ass touches any part of that ugly pleather seat, I will feed you your appendix through a straw, and not a big fat smoothy straw either; we’re talking cocktail straw.” I turned just enough for him to catch my new glowing red-eye trick.
Bubba’s ass hit the floor instead of the bar stool so I went back to the mirror, took another sip of my drink, and watched him scamper backward, bounce off a table, and head to the door. And then the world stopped.
Ashlyn came through the door Danny held for her, her laugh turning to concern as Bubba rushed past her. My heart started up a line dance in my chest at the mere sight of her. She was … well, she was Ashlyn. And she was here. I’d played our reunion over and over again. Mostly, I’d fast-forwarded to the naked parts of the scene, but now I wished I’d spent a little more time on the preliminary stuff like “Hi, what ya been doing? Me? Oh, just adjusting to being the ruler of hell.”
Ashlyn’s eyes came up suddenly as if she’d actually heard my internal convo. Danny’s back straightened as well. It could’ve been in response to Ashlyn’s abrupt stiffening or his newly-ish installed demon-alert system, Issa. With a hand, he held Michael up at the door. Apoc was playing with a firetruck, rolling it up and over Michael’s head. I couldn’t help smiling. Nava, however, slipped around Michael to put herself between the threat and her boys. Ashlyn stepped further into the crowded bar. Her eyes swept right to left until she found mine in the mirror. We stayed there like that, a million things being said without any words being spoken. She finally moved. Two steps in my direction, then three.
I spun on my seat, my own boots hitting the floor and itching to move but frozen by the knowledge I’d broken my promise to her. I’d done the one thing she’d asked me not to do. To be fair, I’d been a bit ragey at the time. Lucifer had … yeah, I didn’t want to spend another minute conjuring up images of my last moments with Ashlyn. I’d been in hell for weeks, yet that didn’t come close to the self-inflected nightmares I’d put myself through by replaying the images of Ashlyn dying in my arms.
“Hey,” I tried.
She came at me, shoving me so hard she knocked me back against the bar. Then her arms and legs wrapped around me, and all the what ifs poofed when her mouth met mine to the sound of wolf whistles and cat calls from the bar patrons.
“I’m so mad at you,” she said, though her mouth came right back to mine.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered against her. “I’m so sorry.”
She leaned back, “Are you okay? I mean …” She ran a hand along my face, my hair. “You look okay.”
“I’m okay. You? They … I mean, Downtown said he’d take care of you.”
“I’m good. He did. I’m good. Better than good, I guess,” she said, dropping her feet to the floor.
“Good. Good.” I sighed, cupping her face in my hands as my eyes filled with tears. “God, I missed you.”
“I missed you, too,” she said, her own eyes watering with the words. “I’m still mad at you, but I’m so glad you’re here.”
There were more words, more tears, more kisses. We finally broke apart to let the rest of the gang have their turn at me. Danny and my reunion involved some wet eyes, too. Mia was one long rib-crushing hug and a few choice words, colorful words. Michael and Nava were full of “thank you”s and “we’ll never be able to repay you”s. Apoc gave me his special slobbery greeting, despite the fact I’d just chatted with him a few days ago. But I took it, and I loved every sticky bit of it.
We finally sat, ordered drinks and food, and got caught up on the goings-on from the last few months. On their end that had consisted of the new dynamic duo, Danny and Issa, plus Mia taking over the demon hunter gig while I was predisposed and Norm took a little vacay. Not that there has been much demon action since the big day. But there continued to be the rogue escapees.
Despite that, Danny and Mia were starting to settle into a normal-ish relationship. Danny was splitting time between Mia’s place and the reservation; however, Mia was considering moving closer since she could work from anywhere. And as it turns out, Danny isn’t merely good at catching demons. In his downtime he’d started helping Mia on a couple of human asshole cases, and together they had made quick work of them.
Grand’s leg was healing, and Six has had another career change, this time to therapy dog, Every day they are taking afternoon strolls and subsequent naps alongside the river together. Michael and Nava were sharing custody of Apoc, but the blush in his reinstated angel’s cheeks told me that might not be the only thing they were sharing. Sammy and Ariel make routine visits, but had resumed their previous life, well not previous-previous life. They were still here on Earth doing the faux human thing, and apparently Ariel was prego. And that simple thought made me smile a little extra. Oh, and Loretta and Rex had been out on a few dates and things seemed to be going well. And then it was my turn.
I whitewashed a good bit and no big dealed the rest of it. I did, however, clarify the fact that I technically hadn’t killed Lucifer when I shattered the crystal blade in his chest. Sorry, not sorry. I’d simply released the essence of one of Apoc’s worlds, which then expanded and consumed him.
I might have taken a bit too much delight in describing Lucifer’s current digs, which consisted of everything being a varying shade of pink. Sky, walls, water, couch, fridge, birds, trees … you get the Pretty in Pink picture. He has one TV station which only plays Bachelorette reruns. One radio station that is All Celine all the time.
Foodwise we switch it up between tofu and pinto bean meatloaf that’s always burnt on the outside, cold on the inside, and soy bean burgers and one pack of soy sauce for his condiment. I gave him something on the dessert side of things: Oreos. Every flavor ever created. Only catch is all the creamy insides have already been licked out.
Oh, and all he has to wear is Hawaiian shirts, cheap plastic flip-flops, and linen pants for which he has no iron. They had questions of course—mainly about the Oreos and a few-one offs about linen pants, but mostly about if I hadn’t killed Lucifer where had I been all this time. So, fun fact: God still needs someone in charge of the flip side. They’re super-serious about the whole balance thing.
“I’m kind of the temporary devil until they find a permanent replacement,” I said. “They’re taking applications. Then they’ll do interviews and backgrounds and such.” To be honest, I wasn’t in a rush. It turns out I’m pretty okay with making sure real-deal bad people get their comeuppance. But for the born and bred demons, ones that hadn’t gotten a choice in the matter, I’d actually started an aqua-lava aerobics and a knitting club—you know, just to help them deal with their anger issues. Bingo night was a bust because the hell hounds kept eating the ink blotters and, well, one of the bingo callers, but … we’re still working with them.
“If you are here, who’s running the place now?” Mia asked.
I waved a hand. “Oh, I left an intern in charge. It’s fine.”
Eventually we broke up the party and headed out to the parking lot and toward Woody. Of course I hadn’t needed a car for this trip, or for any trip as of late, but I was glad to see that Danny had fixed the dents and dings and was using him to get around. I ran a hand down his faux woodgrain panels. “You want to—” Danny said, but I waved him off. “He’s in good hands. You keep him.” I turned to Ashlyn. “Do you have plans?”
“I do.”
“Right, of course you do. I’m sure they have you doing all kinds of miracles or—”
“Plans with you,” Ashlyn clarified, as she slid her hand into mine and leaned in to give my ear a playful nip. “Very prolonged, intense, punish you kind of plans.”
My heart lit off in my chest. “I have been bad. Kind of the epitome of bad. I mean I have the horns and tail to prove it.” Ashlyn took a step back. “Figuratively,” I said, pulling her back in.
She laughed. “Let’s get out of here.”
“I have just the place.”
“It’s magnificent,” Ashlyn whispered.
I pulled my eyes from the clifftop view of the lake. Our lake. “I’m glad you think so because I might have already bought it.”
Ashlyn spun on me. “You bought it? How?”
“This gig does come with a few fun perks.”
Ashlyn crossed her arms across her chest. Lucky little limbs. “Perks?”
“Deal making. I’m apparently very persuasive.” I double brow wiggled, pulling her in against me, making her arms wrap around me instead.
“When did you have time? When did you buy it?”
“Earlier today.”
She leaned back. “Awful confident I’d forgive you.”
“Not at all actually. I was just really, really hopeful. Worst case, I thought I’d give it to Michael and Nava for a place to raise Apoc if you didn’t want—”
“I want. I very much want.” She kissed me. “But what about Michael? Maybe they could find something nearby?”
“Good possibility since I bought this whole cliff side of the lake.” Ashlyn just blinked at me. “About a hundred and fifty acres. Give or take.”
“But there are houses. How did you?”
“Again, mad persuasive skills.” She cocked a concerned brow. “Fine, that and I paid them five times their value.” That got a raise of the other brow. “Right. I found Luci’s password to his bank account taped under his keyboard. Evil one, two, three, four.” I rolled my eyes.
Ashlyn turned to look at the lake and the moon’s reflection dancing on the tiny ripples of the dark water. “I’m still mad. More hurt really,” Ashlyn explained.
“I know. I just didn’t know another way. And after he …” I shook my head, clearing the image of Ashlyn dying in my arms. “I thought I lost you,” my voice cracked. “I … he—”
“Trust me love, I know. I woke up and Ariel told me what you had done. I …” She took my face into her hands, forcing me to meet her eyes. “All that matters now is I’m here. You’re here. We are all here because of you and what you did, what you sacrificed. It was stupid and reckless,” she waited until my lips turned up in a grin, “but it was selfless and I wouldn’t or shouldn’t have expected anything else from you.”
“Does that mean you forgive me?”
She slid her arms around my neck. “Always.”
It was me that leaned back this time around. “Cool, but um where do we stand on that whole punishing me thing? ‘Cause I mean I am kind of the devil and that’s my kink so I’m totally down—” She shut me up with a kiss.
“Do the walk again,” I begged, scooting my ass back against the tree at the edge of our makeshift bed of blankets and clothes.
Ashlyn shook her head. “One more time, and then we’re done.”
I took a long, blood-stirring up and down of the real-life Victoria’s Secret model before me. “We are never ever going to be done,” I growled.
Ashlyn smiled as she spread her pearlescent white wings. “Never ever?” she asked as she placed her hands on her hips.
“Never, ever,” I confirmed, my pulse hammering at the sight of her and her matching white lacy lingerie.
She took five runway worthy steps to the edge of the blanket and leaned down to run a fingertip along my cheekbone, stopping on my lower lip. “This angel thing comes with an immortal clause. Never ever could be a really long time.”
I wrapped my hand around her wrist, pulling her on top of me. “Did you get the lowdown on the whole falling from grace thing? Because after what I have planned for you, you’re probably going to get kicked out.”
Ashlyn moved to straddle my hips, giving her own a roll to torture me. “I’m up for testing the limits.” She brought in her wings, curling them into her back.
I gave her a devilish grin. Literally. “Leave them out,” I growled, as I pulled her mouth to mine.
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