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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    The investigator’s every move was so slow, so confident. This was the first thing that Ashley noticed about him. Well, maybe fourth, following his incredible eyes, wicked smile, and absolutely perfect frame. Ashley, struggling to avoid being completely hypocritical, tried to focus on the topic at hand, her reason for calling the investigator in the first place. 
 
    “I have no evidence,” she said. “I just know it’s happening. I’m not sure how to handle it. Confronting him seems—” 
 
    “No, Ashley. You won’t want to confront him about this. Not yet.” His voice had a suave yet animalistic quality to it. If ever there was a man capable of growling while speaking, he was sitting before her now. He had used her name, too. It was so personal, so charming. He went on. “If anyone is going to step into a conflict, it will be me, and I would like to avoid that. May I ask a personal question? 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Has he been satisfying you? In the carnal sense, I mean.” 
 
    “No, it’s been months. I think that’s what first made me suspicious.” 
 
    “I understand. And what about before all of this started? Did you have any fantasies or desires that didn’t quite fit his interests?” 
 
    This question sent a parade of sexual images across her mind, distracting her once again. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Ok.” The investigator clicked his pen and produced a note pad. “Anything you can tell me about those?” 
 
    “I don’t see what my fantasies have to do with—” 
 
    “Say no more, Ashley.” The man lifted a halting hand. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.” There he went, using her name again. Ashley shook her head. 
 
    “Not at all.” She stood. “Drink?” 
 
    “I’d love one, thanks.” 
 
    “Whiskey? Scotch? Rocks?” 
 
    “Dealer’s choice. Stronger is better, though.” 
 
    She wasn’t certain why, but despite it only being lunch time, she poured triples for the both of them. Scotch for him, vodka for her. Straight, on the rocks. She never drank like that, but had suddenly become inspired. 
 
    “Wow,” the man said, accepting the clinking glass from her. “I see you know how to take an order.” 
 
    Ashley smirked, returning to her ornate, extremely expensive, antique armchair. She took a sip of vodka. 
 
    “I have my moments.” 
 
    The questioning went on, increasingly relaxed by the powers of social lubricant. Whenever the man spoke, Ashley found her attention drifting to his strange eyes. One was nearly black, the other red. She wanted to ask, but couldn’t bring herself to break the flow of their conversation. Red eyes typically meant albino, but this man was certainly not one of those. His deep tan made him look as though he worked outside all day. 
 
    Ashley found her mind wandering to the topic of tan lines, before being jerked back into the moment by the conclusion of the meeting. The man stood. 
 
    “Thank you for the drink, Ashley, and for what it’s worth I’m sorry your husband is putting you through this.” He shook her hand with his, which felt warm and firm at the same time. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” she said, showing him to the door. “When will I see you next?” 
 
    “As soon as possible.” He smiled, and stepped out of her afternoon. 
 
    She watched him walk away for a little longer than the typical norm. Her mind was caught up in a titanic struggle against itself. She had called him here to expose her cheating husband, yet now she was convincing herself that cheating wasn’t such a bad thing. She closed the door, and though she wasn’t sure why, she felt the urge to try out the man’s name, taste it on her lips one extra time. 
 
    “Maven.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    He loved his job. Sure, things could get “rough and tumble” from time to time, but the perks dramatically outweighed the pits. All throughout the cab ride to his favorite watering hole, Maven basked in the powerful feeling of the sexual tension that he had crafted with Ashley. Although it gave him immense energy, it came at the cost of minor distraction. Maven was allotting a decent portion of his will power to keep from turning his ride around, going back to Ashley’s exorbitant home, and pulling the rubber band even tighter. As nice as the tension was, the final snap would be even better. 
 
    The rest of Maven’s mind was sifting through the actual job. Ashley’s description of her husband included the phrase, “He was a good man.”  
 
    Past tense.  
 
    That meant that she already knew the outcome of the case that she had hired Maven to solve. What she was really after, deep down, was the identity of who her husband was cheating with. 
 
    Stanley Belman was a high-end New York attorney, the definition of “Big Shot.” Obviously he had never heard the old saying, “power corrupts,” and had fallen victim to its prophecy. The depth of that corruption had been brought into sharp focus when Ashley told Maven the name of a bar that Stanley had been frequenting. “Scuzzy” would be one way to describe the strip club that wore a dive bar’s clothing. “Maven’s favorite” would be another apt descriptor. The coincidence of Stanley’s tastes overlapping with Maven’s was noteworthy, at the very least. 
 
    The cab came to a stop, Maven paid the driver, and he stepped out into the late-evening light. The sidewalks were devoid of all life, save the possible unnoticed cockroach or hidden rat. Warehouses in various states of disrepair lined the street. There was one slightly off detail to the scene, though. Despite being in plain sight it had a tendency to only be seen by people who were searching for it. 
 
    Among the various large, rusted freight doors, there was a small one made of lacquer-finished mahogany wood. A single antique sconce glowed just above it, casting an orange glow onto the area that surrounded the entrance. Maven made his way across the street, flung open the door, and stepped into the delightfully dour atmosphere of Charlie’s Blue Bawlers Bar, an establishment without a sign and most likely without a permit or license. 
 
    The small, hole-in-the-world dive bar looked best when it wore red, as it was now. The dim crimson glow reminded Maven of hell’s finer parts. Out of a speaker system that was at least thirty years old, there quietly played a bluesy guitar riff that sounded as though the performer had either been dying or coming down off of one drug or another while he played. 
 
    Before he could plunge into this oasis of true darkness, Maven had to contend with some minor harassment, delivered in the form of two enormous women. 
 
    “Identification,” Helga said, her Swedish accent showing through. She stepped in front of him, using her giant form to block the landing strip that Maven called a bar. 
 
    Helga’s sister stepped in. “Leave him alone.” Olga was just as large and just as Swedish as Helga. “Can’t you see he’s had a long day?” 
 
    Maven debated telling them that his day had actually been invigorating and arousing, and that the tired look on his face was always there. He opted for a kind-hearted greeting, instead. 
 
    “Evening ladies.” He produced his photo I.D. “How’s the air up there?” 
 
    “Thin,” Olga said. “Like my patience with you.” 
 
    “I haven’t even done anything.” 
 
    “Consider it an advance payment.” She took his I.D. and examined it. 
 
    “In other news,” Maven said, putting on the voice of a news anchor. “An area bouncer is shocked to find that a regular bar patron is still of drinking age, even after all these years.” 
 
    “You can never be to sure,” Helga said. “I’ll need to pat you down for weapons, now. Hands on the wall.” 
 
    Olga rolled her eyes. “Jesus, Helga just let him in.” 
 
    Maven winced at the invocation of the lord’s name. “Could you not?” 
 
    “Right,” Olga said. “Sorry.” 
 
    A scratchy voice from somewhere behind the bar invaded the interaction. 
 
    “Yo! Are we a bar or courthouse? Let the man through for Christs’ sake.” 
 
    Maven winced a second time, but recovered quickly. He tipped an imaginary hat at the two bouncers, smiled, and sidled up to the nearest barstool. The source of the scratchy voice stood on the other side, performing the time-honored ritual of all bar tenders, drying a beer mug with a white rag. 
 
    Charlie, the owner, manager, and tender of Blue Bawlers, was the perfect compliment to the hired muscle that stood guard at the door. He was a dwarf, barely tall enough to look over the bar. Both he and the ladies were right on the line of scale between human and mythical. Thus, the Bawler’s human patrons never suspected a thing. 
 
    “What’ll it be, Mave? If you would just settle on a usual I could have it ready for you when you sit down.” 
 
    “My only addiction is novelty. Got anything new on tap?” 
 
    “Not in the last ten years. Please stop asking me that.” 
 
    “Squeaky wheel gets the grease.” His swift mind made a quick detour to Ashley. He thought of what she had been drinking, how he almost tasted her scent when they said goodbye. “I’ll take a vodka, and get Mister Pour down there something he likes.” Maven pointed to the opposite end of the bar, indicating a bearded man that was dressed in a suit coat fit the fashions of the late eighteen hundreds. Judging by its threadbare state, it was a bonafide original. 
 
    Charlie filled the order without another word, and when he gave the bearded man his drink, Maven made his approach. The Pour Man’s name carried a double meaning, like a forked tongue. When his mood was high, he had a tendency to yield an outpouring of lengthy, full, and often entirely false stories presented as the truth. Having spent nearly two centuries on Earth committing various evils, he had an awful lot to say. 
 
    When he was low, though, he was only approachable if you poured him a drink. Scottish whiskey was his personal high-octane gasoline, and he liked to keep a full tank. 
 
    “A demon bearing gifts,” the Pour Man said, grumbling through his thick Scottish accent. “Yeh here to make a wish?” 
 
    Maven smiled. “Hey Pour. How’s the oldest devil in New York.” 
 
    “I’d say the oldest devil in town is probably money, but if you’re referring to this fella’ sitting before you, he’s getting better with every sip. You’re not meeting your creepy little nymph friend here, are you?” He took a few nervous glances around. It was always so strange when the Pour Man showed even a tinge of fear. Maven put him at ease by telling him he was here alone. The Pour Man relaxed.    
 
    “Great.” His accent gave the “R” a generous roll. “What are you after, Maven?” 
 
    “What?” Maven feigned taking grave offense. “A guy can’t enjoy another guy’s company?” 
 
    The Pour Man responded first by taking another generous swig of his drink. “Sure they can. A demon and a devil, though.” He shrugged. “That’s pushin’ it a little.” 
 
    The devil’s words reminded Maven how truly unique this very moment was. Much to the confusion of the uneducated human, devils and demons typically hated each other with a vengeance. The fact that Maven could share a room with the Pour Man without trying to tear him apart was true testament to the “warm” environment that Charlie had crafted at Bawler’s. 
 
    “Gee wiz Pour, I thought we were friends.” 
 
    “Will you get on with it? I’m a thirsty man and the more talking I do the less I can drink.” 
 
    “Alright, fine. I’m wondering if you know anything about a guy named Stanley Belman.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” He swallowed his whiskey like it was water. “I’m your spy now?” If there was one thing that the Pour Man despised, it was mixing his evil-doings with Maven’s. A devil’s work was systematic, calculated. A demon’s was pure chaos. These were two fundamental differences that had been at odds with each other since before the dawn of the universe. 
 
    “Not a spy,” Maven said. “Just a good listener. If only these walls could talk, I would ask them.” 
 
    “Ah, that takes me back to the third circle of hell. Now that was a real establishment. Not that the walls ever said anything useful.” He scratched his beard. “Or nice. Come to think of it, the place was a real shit hole.” 
 
    Now it was time for Maven to respond with a simple swig. The Pour Man went on. 
 
    “Yeah I know a few things about your man Stanley. Not that he makes listening hard. He’s got a boisterous way about him, you know? Deep pockets and a big mouth. The two tend to go hand in hand.” 
 
    “His wife thinks he’s cheating.” Maven leaned back onto the bar, turning to appreciate the view of shaking, barely covered asses and tits up on the stage. “Hear anything damning on that front?” 
 
    The Pour Man laughed his loudest, slapping the table.  
 
    “Cheating? Whatever gave her that idea? The man has a hard on every time he walks in here.” 
 
    “He could just be… enthusiastic.” 
 
    “Aye, enthusiastic he is, enough to throw an ocean of money at Charlie’s dancers. He pays in ones, too. Pretty cheap for a big-shot attorney.” 
 
    “Rich and stingy. Another hand in hand relationship?” In Maven’s world, there was no such thing as a universal correlation, only chaos and the mind’s tendency to place meaning where there is none. He nevertheless thought it wise to butter up the devil sitting before him by suggesting such connections. 
 
    “Across all time.” The Pour Man swept his hand across the air. “Believe me, I’ve seen it. So I’m guessing your chasing this fella’s whereabouts?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Good for you. If the guy had a single redeeming quality I might be inclined to make you pay more than one drink for information like that. This bit you’ll get on the house, though, since the suave roach hurts my ears when he talks. Are you familiar with a girl named Double D?” 
 
    “No. Local choir girl I assume?” 
 
    “Quit your wit. Her stage name is Desirous Dixon. She dances here on Wednesdays. Last night Stanley stuffed an unseemly amount of money down her shirt, tucked right between that ample cleavage of hers. Upfront payment for less look more touch. They left together, probably to lay some pipe.” 
 
    “Any idea where?” 
 
    “Knowing Miss Dee-Dee, probably her back yard.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant, Pour.” 
 
    “I know but I couldn’t resist. Can’t tell you where they got off to, but I could guess, and so could you. It’s not like people drive out of state for that sort of thing, and there are plenty of dirty mattresses in the neighborhood. A shame you weren’t here last night. You could have asked him yourself instead of falling into debt with a devil.” 
 
    “I thought you said this one was on the house.” 
 
    “Nothing’s free, Mave, nothing at all. Now what say you leave me to this fine bevvy? It’s not healthy to drink in the company of others.” 
 
    “Have it your way.” Maven stepped away. “Thanks, Pour.” 
 
    “Don’t say ‘thanks.’ It hurts my ears.” 
 
    “Fine then. Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    “Right back at you, boy.” The Pour Man offered a reluctant smile before signaling Charlie for a refill. 
 
    On his way to the door, Maven took only brief notice of the various exotic dances that were being performed around the polls on stage. He wondered if fishnets beneath neon light would ever go out of style. The girls were good at what they did, even though they weren’t Maven’s type. They were too available, too thirsty. Maven preferred to work harder than sliding bills under G-strings.  
 
    The strings he preferred to pluck away at were those of the mind, first the waking mind, then the dreaming one. He checked the time, wondering when Miss Belman would lay down for the night.  
 
    Definitely not yet. 
 
    So, the work would continue just a little longer. There were maybe three motels within walking distance of Bawler’s, most of them probably kept their doors open and lights on thanks to the patronage of the Bawler’s clientele.  
 
    “Want to give me a pat down on the way out?” Maven asked Helga as he moved to the door. “I might have stolen a shot glass or something.” 
 
    “Watch it, little man, or you’ll earn yourself a cavity search.” 
 
    “Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Maven said, despite how truly horrifying the idea was. “You ladies behave.” 
 
    “We will.” Olga grinned. “Relative to you, ‘good’ is easy.” 
 
    Maven stepped out onto the street, thinking about the parting words. He wasn’t that bad, was he? 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Maven’s brief tour of the area’s finest motels was a filthy one. Most of them hosted unlit parking lots, balconies that were populated by questionable folk, and at least one stray, used up needle waiting for its chance to pass on a powerful dose of hepatitis. 
 
    Despite his demonic nature, these weren’t the kind of establishments that Maven frequented. The way he looked at it, there was no way to make mud any dirtier, no way to ignite what is already burning. His favorite kind of filth was the kind that he created himself, converted through chaos, from clean or innocent. Motels such as these had no use for Maven, and he had no use for them, except on nights like tonight. 
 
    He had the distinct displeasure of speaking to numerous nightshift hotel clerks. Each was reluctant to raise their voice or listen to Maven’s, which made conversation through bulletproof glass a challenge feat. Their lack of shits given over their job did have its advantages, though. Anywhere else in town, the front desk workers would viciously protect the identity and location of their guests. In this case, they would hand out credit card numbers to get Maven to leave them alone so they could get back to watching mundane things on the TV like the weather, or infomercials. 
 
    As with most quests, Maven didn’t find what he was looking for until he reached the third and final location. The place was called “The Oasis Inn,” an ironic name considering Maven wouldn’t dare drink the tap water even if someone put a gun to his head. 
 
    “Room two-oh-one,” the clerk said, without so much as looking at Maven. The guy didn’t even ask for a reason, and certainly didn’t even have “warrant” in his vocabulary. “He paid cash, brought a girl with him, they made each other scream for about an hour, and then she left.”  
 
    “So you suspect he’s still up there?” 
 
    “I try not to suspect things around here.” He tapped his head, still refusing to pry his eyes from the TV. “Hurts my imagination.” 
 
    Maven thought the next question he was going to ask might be pushing his luck, but he went for it anyway. 
 
    “Got a spare key?” 
 
    Now the man turned to face him. They shared refracted eye-contact through the four-inch thick glass. This view gave a special-edition look at the bags under the clerk’s eyes, and the emptiness behind them. 
 
    “You a murderer?” He asked. 
 
    “Do I look like a murderer?” 
 
    “Worse. What do you want a key for?” 
 
    “Oh, I wouldn’t use it. I’m just a collector. It’s an expensive hobby.” Maven slid a twenty-dollar bill under the glass. 
 
    The clerk swiped the bill and took the key down from the rack behind him. He held it up. 
 
    “This particular item is especially rare. Mint condition, too.” 
 
    Maven groaned. At least he knew he had the guy’s loyalty, the question was how much it was going to cost. He rooted through his wallet, hoping he didn’t have to ask for change. 
 
    “Antiques like that are hard to come by. I could raise you this much…” he dropped in another ten, “and throw in ‘not kicking down the door.’ Can’t beat a deal like that.” 
 
    The guy seemingly didn’t respond well to threats, but the cash balanced his anger. He took the thirty bucks and handed Maven the key. 
 
    “Knock yourself out. Just pretend you picked the lock or else I’m screwed.” 
 
    Maven agreed to the terms and headed upstairs. Once he arrived at two-oh-one, giving in to a rare streak of courtesy, he knocked first. When there was no answer, he opened the door. The smell hit him before the sight. Neither of them were appealing. 
 
    There lie Stanley Belman, D-O-A and not looking particularly fetching. His stinking corpse was clad only in a one-size-too-small, leather, crotchless thong.  Maven wondered if the guy would still be wearing it under his suit at the funeral. On top of that, he hoped against odds that the deceased would be buried with the one other thing he still had… a rock hard erection that seemingly refused to take a bow, even post mortem. 
 
    Judging by the anguished look on the guy’s face, he had died of a heart attack. The bounty of blue pills scattered on his bare chest and the aforementioned boner further validated this claim. Maven shook his head and offered a quiet eulogy. 
 
    “He died doing what he loved… fucking strippers behind his wife’s back.” 
 
    With that, he noticed that Mister Dead had seemingly left a suicide note taped to his dick, of all places. Maven delicately plucked it from the stalwart manhood and gave it a quick analysis. Most obvious of all, it was not scrawled in a man’s hand. The cursive style was refined and small, like that of a woman’s, left handed by the looks of it. Its message was clever, eloquent, and apt. 
 
    “Thanks for the small gift! See you in hell, asshole!”  
 
    Maven smiled, pleased with the entertaining piece of evidence he had just been granted. The infidelity surveillance case had just become a murder mystery. He liked those. After pocketing the note, he said his goodbyes to Stanley and Tiny Stanley, then took his leave. 
 
    He had been expecting a long haul, chasing tenuous leads, digging up dirty evidence, and tossing threats left and right to elicit both things from various sources. For that prediction, he had quoted Miss Belman a three-day turnaround on her case, although he planned to make a nocturnal visit far before then. 
 
    Since Stanley’s whereabouts had already been wrapped up, Maven decided to treat himself to a night of satisfaction. It would take far more than the cold, erect penis of a corpse to turn him off. Hell had adjusted his barometer in that sense. It was a nice night to swing by the old watering hole, the kind of place that was a favorite to many demons. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Sister Esperanza removed her coif and veil, taking great pleasure in the nightly ritual of letting her hair down before a night of well-earned rest. She got down on her knees at the side of her bed and prayed to the lord, that he might mitigate the terrible crime culture in which the city had become so engrossed. Before standing again, she hesitated, and added a quick postscript. 
 
    Please let the others in the convent come to accept me. 
 
    Amen. 
 
    Although the majority of the other sisters were as warm and welcoming as she had hoped, other more traditional or conservative nuns couldn’t seem to drop their scowls when she was around. She didn’t know why, but assumed this was because of her youth, her liberal attitude towards numerous issues, or oh God, hopefully not her Hispanic ethnicity. All three of those would be a part of her for some time to come. 
 
    With prayer done, she continued her nightly routine by stripping down to her natural, naked state and slipping in between the sheets. It was mind boggling to her that after a full day spent wrapped up in a hot black robe, some of the sisters still wore long sleeve pajamas to bed. This thought frustratingly gave rise to another, and she soon found herself grappling with her oath of celibacy once again. Despite her hopes, that particular pill had not become easier to swallow after she solemnly committed to doing so.  
 
    She hated to sound like a school brat, but the phrase came to her anyway: it wasn’t fair. She was young, and still had all of the drive that a woman her age should. The timing was consistent, too. This debate always seemed to reach her in the warmth of her bed, and consistently gave rise to a different kind of warmth. She felt her hand reaching down to meet it, desire struggling against faith. 
 
    Tired as sin, she found herself nodding off, taking that heat with her. 
 
    The man’s presence in her room brought a hot spike of fear. He was rugged-looking, possessed a devilish smile, and a horrible look of intent. And… that eye. It was almost completely white, and fitting of an albino. As strange as it was, it seemed charming in a way. As he approached her bed, rather than feeling terror at the invasion, Sister Esperanza’s anxiety slipped away. The man’s presence became soothing, and she soon realized that his entry into her room would have been impossible unless— 
 
    She was dreaming. Suddenly she came to understand what he wanted, and knew all too well what she wanted as well. As if her unspoken prayer had been answered, she knew she was about to experience a wonderful dream, and the greatest blessing of all, it was a lucid dream. She would be able to give in to everything she craved without breaking her oath. 
 
    She sat up in bed, still instinctively clutching the sheets to her chest, clinging to her fleeting privacy, but hot with excitement knowing that this man would soon be stripping everything away. God, how long had it been? She pushed that question away because she didn’t want to think about anything else, didn’t want a shred of her mind to exist anywhere but this room. It was all so delightfully real. Unlike most dreams, the scene had yet to jump around, or change. She almost wanted it to skip ahead, right to the part where he was in her bed and on top of her, before she woke up. 
 
    That part never came, though. Instead of joining her, he reached under the covers, pulled her from the bed, and pressed her up against the wall. She let out a sharp exhale at the sudden cold, but immediately turned hot again as she felt his hands all over her. He was right behind her now, and she knew that even if she wanted to, she couldn’t get out from between him and the wall. 
 
    His hot breath flowed down and around her neck, soon followed by the grasp of his hand, then a tug on her hair. He hadn’t even touched her where it counted yet and already she was trembling, involuntarily standing on her toes as her body tensed from his groping, and the weight of him pushing up against her. 
 
    “Please.” She hadn’t been apt to begging before, but she craved him so terribly that she was willing to get down onto her knees and pray to him, worship him. She felt one of his rugged hands working its way back up her silky skin, tauntingly, and she took one of his fingers into her mouth, wanting to turn and kiss him, but he wouldn’t allow it. 
 
    Finally she heard the sound of his belt unclasping and she immediately reached back to feel him, just as his jeans dropped. “Big” was too simple a term, “perfect” was more like it. For all his taunting and delay, he pushed himself inside of her so suddenly that she gulped in a lungful of air at the force of the sensation.  
 
    She had forgotten what it felt like, could barely even release a choked moan as she went completely rigid. Her hands clenched into fists as she stood even higher on her toes, trying but failing to ease herself away from his thrusting. She felt so woefully out of practice, unable to overcome her pleasure, relax, and fall into the fluid motions of the act. 
 
    With that, the dream granted her wish, and she soon found herself loosening and gyrating her hips, pushing back on him. She felt so wrong, so guilty for giving in to her desire. She was performing the sin of sins and loving every second of it. Remembering that she had been granted a hall pass, she hurriedly formed a list of every act she wanted to experience and savor with this mysterious interloper of her dreams. It was a lengthy list. She thanked God again for her lucid, freewill in this fantasy, pulled away from the man, turned, dropped to her knees, and began performing a different kind of prayer. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Maven shook off the delightful chill that always tended to strike after a lay as divine as Sister Esperanza. He slipped outside, refreshed, and entirely unnoticed. It was a night well done, and he figured he had earned himself some genuine rest. 
 
    Ducking into the nearest side street, he was confronted with the undeniable truth that his night had only just begun. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you, Mav.” The voice seemed to grow its way towards Maven from the other end of the alley, like invasive vines. 
 
    “Your timing is impeccable, Slay. As always.” Maven smiled and raised his hands in mock-welcome of his adversary, then removed his overcoat. He already knew how this meeting would end. The truth was, Cassius Slay would never, ever be welcome within three city blocks of Maven. Prime reason being: the half devil, half giant, was a demon hunter. 
 
    Maven didn’t like the idea of anyone considering him to be “prey,” but he couldn’t quite seem to talk Cassius Slay out of the mindset. Being over seven feet tall seemed to go straight to the devil’s head. His crystal blue eyes were framed by his long, auburn, flowing hair. Maven always thought that the fashion choice of hair that emulated fire was a little “on the nose” for a devil, but Cassius seemed stuck in his ways on that end, too. 
 
    “How was your jaunt on the holy side?” The devil smiled. “I hope she was good.” 
 
    “Because she’ll be my last?” Maven asked with a groan. 
 
    “Maybe so, but that’s not what I was going to say. I was just being polite.” 
 
    “Could we get this over with?” Maven asked. “I’ve got things to do.” 
 
    Cassius responded only by issuing a command in ancient tongue, which triggered the deployment of his concealed weapon of choice. The devil’s iconic and revered greatsword unfolded into existence within a second. Maven knew the weapon all-too-well. Its magical properties brought it crashing through most demons’ natural defenses. To make matters worse, the blade was positively oozing with poison made specifically for demons. If it got into Maven’s bloodstream, it would slow his reflexes, thus throwing him out of the fight. 
 
    “You’d make a great magician,” Maven said. “I have a trick of my own, now. Will you excuse me just one moment?” He started his transformation into fighting form, but Slay showed no quarter. As the devil charged down the alley at him, Maven’s adrenaline became heightened. Tattooed and scarred black wings spread from his shoulders like a blown cloak.  
 
    Slay was rapidly closing the distance between them, sword held high for a killing stroke. Maven held his ground, confident that he would be fully transformed and ready to give his old devil friend a warm welcome, with time to spare. The evil that Maven normally kept concealed beneath his wit and coy grin now rushed into his face. Jagged horns sprouted from his head. His body darkened. His muscles bulged. 
 
    Cassius Slay leapt high, and pulled back his weapon in preparation for a piercing kill. Maven’s transformation complete, he reached to his back and pulled two runed, long daggers. He took flight, rising above Cassius and forcing the devil’s blade into nothing but air. 
 
    “Really?” Maven asked. “The old run and stab?” He corkscrewed through the air, aiming to breach Slay’s long reach, get inside, and land whatever stabs and slices he could. His maneuver worked, but at the cost of a minor cut on his arm. He could already feel the poison’s presence there, though its worse effects wouldn’t be felt for about another minute. 
 
    Maven took a counter swing, then spun out and back from the giant’s range. Slay laughed, enjoying the cut on his opponent’s body. 
 
    “Poor way to start out a fight, Mav.” 
 
    “Same to you, gushy.” Maven pointed to Slay’s leg, which was now issuing forth a torrent of blood. Slay might have had his poison, but Maven’s daggers possessed the powers of bloodletting. Cassius’ wound would be releasing an excess of blood for the remainder of the fight. The giant devil roared and came in swinging, again. Maven bobbed, ducked, and weaved.  
 
    On a few occasions, he tried and failed to stop the momentum of Slay’s brutal swings. This was not a game of blocking and bludgeoning for Maven, but one of dodging. Leaping into a high flight would only break up the combat, and once again put Maven on the outside of the giant’s defenses. He didn’t want distance. He needed to stay close. Instead of using his wings for altitude, Maven flicked them here and there, accelerating shuffles left, right, and under Slay’s advances. 
 
    The two crushed into each other, repeatedly, like opposing ocean waves. For his size, Cassius was incredibly nimble. From their current close quarters, Maven could see but tried not to think about the various battle scars that littered the devil’s body, likely formed with the help of fallen demons. Maven was determined to keep from being reduced to a mere scar-story, one that Slay could point at and say, “this one was a pain in the ass.” 
 
    The poison started kicking in, and Maven’s muscles began to relax against his will. He began to play a more cautious game, landing back fists instead of blades, just to make sure he didn’t take any additional hits. Fortunately, Slay looked like Maven felt. The devil was a complete and bloody wreck, drenched in his own crimson from minor cuts that were letting out an unnaturally plentiful amount of blood. 
 
    As much as he liked a good clean fight, Maven wished his powers of charm had an effect on Slay. Sending an incubus into battle without his charisma was like sending a human into one with one arm tied behind his back. All things considered, though, Maven was doing pretty damn well. 
 
    Cassius was grunting with each pained breath now, swinging wildly, letting his rage get the best of him. The devil suddenly lost his footing, slipping on the pavement that had been slicked by his own blood. Maven seized the opportunity, pouncing to land his kill, but received a giant foot in the chest instead. The demon was send backwards, raising his wings like airbrakes to prevent the fall from doing unnecessary damage. He landed on his feet, sliding backwards from the force of the kick. Cassius ducked into a combat roll and quickly rose into a fighting stance. 
 
    “Déjà vu,” Maven said. “Have we done this before?”  
 
    Enraged, Cassius ran in for another assault, and the two were at it again, blades clanging, feet shuffling, teeth gritting. Maven was on the defensive, evading more than swinging, but it was only a matter of time before Slay tired himself out. Blood loss was a powerful ally. 
 
    So is poison, Maven thought, as he felt his heart beginning to slow.  
 
    “BOYS!” Her voice was so out of context, so unexpected, that the two warring forces of evil actually stopped and backed away from one another. Neither let their guard down, though. 
 
    “Dionis,” Maven said. “Your just in time. Ever see a devil’s heart pump itself dry?” 
 
    “I didn’t know they had hearts,” Dionis said, gliding down to the bloody battlefield, coming to a rest at Maven’s side. As she spoke, she showed her fangs, threatening Slay in only a subtle way. She looked at Maven, in his glorious demonic form. “You’re even sexier with wings.” 
 
    “Nice guns,” Cassius said, making a point to ogle directly at Dionis’ ample breasts. Still panting, he squinted, searching out the details in the succubus’s tight dress. “Oh, nipple rings, too.” He laughed with the roaring quality that one would expect of a giant, then magically collapsed his greatsword into the palm of his hand. “We’ll continue this little party soon.” 
 
    With a sly wink, he disappeared before their very eyes. 
 
    Maven let out a relieved gasp as he slowly returned to human form. He nodded to Dionis.  
 
    “You must have read my mind.” 
 
    “I’d like to read more than that, sweetie.” She shot him a sexy look, firing up every seductive trick in her succubus repertoire. “But you’re welcome. Do you need some special care?” The last word was breathed more than spoken. She adjusted her dress, revealing one step closer towards her nipple rings. 
 
    Maven smiled. It was cute that she thought she could beat Maven at his own game. He usually flirted back with her, leading her on, but— 
 
    “I’ve had about all I can handle for tonight,” he said. “We have a different penis to discuss, anyway.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll have to settle for that.” Dionis crossed her arms over her chest, doubling down own the breast play. 
 
    “You need to do some digging on Stanley Belman.” 
 
    “Belman?” She asked. “Kinky guy.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know him?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say ‘know.’” 
 
    “That’s better than nothing. He’s been hanging around a dancer named Double D.” 
 
    “Cute name.” 
 
    “I know. Can you track her down?” 
 
    “Anything for you.” She gave him a few gentle slaps on his cheek and was about to fly away, but decided to walk away instead. After a few paces, she turned to see that her strut had achieved the desired effect. Maven was checking out her wonderful, athletic ass.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    “Outta my way, ladies,” Dionis said, freshly invigorated with the instructions that Maven had given her. She stepped into the delightfully musky air of Charlie’s Blue Bawlers Bar. 
 
    “Not polite,” Olga said. 
 
    “Not at all.” Helga shook her head. “What can you expect from someone that hangs around a walking piece of fungus all night?” 
 
    Dionis ignored them, and kept walking. A groggy voice boomed out from down the bar, riding waves of Scottish brogue. 
 
    “Look what the fookin’ cat dragged in,” The Pour Man wiped his face with his sweaty hand, suddenly struck by misery. 
 
    “Easy, Reds,” Dionis said. “Down boy. Before I come over and sit on your face.” 
 
    He drunkenly stood, knocking over his stool, and called out to Charlie. “Let me know when she leaves. I’m fookin outta here. Just remember that every second I’m not at that bar, you’re missing out on a heap of profit.” 
 
    Dionis rolled her eyes at the dramatic exit and leaned back against the bar, chest out, scanning the room. In her time working with Maven, she learned that finding people that were “in the know” was the same to her side work of luring priests into dirty places. 
 
    Don’t look to eager, and they’ll come to you. 
 
    She knew that Maven had been in here poking around, earlier. The way Blue Bawler’s worked, word of that had already spread around. Someone out there had heard of Maven’s snooping, and knew what he wanted. 
 
    Dionis’ eyes swept over the room until they met the only pair that was staring back at her. She beckoned the stripper with a gesture so subtle that it was imperceptible to humans, but still effective. The dancer approached using her well-honed walk, designed to turn the simple act of moving across a room into a boner-inducing parade.  
 
    “Name?” Dionis asked with a grin. 
 
    Don’t look too eager. Don’t say too much. 
 
    “Cherry Bombs.” 
 
    “Cute. You know mine?” 
 
    The dancer nodded, moving her hands along her hips and rubbing her fish-netted thighs together. 
 
    “Good. You know who Maven is?” 
 
    Another sultry nod. 
 
    “Nice work. Now here comes the big one.” Dionis leaned forward, it was her turn to do a little seducing. “You know anything that he and I don’t?” 
 
    “I might. But I talk better when I’m dancing.” 
 
    “What a convenient condition for you.” Dionis grinned. “I’ll bet the dance isn’t free either, is it?” 
 
    Cherry Bombs shook her head. Dionis pushed away from the bar and extended a hand, indicating the private rooms. 
 
    “Lead the way.” 
 
    Cherry Bombs took the outstretched hand and pulled Dionis toward their inevitable encounter. As they walked, Dionis felt that special kind of warmth that she reserved only for girls. Sometimes, she got so caught up in her work with men, priests specifically, that she forgot to enjoy the finer things in life. Shaved legs, firm tits, and wet panties, to name a few. 
 
    Once they found their private room, the natural blend of arousing and sensual motion commenced without words. Dionis took her seat, gazing up at the swaying dancer with eyes that said, “closer.” If Dionis wanted the right information, and all of it, she would have to make the dancer loose in her lips, which could usually be accomplished by making her wet somewhere else.  
 
    The little succubus had to be careful with her seductive powers. Taking a subject (or more accurately, victim,) from zero to horny too fast could be unsettling and raise suspicion. No, turning someone on in just the right way took finesse. That went double for women. As fun as it sounded, Dionis needed Cherry Bombs to talk, not turn into a lustful fuck machine. Maybe that would come later. Dionis put it on her mental “to do” list. 
 
    As Cherry straddled Dionis, getting closer and rubbing thigh against thigh, she leaned in, silently begging for Dionis to get lost in her cleavage. Closer still, and now she was inviting Dionis to whisper in her ear. The succubus took the opportunity. 
 
    “Double D. You know where she is?” The only response Dionis noticed was Cherry’s hand against pressing against her ribs, just below her breasts. The dancer made a “come here” gesture with two fingers. The beckoning wasn’t for Dionis, though. 
 
    Money. Payment. 
 
    Dionis had completely forgotten that nothing at Charlie’s Blue Bawlers was free. She forked over some cash, chiding herself for not making the dancer wet sooner. That would have lowered the price, put the goods on sale. The dancer’s hand was still extended. 
 
    More? Dionis groaned. Inflation is destroying the economy. 
 
    Now, before things could get any colder, Dionis put the heat on, piercing into the Cherry’s soul, giving her a warmth the likes of which she had likely never felt before. That did the trick. Cherry leaned in, trying to keep from moaning, trying to appear as though she was still in control, and said, “She’s been missing.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    Cherry inhaled sharply, moving in and quickly increasing the amount of skin on skin contact they were having. Dionis started to wonder if maybe she had overheated the girl.  
 
    “Days,” Cherry said. The tremble in her whisper told the whole story. Definitely overheated.  
 
    …woops. 
 
    “It’s weird for the new girls to skip their days,” Cherry’s trembling had spread from her voice to her body. “Something’s up.” 
 
    Something was up. Libido, temperature, all of it. Dionis felt Cherry’s hand press into her ribs again, but this time it wasn’t an invoice. Cherry’s fingertips drifted down, and down, then under Dionis’ tight skirt. Maybe this was going to be more for fun and less for information. 
 
    The seducer would not be seduced, though. Dionis started to press for more information on the missing dancer, but was interrupted when Cherry pressed a finger against her lips. The other hand reached around and slipped something—a note—into Dionis’ panties. 
 
    Cherry’s eyes explained it. 
 
    Not out loud. I just gave you what you need. 
 
    Dionis grinned. She was impressed that the dancer pushed through the pleasure and managed to do something so covert. Cherry was definitely a professional. 
 
    Dionis wasn’t one to say, “Let’s do this,” but she thought it. What little holding back she had managed made what followed that much better. Cherry pressed her hand all the way beneath Dionis’ skirt, and Dionis mirrored motion. They rubbed each other, sweating beneath the room’s red light, making hushed gasps. Hands ran through hair. Hips rolled. Dionis was pleased with her subject. Females were so much warmer, wetter, more inviting. They had so much more to offer than the standard male machinery. 
 
    Speak of the devil… 
 
    A male dance room attendant, seemingly summoned by the moans, glanced in the room and made the mistake of catching Dionis’ eyes. The succubus had a knack for reaching into minds and throwing switches, but when she was hot and bothered, her powers seemed to know no bounds. 
 
    Rather than using her telepathy to send the guy away, Dionis effortlessly convinced him to stay. 
 
    Time for you to do your own dirty jerk, guy. 
 
    The man dropped his pants to the floor, belt jangling, right on command. He was hard in seconds. Cherry barely seemed to notice the action at the door, barely cared, thanks to Dionis’ attentiveness. The dancer was red in the face, her hair mussed. Dionis picked up the pace of the rhythm that was driving her fingers. There was something so satisfying about making a stripper cum, such a feeling of power.  
 
    Once that power came, Cherry completely lost control and let out a moan that she had been holding back for years. The very sound of Cherry’s voice was so arousing that Dionis briefly questioned if the dancer was faking it and maybe had a background in porn, but no, that wasn’t the case. Cherry had just been taken to a whole new level. 
 
    That whole new level, as it turned out, garnered the attention of Charlie, and Dionis heard the dwarf’s voice thunder across the dance floor at the male attendant. It was tough to tell exactly what obscenities were being hurled, but “pervert” was definitely one of them. As the poor guy’s trance broke and he stumbled back, struggling to pull his pants up, Dionis wondered if he would still have a job in the morning. She made a mental note to vouch for the guy; the whole thing was really out of his hands. 
 
    Then again, every last bit of it had been in his right hand.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “The details are fine, D, but they’re not really what I’m after.” Maven couldn’t get over the fact that every time he sent Dionis for a favor, the girl would come back with a long story about a sexual exploit. He didn’t blame her for indulging, but he didn’t always have time to hear about every tremble, drop of sweat, and wide-eyed orgasm. “Can we focus on the case, please?” 
 
    “Wait, I’m almost done.” She wasn’t, really, and proceeded to bring to life her entire encounter with the stripper and the private room attendant. The girl was really wound up today, or was that every day? 
 
    It was an early morning, so Maven’s tattoo shop was fairly empty. Who was he kidding? The place was just as dead at noon and night. He enjoyed the craft, but at this point it was merely serving as an office for his investigation agency, which in turn was serving as a front for his nightly conquests of the finer sex. 
 
    Facades on facades. 
 
    Demons, Ink was located conveniently close to Trinity Church, founded in 1697. Announcing its presence with pride, the entire front of the store was covered with demon faces and bizarre pictures. Even the front door, though it looked strictly decorative, was the actual open mouth of a sharp tooth demon. 
 
    “…and once I left, guess what I found in my panties,” Dionis said, giving an open mouth smile that said, you’re gonna love this. 
 
    Maven didn’t have the energy to guess. “What did you find?” 
 
    Dionis held up a tiny note. It was folded so tightly over itself that when she threw it, it sailed through the air and landed perfectly in Maven’s lap. He opened it, turned it right-side up, and read it’s contents out loud. 
 
    “Nicky Smiles? Isn’t he that—” 
 
    “That’s the one. From the Castellano family.” 
 
    “I was going to say the obnoxious, pain-in-the-ass, up and coming drug pusher.” Maven caught himself before stepping into a trap, and pointed an accusing finger at Dionis. “Don’t make a joke about ‘up and coming.’” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to.” She shrugged like she was clueless and innocent. “You know where he got the name, right? ‘He makes the ladies smile,’ or so he says. Here comes the shocker. He likes dancers! Charlie’s dancers.” 
 
    “You’re right, that is a shocker. Good work, D. Guess I’ll have to pay him a visit tonight. Wanna come with me?” 
 
    “Always,” Dionis said, lifting her tight skirt to show off what’s underneath, barely concealed by a pink-laced thong. “On your desk? Against the wall?” She let her fingers glide down to that warm haven that had baited so many. Maven was impressed with how blatant the nymph’s approach had been this time around. Instead of going wide-eyed, he kept it cool. 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. It’s a bit early for me anyway. I’m not much of an ‘early riser,’ if you know what I mean.” He confidently looked her up and down one more time, not shying away. “You’re looking great, though. Maybe you should go and see your priest friend. Get some enlightenment.” 
 
    Dionis let her skirt back down, squinted quizzically at Maven and said, “party pooper.” 
 
    Once D left him in peace, Maven rubbed his face with his hands, pulled out his phone, and prepared for what he was sure would be unpleasant business. Before he could start the call, The Outfield's Since You've Been Gone began to play, as if on cue. Maven shook his head. "Fucking store's possessed.” Musing a little longer over the not-so coincidental timing, he added, “Good song, though."  
 
    "Hello, this is Ashley." 
 
    "Sorry to call you so early," Maven said. “But I’ve uncovered some unfortunate news in the investigation.” He always found that forcing official language past his animalistic desires made things better, somehow. “I wanted to let you know that Stanley was found murdered in his hotel room, Ashley. I'm very sorry." 
 
    Maven waited. There was an uncomfortable silence that seemed to last a decade. Crying worked its way across the call, but it didn't seem altogether heartfelt. The tears were as brief as they were shallow, and Ashley recovered with surprising speed. Maven expected a flood of questions from her, but received none. She wasn’t even curious about her husband’s fate. 
 
    "I'll spare you the details for now," Maven said, trying to normalize the lack of response. 
 
    "Thank you, Mister Drake. I want to stare that person in the eye and tell him that he took away the love of my life." 
 
    Maven's bullshit meter was going off the charts. Whatever Ashley wanted, it wasn’t that. 
 
    "Yes, Ashley. I'll remain on the case and do my best to find Stanley's killer. I'll call you when I find out more. In the meantime, you can make arrangements for Stanley. His body is at Mercy Hospital on 26th. They've agreed to keep things...private." 
 
    "Yes, yes, of course," Ashley responded. "And I hope to see you soon." 
 
    Maven hung up, sensing Ashley's underlying excitement. "Fucking hell," He said, but not about Ashley’s mysterious behavior. Dire Straits’ Money for Nothing had begun to play. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Meanwhile, beyond the boundaries of the world, through clouds of black, and over rivers of fire and blood, Gazrog sat in his high, black, stone castle. He and a staggering six hundred and sixty-five other arch-demons sat in what looked like a stadium sized “board room of the damned.” The enormous table that joined the hall was composed of bones and skulls, which formerly belonged to the aforementioned “damned.” 
 
    The power granted by those damned, the black castle, and the ring of hell on which it sat, allowed the gruesome table to display Maven’s comings and goings, as he lived out his sentence on Earth. It was like a night at the movies, only the night was eternal, the movie was centered around suffering, and the audience was entirely demonic. 
 
    An array of jeers and grumbles permeated the darkness of the hall, as demons of various power watched Maven’s predicament unfold. Gazrog himself, though, remained silent. Maven’s little exploits in his personal purgatory hadn’t been entirely disappointing. He was a demon, after all. But still, there was still the lingering possibility of an issue. 
 
    Maven’s blood was a horrible mix, tainted by his angelic mother. It was that internal conflict that made Maven so fun to watch, but it remained to be seen which side of himself he would ultimately embrace. Supposedly, he was serving out his sentence on Earth in order to regain his place at Gazrog’s side. The question was, though, did Maven actually want to leave Earth and return to Hell? Gazrog had bet “yes” against an arch-angel, and he didn’t like to lose. 
 
    Perhaps it was time to throw a curveball Maven’s way, a test. How hard was Maven really willing to work to regain a seat at the table of the damned? 
 
    “We’ll send down the attorney!” Gazrog’s sudden outburst made it seem as though the issue had been a topic of debate all along. The demons immediately next to him quit their yammering and turned to him. Soon this focus of attention spread through the great hall like a wave. Gazrog repeated himself, louder, and then added, “What is a life… devoid of STRIFE?” 
 
    The hall seemed to like that. Strife was exactly what the entertainment had been missing. Now, though, things were about to get interesting. All of the demons went into an uproar at the impending excitement, and random jeers broke out. 
 
    “Send the attorney!” One shouted, reaffirming the decree. 
 
    “Make him work for it!” Yelled the other. 
 
    Gazrog sat back, confident that he had made the right choice. His reverie was broken when his pitiful demon servant approached. 
 
    “Gazrog, sir—was that—sorry, did you mean… you want to send Aubrey, right?” 
 
    Gazrog slowly turned and peered deeply and sternly into his assistant, a look that usually preceded the harshest of punishments. The assistant backed off. 
 
    “Yes, of course, sir. Stupid me. Who else? An attorney. Of course its Aubrey.” 
 
    Suddenly hopeful that punishment would not be coming on this day, the assistant rushed out of the hall with great purpose, narrowly escaping a wrath of pain. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “What the fook are you doin in my place again?” The Pour Man shouted from his end of the bar. “Take your stench elsewhere, ya little Italian fook bastard!” After this final expletive, the devil laughed himself into a raspy cough 
 
    Nicky Smiles, the aforementioned Italian fook bastard, sidled up to the other end of the bar with his handsome, young face and a few hired cronies to backup his ego.   
 
    “Just here to dance, old man, maybe a little business,” Nicky said. He had a presumptuous way of speaking, like he and the Pour Man were old pals. This was far from the case. “Don’t you ever leave this place?” 
 
    The Pour Man simply stared at the kid, bags under his bloodshot eyes, then turned that same sickening gaze to Charlie. “Your fookin’ bouncers need better training. They let a rat in.” 
 
    Charlie, trapped in the perpetual bartender’s state of drying a glass, lifted a brow at the drunken devil. “Easy there, buddy. We serve all types here. Nobody knows that better than you.” 
 
    The Pour Man grumpily mumbled into his drink, something about a “rat king,” and as Nicky Smiles ordered his rum and coke, one of his cronies decided enough was enough. 
 
    “How about you shut the fuck up, old man?” The hired friend and hulk of muscle said the words loud enough to impress his new boss. The Pour Man chuckled at the fact that the guy had a false sense of security among his beefy friends. The brute clearly thought he was in a “safe place.” 
 
    “You’ve got some fookin’ lip, huh laddie? Maybe I’ll make it bloody for you, ya little shite. Maybe if you’re lucky I won’t rip it from your face.” Despite his gruesome threat, the Pour Man laughed like he was telling a joke. 
 
    The hired muscle fired back. “I’ll give you some lip, you rag bearded old fuck. You wipe your ass with that ass rag? Moan another pathetic word and I’ll choke you out with that shit.” 
 
    The louder the hired muscle got, the more confident he became. Some of the other cronies laughed at their friend’s play, easily impressed. Nicky kept curious eyes on the man, wondering what his next move would be. Things were getting interesting. 
 
    Only, the interest took a turn. Instead of continued banter, the bar went deadly quiet, like a gun had just been fired. All eyes turned to the Pour Man, then to Nicky Smiles. Charlie broke the moment of silence. 
 
    “Now you’ve done it, son. Ever see the movie Pulp Fiction?” 
 
    The hired muscle was still grinning like a tough guy, but weakly, as if deep down he knew he had crossed some kind of line. He was sweating. 
 
    “The Pour Man has this thing,” Charlie said. “And in about five seconds he’s going to say—” 
 
    The Pour Man cut the dwarf off, right on cue, commencing a speech fit for a screaming concert hall. 
 
    “Hell, Heaven, are here to stay, laddie.” His grin was growing. He was gesticulating more and more. “Fookin’ devils and demons start to play. Human souls we fookin’ crave. And now you’re gonna fookin bleed from your fookin…” 
 
    He took one step towards the man. 
 
    “…Sinful…” 
 
    Another step. 
 
    “…Fookin’…” 
 
    His eyes went wide, forming an intense stare, and he appropriately concluded with, “…eyes.” 
 
    All the while, his face reddened, exhibiting all-new levels of evil. Without looking away from Mister Big Mouth, the devil put a hand out on the bar. “Pour me a fookin’ fresh one, Charlie.”  
 
    In a sudden, youthful spring, The Pour Man closed the remaining distance between himself and his soon-to-be victim. 
 
    “Hey, uh,” Nicky said to Charlie, in a verbal flounder. “Are you going to stop this?” 
 
    “Oh no, Nicky. Oh no.” He slid a drink to the Pour Man and leaned in towards Nicky. “Your boy mentioned the man’s beard. Never make from of his beard.” He leaned even closer, whispering. “He’s a bit sensitive about it. Only one person can play in that court and get away with it, and your boy ain’t him.” 
 
    It was a standoff that would have had long odds in any other arena. The big-mouthed bodyguard had at least an extra foot on the Pour Man, and had clearly been hitting the juice for way too long. His bulging muscles wanted to rip through his tight fitting black shirt.  
 
    And, in the red corner… 
 
    Just an angry, old, drunk man. But there was something else to him, something within. His face was now a devilish red, his eyes abyss-black. Those eyes looked like they wanted to eat the body guard whole, but the over-juiced man held strong, clearly wanting to prove his worth. 
 
    “Stand back, Nicky,” Charlie said. “You might want to cover your eyes. This ain’t gonna be pretty.” 
 
    Whatever un-pretty sight was looming, Olga and Helga seemed to have been through it plenty of times before. They ordered the dancers backstage, looking sorrowfully at the tragically confident muscle piece. Sympathy was a tough thing to elicit from the two giants. 
 
    Olga shut the door and locked it. Helga shook her head, moved off, and said in a grumble, “This time I get the mop and you can use it.”  
 
    Olga was too enthralled to give a rebuttal. 
 
    Then the beefy henchman doubled down, trying to rattle the Pour Man’s cage with words, as if he hadn’t done enough of that already.  
 
    “What are you gonna do, you short, corn-fed piece of drunken shit?” 
 
    Again, the devil’s response was only silence. He smiled, big enough to show through his red beard that he was missing a few teeth. Then came a hideous laugh that soon grew unruly, uncontrollable. All the while he kept glaring into the man’s eyes. The over-confident muscle man looked at the Pour Man with confusion, almost concern for the poor lunatic. 
 
    The devil’s laughter suddenly cut out like a speaker had just blown. The ensuing silence was even more disturbing than the cackling nightmare that had preceded it. The Pour Man pounced, wrapping his arms around the big man’s midsection, holding on tight. Mister Muscle tried to push his opponent off of him, but couldn’t. 
 
    “What the fuck, old man? You gonna hug me to death?”  
 
     “Precisely, you Italian fook.” 
 
    “Go to hell,” the man said, pushing and prying at the Pour Man, his laugh turning from confident to concerned. Now the Pour Man’s body was starting to change shape. Sharp barbs were pressing out, extending from his flesh and ripping through his clothes. He grew taller, so much so that he was now face to face with the hired muscle.  
 
    “Well looky here,” he said right into the soul of his pained and partially panicked adversary. “Finally speechless. Ya think you’re the one that has the power to send me to hell? Oh no, laddie. Ya don’t know the meaning of the name, but you’re about to get a lesson.” The Pour Man’s barbs slowly began to pierce the man’s body. “Oh, the fookin’ fun they’ll have with you.” 
 
    Now it was as if the muscle man was actually being popped, with blood leaking from his roided-out body. He somehow managed to reduce his agonized scream to desperate grunts. Nicky and the rest of the bodyguards looked on as they gained a new definition of terror. 
 
    The Pour Man was over eight feet tall, now, and his barbs had found their way in one end of the grunt, and out the other. The belligerent man was now in full bleed mode, leaking his life force all over Charlie’s floor and, tragically, Nicky’s nice shoes. Olga and Helga watched with reluctance, standing at the door to ensure no one came in for the show, or left to get help.  
 
    The Pour Man released his deadly hug, as it was no longer needed to hold the dead man in place. The bodyguard was dangling from the barbs about a foot off the ground. The moment that followed was, in a bizarre sort of way, awkward. 
 
    The murderous devil, still about two feet above his normal height, with a dead man hanging limply in front of him, looked over to Charlie and spoke in his normal, human, Scottish brogue. 
 
    “You’ll have to fookin’ bill me, Charlie, for the drink and the cleanup, I mean. This one’s a real bleedah.” 
 
    Olga leaned over to her sister and grumbled, “see if we get any of that cleanup fee.”  
 
    “I might be gone a while,” the Pour Man said, looking at the prize he had just fetched. “This fook might go on the auction block.” Then he gave a sharp-toothed, devil’s grin to Nicky. “Any other guiny fooks wanna say somethin’ about my fookin’ beard?” 
 
    Nicky didn’t say, “no,” per se, but the notion was implied. The Pour Man winked at him, and in a flash, was gone. All that remained was a mess of blood and entrails for Olga and Helga to clean up. They got to work. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Helga said, watching Maven enter. “I already got this mess to clean and now another one walks right through the door.” 
 
    Olga looked up. “Hey Mave. Here for some excitement?” 
 
    Maven winked at Olga and nodded to the bloody mop. “Looks like I missed the most of it, huh?” 
 
    As he stepped up to the bar, Charlie, somewhat ceremonially asked if Maven wanted a glass of “the usual.” The answer was always, “yes.” A demon’s blood cocktail was comprised of Jagermeister, Sambuca, special sauce, and mint schnapps. Maven needed a little extra sauce today, and he ordered the drink as such before looking down to the other end of the bar, at the Pour Man’s empty seat. 
 
    “Where is he?” 
 
    “Let’s just say he took a bloody trip straight to hell,” Charlie said. 
 
    “I think you’re supposed to say something vague after ‘Let’s just say.’ Who was it?” 
 
    Maybe Charlie answered, maybe he didn’t. Maven didn’t notice because his eyes had just landed on Nicky Smiles and his crew, sitting at a large table in the corner of the room. They looked skittish, probably in recovery over whatever disaster had just transpired. 
 
    “Must be my lucky night,” Maven uttered, grabbing his drink and crossing to Nicky’s table. He decided to prey on the nervous mood by launching some extra authority. No questions, only commands or statements.  
 
    “Nicky Smiles.” He badged the suave and nervous guy, fast enough that the old, scratched, and dented shield with strange markings couldn’t be studied too closely. “Detective Drake.”  
 
    “If you’re here about the murder that just happened,” Nicky said. “All of us will testify.” 
 
    “What murder?” Maven asked, leaning onto the tabletop with his knuckles. “You mean the spilled bloody Mary back there? Dropping a drink is a crime but I wouldn’t call it a murder.” 
 
    “That’s not—” Nicky started, but caught himself when he realized he was being messed with. “What do you want, Detective?” 
 
    “Nothing much. It’s just I have this mess on my hands and I was hoping you could help me clean it up.” 
 
    “Oh really?” Now Nicky was grinning a little. “Why is it I can’t go one month without some law guy hounding me about my family’s sanitation business? The cops on a menstrual cycle or something?” 
 
    Maven leaned a little closer, turning his voice to a slight growl. “I’d be careful, Mister Smiles. By the looks of things it’s your boys who are doing the bleeding tonight.” He wrapped his knuckles on the table, leaned back, cleared his throat, and struck a more casual tone. “So anyway, now that you mention the business. How’s it going, anyway? Everything clean?” 
 
    “As a whistle,” Nicky said, showing that he didn’t respond well to threats, especially when he knew he couldn’t stand against them. 
 
    “That’s great. Good for you, because I got a real shit storm on my hands and people say you’re the guy to clean it up. You know a guy by the name of Stanley Belman?” 
 
    “Belman?” Smiles almost seemed shocked, relieved that Maven wasn’t asking about one of a million other things. “Yeah I know Belman. He helps me crunch some numbers.” 
 
    “For the clean whistle business?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s the one. What’s up with Belman? He in debt with the cops now, too?” 
 
    “He’s dead, Nicky. You kill him?” Maven let the words snap, it was always good to let accusations like that fly quick, before someone could prepare their reaction. Maven looked straight through Nicky’s eyes, sensing motive. 
 
    Nicky let out a chortle. “I don’t kill people, my man. Not my kinda business.” 
 
    “Right,” Maven said. “Mister Clean. You’ll have to let me know if anyone flushes information you’re way, and don’t soften my meaning when I say ‘You’ll have to.’” 
 
    “Cross my heart,” Nicky said, regaining some of his charisma. “I’ll let you know.” Before Maven could turn completely away, Nicky added. “Say, Belman owed me a healthy chunk of change. He’s married right?” 
 
    Maven immediately knew what Nicky was going for. The slick-haired scum bag wanted to collect from Ashley. The demon stepped right into Nicky’s face, his eye pulsing red. 
 
    “I’d steer clear from her, Nicky. She has friends with anger issues.” 
 
    Nicky, staring into Maven’s demonic eye, slowly lost his cocky smile for the second time that night. Maven headed to the bar, leaving Nicky to stew in his own melting ego. 
 
    “Hey, Charlie,” Maven said, taking a seat on the Pour Man’s vacant stool. “Cherry Bombs or Double D working tonight?”  
 
    “Not my department, Maven.” He nodded his head towards the kitchen. “Fish-Eye Kai runs the schedule.” 
 
    “Fish-Eye… you mean Teets? The cook?” 
 
    Charlie nodded. “She’s a woman of many names and many jobs. Come on back, you two are due for a ‘hey, how are ya.’” 
 
    Maven, loosened up and free to go with the wind thanks to his drink, drifted his way to the backroom. He stopped at the door, suddenly wanting to hold off on the introduction. 
 
    Fish-Eye Kai, or Teets, was not exactly what he would have expected. She was a Hawaiian woman at her roots, but her two large eyes were stuck on either side of her head. She was balding, and had two enormous breasts that sagged almost all the way to the floor. But, they weren’t just breasts, were they? The two appendages were snake like, moving independently, seemingly under Teet’s will. Maven didn’t want to imagine what the things were used for if the dancers needed disciplining. 
 
    “I’m fine right here,” Maven said, stopping at the door. “Dirty guy in the kitchen… I’d hate for the F.D.A. to come through and write you up.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” Charlie said with a grunt. “I’ll go ask about your girls.” 
 
    Normally Maven might have corrected that they weren’t his girls, but he was too busy being amazed at the sheer amount of sweat that was dripping off of Teet. Charlie had his talk with the woman, or thing, and when he returned he seemed to notice Maven was gawking.  
 
    “Oh, come on, Mave. You’ve seen stranger things.” 
 
    Maven had, but he was still coming to the awful realization of why Charlie’s food always tasted so good. Extra sweat. Extra salt. Charlie broke the moment. 
 
    “Double D missed her last two shifts. Teets is going to have a word with her.” Charlie shook his head, like “having a word” was a horrible fate. Maven didn’t doubt it. 
 
    “What about Cherry?” 
 
    “Off tonight. Looks like you’ve got a search on your hands. 
 
    Maven downed the rest of his drink. “That I do, and it looks like this one will be an all-nighter.” 
 
    Eerily on cue, AC/DC’s Hell ain’t a Bad Place to be, came on the joint’s stereo system. Strangely appropriate things like that had a tendency to happen at Charlie’s. The dwarf only smiled. 
 
    “Nothing like an all-nighter in the big city. Go have fun, and come back any time.” 
 
    Maven appreciated the wishes, but wasn’t sure if Charlie meant it. 
 
    “Thanks, Charlie. Put one on my tab for the Pour Man whenever he gets back.”  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Slumber parties weren’t for teenagers. That was ridiculous. Ashley Belman could do what she wanted, when she wanted. She was a grieving widow for Christ’s sake, and if she wanted to have a little sleep over, then she would. 
 
    Shelly Katzmire, or Kat, was the wife to another rich attorney. Kat had been helping Ashley through this difficult time, and at the moment the two women were about two bottles of wine into their night of, of all things, trying on lingerie. If only the boys out there knew what these two did while they were together. 
 
    It was getting late, and soon the “slumber” got the upper hand on the “party.” As the women let the wine and dreams take hold, a nocturnal visitor appeared.  
 
    “Hi, Ashley,” the man said, dreamily. Although Kat had never met the man, Ashley knew him well. She wanted to know him more. Once again, she tasted his name on her lips. 
 
    “Maven.” 
 
    Both women thought they were deep in their own dreams, and Kat found it particularly odd that she seemed to be a spectator in this one. Why did Ashley know this man, but she didn’t? 
 
    “I’m making progress in your husband’s murder,” Maven said. “But I’ll need a little more time. Following up a few leads. I may have a few questions.”  
 
    “Ok, Maven,” Ashley said, almost in a daze. “Anything you need. Just hurry. I’ve been speaking with an attorney friend about some things regarding Stanley’s financials. I don’t anyone to start suspecting I’m the murderer.” 
 
    Maven nodded and grinned. Ashley seemed to be getting on just fine with out her husband. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” He asked, nodding to Kat with an abundance of charm. More than just charm. There was a powerful sexual energy to his words. 
 
    Ashley, feeling mischievous, pulled the blankets away, revealing two almost naked bodies in revealing lace panties. Kat, entranced and aroused merely by the man’s presence, looked into Maven’s eyes and asked, “What are you waiting for?”  
 
    Ashley looked at Kat, surprised at how her friend handled the sudden exposure, dream or no dream. 
 
    “Ladies first,” Maven said, eyeing Kat, who took the command well, and moved to start sensually massaging her friend. In a moment, the two women pulled at and practically ripped each other’s panties off, compelled by insanely powerful urges. The dream went utterly wild as Ashley broke through her shyness, pushing into more intimate touching, then reaching under the bed, grasping for the various sex toys she kept hidden there.  
 
    Maven let the action play out in front of him, getting turned on at the sight of his masterful creation, two gorgeous housewives making each other quiver with pleasure. 
 
    “You ready for some fun?” Ashley asked Maven, getting onto her knees and seductively putting her ass high in the air. She looked back over her shoulder at him, daring him with her eyes, begging him to take her from behind. "C'mon baby, you know you want it. Come fuck me." 
 
    Maven obliged, gladly. He pressed deep into her, pulling her hair back for a touch of sadistic leverage. Soon, he allowed the woman to lower her head, but only to go down on Kat. This chain of pleasure went on until Maven decided he wanted to take Kat for a ride, or maybe he wanted her to ride him. 
 
    Guiding Kat with firm hands, Maven lay onto his back and lifted the woman on top of him. She was much more vocal than Ashley, and was brought to screaming ecstasy as she rode Maven. Ashley stayed close, playing with her friend’s nipples while still panting from the incredible force that Maven had put into her from behind. 
 
    Red cheeked, sweating, and exhausted, the two women were completely worked over by Maven, deep into the night. The man seemed to be bottomless with lust, pushing both women further and longer than they ever thought possible. 
 
    And then… they woke up. 
 
    The first thing on both of their minds was the incredible dream they had last night, and whether or not they would tell the other about it. Then, simultaneously and like mirror images of each other, they looked around the room. Sex toys lay scattered on the bed and floor. The room was trashed, and to top it all off, both of them were still wearing bondage tape, pretty damning evidence. 
 
    Both women were speechless until Kat thought of something to say. 
 
    ”Any good dreams last night?” 
 
    They both laughed, sheepishly. Ashley had another look around, took the kind of relaxed breath that can only follow a night of intense and endless sex, then for lack of any better words as a host, asked, “Some wine?”   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Most people called him Rusty Dick, though the name his mother gave him was actually Richey Rusty. Rusty was a lanky, long-haired twenty-something, covered in tattoos. He was also the manager at Demons, Ink. It took a lot to knock Rusty off mental balance, so when he opened the door to Maven’s office with a shaken look on his face, Maven knew something was up. 
 
    “Uhhh, boss? This guy wants to see you.”  
 
    Rusty left in a hurry, and his place was immediately taken by none other than Aubrey Fiddlesworth, the arch-demon Gazrog’s attorney. Maven knew him well. 
 
    He was a tall, rail-thin man. His face placed him in his mid fifties, yet his skin was clear, white, and unlined, other than the veins that could be seen creeping beneath. The man was impeccably dressed, wearing a long business suit circa 1700 topped off with dark, round sunglasses, which hid his black eyes. 
 
    Aubrey’s hair, streaked with black and grey, was neatly tied in a lengthy ponytail that flowed out beneath his high-fashion top hat. His bright red lips only served to emphasize is bright smile and its perfect white teeth. Perfect, accept for one, which was jagged, yellow, and razor sharp. Clutched within his thin and boney fingers, with their red fingernails, was his white birch cane, which was covered in ancient markings, and carvings of horrified faces. 
 
    Never leave home without it, Maven thought. 
 
    “Tea?” The monstrosity of fashion and twisted features asked. Not asked, offered, as a mug magically appeared in his hand. He presented the drink as an opening offering to sit down and talk business, which Maven accepted gratefully, taking a sip right away. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Aubrey said, his British accent coming out even in those couple short words. “Drink. Lots of healing agents in there.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Aubrey.” At least, Maven would have if he thought it was true. The attorney was constantly putting on the appearance that he empathized with Maven, but both men knew that the guy couldn’t care less. He was simply Gazrog’s mouthpiece, sent to make Maven miserable in one way or another. 
 
    “Maven, you know I hate to get straight to business.” 
 
    No you don’t. You’re a lawyer, Maven thought, but he chose his spoken words more carefully. “Business is fine, I haven’t gotten a chance to ink someone in a while. Been busy. I just gave a client a nice Grateful Dead tattoo, maybe you were looking for something along those lines?” 
 
    The attorney gave a curt, polite, one-sided grin. 
 
    “Not your business, I’m afraid. Mine. There’s no sense standing on circumstance, and I suppose I’ll have to come right out and say it, no two ways about it.” 
 
    Brits, Maven thought. Even when they’re being direct they have to be wordy about it. 
 
    “It’s rather regrettable, really, but of all the demons out there, some have been behaving, shall we say, a little unruly.” With that last word, the Attorney looked deep into Maven’s eyes, unflinching. “Dreadful news, really. A pity, but, well... You’re going to have to kill Dionis.” 
 
    “I’m going to—” Maven wasn’t even sure where to begin. “Kill Dionis?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so. You see, she’s been upsetting Gazrog, and Gazrog has deemed you worthy of the slaying.” 
 
    “Have you ever tried killing a succubus, Mister Fiddlesworth?” 
 
    The attorney waved his hand in the air. “Tut, tut, tut. Details will be sorted out. The church down the street, ah, Trinity Church, is it? Yes, well there’s a certain secret archive down in its basement. Did you know about it?” 
 
    Maven groaned, still hung up on step number one of the whole affair. “Heard of it, yeah.” 
 
    “In said archive, you’ll find a blessed dagger. It should do the job. Do it well, I should say. Now...” Aubrey produced and unrolled a large, ancient parchment from thin air, then pulled his pen out of his front jacket. Even the man’s pen told of misery. It was formed in the shape of a mass of bones and filled with, of course, human blood. 
 
    Maven took the pen, casually, not wanting to show his anger. As he dashed the pen across the contract, he asked Aubrey a question, so quietly that it was almost telepathically, “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    Aubery seemed to take the meaning right away. He spent a lot of time watching Maven, and Maven knew it. There was a case to be solved. Aubrey gave a slow, knowing nod. “I so love a murder mystery, but I’m afraid this one isn’t much of a mystery for me. You see, I know your killer, Maven.” With the contract signed, Aubrey rolled up the paper, made it disappear, and pocketed his pen. 
 
    “And while I’m talking,” he said. “So do you.” Before Maven could ask for any more details, Aubrey tipped his hat and said, “Good day, Maven. I must take my leave. Business to attend to and such!” 
 
    He was gone, and keeping up with their “switcheroo” act, Rusty Dick returned right away. 
 
    “You ok, boss?” 
 
    “No, Rusty. No I am very not ok.” Maven chuckled, offering no further information but a please leave now glare. Rusty did as urged, and shut the door nervously behind him. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Maven typically preferred to plunge right into the fun, but with regards to this new “job,” he thought it better to do a few laps and scope out the Trinity Church from the outside before making his move. The mood was fitting of an undercover operation, until it was broken by the grumbling of a skateboard on concrete, mixed with the perky sound of a curious teenager’s voice. 
 
    “Out for a s-s-s-stroll, Mister Drake?” Converse Billy was performing the daring act of carrying a pizza while rolling down the sidewalk. Billy's nervous stutter told Maven something was up tonight. Billy's tricked out board was covered in stickers of rock bands and symbols of good and evil. His skateboard was no ordinary board. It almost seemed to ride itself and was seemingly connected to Billy's mind. Maven wondered how many other tricks were hidden beneath the beat up piece of hickory and four massive bright orange wheels, which suddenly came to a stop right next to Maven. 
 
    “Got to love that fresh air. What’s new with you?” Maven tilted his head towards the pizza box. “Looks like you got a customer on your hands.”  
 
    “Extra s-s-s-ausage and p-p-p-pepperoni here.” He held it out, tauntingly, grinning. The expression was somehow a contrast to his long disheveled dirty blond hair. “You want a slice?” 
 
    “I’ll pass.” As much as Maven wanted to pass on the whole conversation as well, he knew it wouldn’t be right. Converse Billy was an orphan of murder. The kid had been crying over his mother’s gravestone when Maven met him. After that, a quick stint of life on the streets and an encounter with a vampire named Victor Von Stowvich, Billy had become an immortal bloodsucker. Now he carried a "lucky" switchblade, a variety of pizzas, and the weight of trying to find his mother’s killer. 
 
    “How are things, Billy? Any progress on your investigation?”  
 
    The vampire kid turned somber. “Not y-y-y-yet, but I’ve been asking around a bit. Sometimes it’s hard since I’m still getting used to this nighttime only thing… real pain in the b-b-butt.” He rested the pizza against his hip to give his arm a nervous scratch, revealing the many tattoos of his mother at different stages of her life, tattoos given within the walls of Demon, Ink. 
 
    Maven tried not to stare at his own work. “Has Victor done any digging for you?”  
 
    “He tells me he will help in due time. You know...” Bill shrugged. “V-v-v-vampires…” 
 
    Maven gave a commiserating shrug, almost wanting to add, “fathers,” which was essentially what Victor was to Billy, now. Then he caught a glimpse of Billy’s shoes. 
 
    “Oh, Green Chuck Taylors, tonight? What’s the significance? I know what happens when you wear red.” 
 
    Billy dodged the seemingly simple question. “Yeah, I wore r-r-r-red the night w-w-w-when I saw one of Charlie’s girls outside of B-b-b-blue B-b-b-awlers. You know that dancer at Charlie’s called D-D-Double D?” Billy asked, sheepishly.  
 
    Mavin raised an eyebrow and gave a quiet, knowing nod, encouraging Billy to continue. 
 
    “I was out hanging around as usual and I saw her after one of her sh-sh-shifts. Damn, that girl looked good. Vamps get turned on by a babe just like the rest of the w-w-w-world, Mister Drake.” 
 
    Maven rolled his eyes, then steered the conversation in a reluctant direction. 
 
    “Okay, Billy. What happened with Double D? She’s been missing, as you probably know.” 
 
    Billy smiled. “W-W-Well, Mister Drake. As you know, I have these ur-ur-urges sometimes and that night I had a hu-hu-huge one. I tried to stop it but couldn’t. That woman is h-h-hot! I started talking to her and giving her my sob story, and—” 
 
    “Oh, Billy. Did you cry for her?” 
 
    “Genuine tears, man. Anyway, I asked her to w-w-w-walk me home and of course she did. Then I asked her to walk me inside so my dad could see…” 
 
    “Your dad? Say no more, Billy. I think I know where this is going.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do. My dad took a liking to her too and now she’s turning vamp, but technically, also, m-m-my…” 
 
    “Mother?” Maven finished, swiping a hand over his face, trying to rub away the stain of this whole mess. “It’s like some kind of fucked up reality show. I’ve been searching all over for her, Billy. And now you tell me she’s a vampire, one of Victor's wives, and your mother? She’s barely twenty-one, for Christ’s sake,” Maven said with a level of frustration that surprised even him. “I need to speak to her about Stanley Belman. She was the last to see him alive, Billy.” 
 
    “Y-y-y-y-yeh, I know. I heard y-y-y-you were l-l-l-looking for her. I wanted to tell you sooner, but you know how th-th-things are,” Billy said with his usual lack of finesse. “This s-s-stuff is all new to me, too.” 
 
    “Tell your honorary father to expect to see me later.” 
 
    “Victor doesn’t really like to be bothered by guests,” Billy said, showing his nerves.  
 
    “Tell him to prepare to be bothered,” Maven shot back. “Now I have a walk to finish and you’ve got a pizza to deliver. I’ll catch you later, alright?” 
 
    Billy stepped onto his skateboard for departure, but froze for a moment.  
 
    ”Uh, Mister Drake? Is there any way you might be able to help me find my m-m-m-mother’s killer, too?” The way he asked, the tone in his voice, made it clear to Maven that physiological changes that occur to vampires had yet to reach the kid’s emotions. 
 
    “Sure, Billy,” Maven said, quickly pivoting to adjust the topic and mood. “Right after you tell me what your green Chuck Taylor’s mean.” He smiled. 
 
    Billy didn’t return the smile. “Loss, Mister Drake. Loss. My mother’s favorite color was green. Fresh spring grass in the park. I went to visit her grave tonight.” 
 
    The image of their first meeting from five years prior flashed across Maven’s mind. Billy had been kneeling there screaming out to whatever god would listen. Seeing anyone in a state like that is enough to bring out a torrent of empathy. Even when merely recalled five years later, the image had the same effect. 
 
    “I’ll help you, Billy. As soon as I can. I have a few things I need to clean up first” 
 
    The answer went unheard, as Billy was caught up in his own memories.  
 
    “Her favorite pizza was sausage and pepperoni.” He lifted the box slightly as if to say, “See? Just like this one.” 
 
    That gesture brought a close to their interaction, as Billy turned, jumped onto his board and rolled away without putting foot to ground. The wheels rolled effortlessly, as Billy's long hair flew in the light breeze, leaving Maven to his own problems. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    After completing his roundabout, Maven came to a stop before the gothic, double doors of Trinity church. The lights were on inside, and a salesman like, deep southern voice was creeping out of the building. A preacher. 
 
    “What the fuck have I got myself into?” Maven asked, under his breath. With that, he forced one foot in front of the other, and approached the holy house against his better judgment. 
 
    There was small group gathered at the front pews, praying together with a handsome, young preacher. The holy man and source of the deep voice spotted Maven walking in and paused to make it clear that he was annoyed by the interruption. 
 
    “Great,” Maven said, still under his own breath. “Another preacher looking to cash in.” He gave a hushed chuckle and took a seat at the back pew. There was a nun in the prayer group, which sent Maven flashing back to Sister Esperanza, her erect nipples, her trembling moans. 
 
    Re-focusing on his mission, Maven cased the room, searching for a way down to the basement, preparing for a future break-in. 
 
    “Hey, mon.”  
 
    The accent was distinctly Jamaican, but the location of the source was unknown. Maven looked left and right first, then up, where he saw an old, dark-skinned man with very scraggly, silverfish-white streaked dreadlocks. He was peeking over the balcony, tucked away in the loft space at the back of the church. “How are you, mon?”  
 
    Maven was immediately certain that he had never met the man, because he wouldn’t have been able to forget him if he had. The old man had massive rings on his fingers, along with piercings on his face that were large enough to be called trinkets. 
 
    Looking back to the prayer group, Maven confirmed that he had entered yet another supernatural interaction. They showed no sign of hearing the man. 
 
    “You need a confession, mon,” the man said, plainly. “Lot’s of sinning, mon. Lots of sinning.”  
 
    “Seems like you know me,” Maven said. “So how about we drop the ‘mon’ and enter a friendly first-name basis.” 
 
    “You need a confession, mon,” the man said, more sternly this time. He flicked his gaze to the small, isolated confessional box on the church’s far wall. 
 
    “Ok, old man. I’ll bite.” As Maven made his way to the confessional, the preacher halted his prayer, causing his group of bible buddies to turn to look at Maven with annoyance.  
 
    “What?” Maven asked, innocently. “Is walking a sin now, too?” 
 
    “I believe the church is closed tonight, sir,” the preacher said. “No confessions. Father O’Cahey will be in tomorrow.”  
 
    “Oh, that’s okay,” Maven responded. “Do you mind if I give myself one? A confession to God? I’ve got a few things I need to discuss with the Almighty.” Maven smiled and looked up. ”I’m a detective. Just looking to piece together a few things. This place helps me think. It’s like a library, full of old ideas and fiction.” Maven smiled politely as he whipped out his badge. “I just need a minute of solace if you don’t mind. I won’t be long. Would you mind keeping it down out here in the mean time?” He didn’t wait for authorization. 
 
    “Please be quick, son,” said the preacher, who certainly was not old enough to call Maven son. “If your interested in Bible Study, please make an appointment tomorrow and I’ll be happy to talk with you.”  
 
    Maven laughed inside, wondering if Dionis had a go ‘round with this particular holy douchebag. Before entering the confessional, he took a fleeting glance over his shoulder and noticed the nun’s head turning quickly away. She had been watching him, but wasn’t quite brave enough for eye contact. Maven brushed it off, and walked into the confessional, closing the door behind him. He knelt down.  
 
    “If only Gazrog could see me now.” Then, he wondered if he could. 
 
    The slide to the attached room opened suddenly and the Jamaican “mon” appeared. His face was inches from Maven’s in those close-quarters, and seemingly even more wrinkled than it was a minute earlier. His eyes were black and he had strange tattoos encircling both of his eyes, creating the appearance of a mask. Maven hadn’t noticed that before, either. The mysterious man’s earlobes were stretched wide, gauged with plugs in the shape of strange crosses. Several necklaces laced with tiny bones and religious symbols lined his neck. The scar tissue on his face made it clear that the piercings were very old. When he spoke, it revealed that his teeth were marked with dark yellow stain, off-putting even to Maven. His breath smelled of old curry. 
 
    “Welcome, to your purification.” His accent turned the last syllable into an emphasized “Shahn.” Maven couldn’t be sure, but the words also seemed riddled with sarcasm. 
 
    “You have information for me, old man?”  
 
    “More than you know, mon.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “King JuJu, mon.” His eyes seemed to whirl and change in misty colors. “I’m here to warn you. Be careful. There are things (tings) going on around you that you are not aware of, Maven, son.” 
 
    “Why does everyone think I’m their son today?” A thought struck him, sending him to a more serious frame of mind. “How do you know my name?”  
 
    “Ahh, I’ve known you for a long time, mon. You just never met me until now. I’m here to warn you, mon. Watch your back. Those closest to you might not be who you think they are, mon. Good and evil all around. All around.” King JuJu paused, then said, “Your mom. Your mom, mon, was…was. Wuh—” 
 
    King JuJu’s face became the very symbol of fear. His eyes went wide as the skin on his face began to ripple and stretch. His mouth opened. His nose began to widen, disfiguring. His face was slowly ripping apart from the middle. From within the rip, another face slowly emerged, a face that looked more gruesome than any other. Mangled, sharp teeth, yellow and blood-red eyes, burnt crimson skin, pointed ears, and slick black hair. Then came the horns, so large that they reached out and touched Maven’s forehead. He did his best not to flinch, not to show fear. 
 
    Gazrog rarely appeared in front of Maven, but here he was, in all his gruesomeness, in a church confessional. Had he been posing as King JuJu the whole time? If so, why? 
 
    “Fuck my demon fucking blood,” Maven said to himself, nervous at last. 
 
    As King JuJu’s face and head withered away completely, Gazrog’s evil voice was released. 
 
    “You know the deal, Maven. Kill that fucking whore of a succubus. Take the time I’ve given you. We’ll be watching with great interest. I’m here to help, of course. And since Aubrey reported that you were cordial in your agreement, I would like to give you additional assistance. A secret door, covered by a painted cross, will lead you down the stairs to the secret vault. I’ll be watching…we’ll all be watching, Maven.” 
 
    Gazrog’s massive sharpened horns extended even further, biting slightly into Maven’s skin, shedding a little blood. Not wanting to show weakness, Maven held his ground. 
 
    “Now, you can go fuck that little whore Spanish nun waiting for you in the church...she’s already wet. Tell me how my sloppy seconds feel.” Gazrog laughed without holding back, a demon laugh that was loud and growling at the same time. He cut the sound short. “I’ll be watching.”  
 
    He was gone. 
 
    Maven sat in the confessional for a moment, thinking about what had just occurred. He wondered again about this “King JuJu.”   
 
    My mother? 
 
    He thought of Gazrog and his minions watching his every move. Suddenly, he realized... 
 
    He was fucked. 
 
    Maven laughed again at his own situation, and collected himself before opening the confessional door to exit. A small droplet of blood reminded Maven that he hadn’t quite completely collected himself, and he nonchalantly wiped the trickle from his forehead.  
 
    He became agitated at his predicament. His eye pulsed, flushed with blood. His skin turned hot. Just before he was about to leave, Maven looked back at the confessional seat and saw a small bone-looking thing attached to an old, maybe ancient chain. He realized it was one of the necklaces King JuJu had been wearing, and pocketed it. 
 
    His attention turned to Sister Esperanza, who was indeed the nun that had been sitting near the front of the church. "What the fuck is she doing here?," Maven questioned under his breath. 
 
    Those pouty lips, that beautifully round ass...Maven’s incubus instinct’s were suddenly primed. He wanted to fuck her right on the altar, while she wore nothing but thigh-highs…and heels, of course. Maven started to get excited. His thoughts raced, but miraculously, a thought about King JuJu’s words brought him back, and his resolved and detective mind took over.  
 
    Maybe later. Maybe later. 
 
    The sexy nun could wait. Maven had a vampire to deal with. And a very old vampire at that, which meant a possible confrontation of sorts. 
 
    He made a quick exit out of the church, but as he was walking to the exit, he could feel the disdain of the preacher’s eyes on him. Then was the warmth of Esperanza’s eyes, too. But something was off. Maven could feel it. He couldn’t pinpoint it, but the feeling was confirmed when a cool breeze met him at the exit. 
 
    That’s enough excitement, he thought, and made his way home. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    She was a master of disguise when she cared to try, and tonight she cared. She knew Maven was into this nun, Sister Esperanza, and if it took some deception to entice him, she’d give it a try. 
 
    Dionis was an investigator in her own right, and enjoyed nothing more than getting into Maven’s business, all of his business. She couldn’t wait to change into her true form while he was fucking her, but that’s not all she wanted. 
 
    The preacher was continuously stealing looks at the hot young nun that had arrived late to his little session. His salesmanship went on full-bore as he preached to his small group of ten or so mostly divorced women that were in their forties and fifties. He was eagerly selling a two-week retreat to Las Vegas to pray and fight the powers of sin. Dionis, smiling and entertained, could tell he already had the women in his pocket. 
 
    She sat in her pew, waiting for Maven to notice her, wondering what was taking so long. Turning to check on him, she saw that he was suddenly moving towards the confessional. Why? It was tough to say what had even brought him into the building in the first place, but now a confessional? What was he after? 
 
    All she knew was that he had been casing the place, had a brief interaction with Converse Billy, then strolled inside unceremoniously. How did any of this tie back to the Stanley case? 
 
    Moments later, Maven walked out of the confessional with a concerned look on his face, and some—was that blood? He had only been in there for a second, and he had already managed to get hurt. 
 
    He turned to look at who he thought was Sister Esperanza. Dionis quickly turned away, thinking twice about confronting Maven in either form. She waited to turn back, then watched him as he left. 
 
    Though she was concerned, Dionis decided it was time for some fun of her own as she continued to watch the preacher sell his $5,000 per person trip to Vegas. Every time he paused to look at her, Dionis sent waves of flirtation his way. She knew she had him. Preacher Carson Cash winked at Dionis after closing on yet another paid vacation to Vegas. The small group of women were mesmerized by his charm, good looks, and charisma. They stared, hanging on his every ridiculous word. 
 
    Dionis chuckled at the sight.  
 
    “Damn. Humans are dumb,” She said. 
 
    She winked at him, then slowly opened her low cut nun outfit, and showed him one side of her very see-through bra, revealing an erect nipple. She then rubbed her nipple slowly with her middle finger and stared at the entranced preacher. Dionis enjoyed the chase, the tease. Once she saw just a little bit of movement in his pants, Dionis covered herself, then moved her pouty lips to say, mouthing, “See you later.”  
 
    She left, knowing she would put this preacher to the test in his own dream. “What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas,” she said to herself with a smile. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Ashley thought it was Maven making a return visit to take her again. 
 
    They thought it was shockingly easy to sneak all the way into her bedroom. 
 
    She suddenly saw that her visitor wasn’t Maven, screamed, and tried to make a run for it. 
 
    They grabbed her and threw her onto the bed, holding her down. Enter Nicky Smiles, glowering over Ashley as she helplessly struggled against his thugs. 
 
    “Well, looky here,” he said. “Someone is a little kinky.” He reached to the side of Ashley’s bed to find a collection of bondage toys, toys that the woman had no doubt hoped for Maven to use on her. That would not be the case. 
 
    The thugs gagged her and tied her wrists and ankles securely to the bedposts with sex tape. She continued to struggle, stretching the tape, but not enough to escape. The horrible events took an oddly clinical turn when one of the thugs pulled a dropper out of a small glass bottle. It had some kind of liquid in it. Ashley didn’t know what was in it, but didn’t want to find out. She thrashed about, avoiding the likely lethal dose until another thug grabbed her by her hair.  
 
    One drop. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Nicky smiled. The rat actually smiled as the defenseless woman’s body fell motionless. Not dead. Almost worse than dead. She was paralyzed. This wasn’t just a hit. They weren’t here to send a message, not a short one at least. This would be a long and awful message. 
 
    One of the sadistic fucks put his hand on her knees, spreading her legs. She couldn’t even fight as he unzipped his pants and pressed into her. All she could do was take it, and move her eyes, looking around at the faces of the other men, hoping to see some sympathy, some empathy. There was none. This was a pack of true, low life monsters. 
 
    Some of the others searched through her bounty of sex toys, laughing to each other as they dressed her up like a fucking Christmas tree. That was when Nicky got in her face. 
 
    “Your husband owes me money, lady. At first I thought about demanding that you repay the debt with threats and all that stuff.” He looked at his boys, laughing. “But why would I do that when I can just take it?” He drew closer to her now, grabbing her by the jaw. “You know your husband fucked a lot of whores and dancers at Charlie’s… who’s fucked now?” He looked around the room. “Although I guess it looks like you’ve been doing plenty of that on your own.” 
 
    One thug finished and another moved in. Would this ever end? 
 
    “You know your buddy Maven?” The new thug, round two, asked. Ashley’s eyes widened at the use of his name. “Of course you do. You can thank him for tonight’s visit. Nobody threatens Nicky Smiles and lives to tell about it.” 
 
    Another thug smacked the one that was inside of Ashley. ”Shut the fuck up, asshole. Nicky didn’t want his name mentioned. You fuckin moron.”  
 
    Ashley knew what this meant. They were going to kill her, but not yet. They took her dildos, forcing them in her, no, ramming them into her. Her clamped breasts swayed up and down as the force of the thrusts made her limp body shift. Nicky was the last one to rape Ashley Bellman that night, cumming right down her throat. Before, she could only stare blankly at the men. Now she couldn’t even breathe. 
 
    Satisfied and just having fun now, Nicky shoved a vibrator halfway inside of her and turned it on. Then he watched as one of his thugs used a different vial and poured several drops of a different colored liquid down Ashley's throat. After a minute, Ashley's eyes glazed over, staring right at Nicky. Ashley Belman was dead. 
 
    “Smile for Nicky, baby.” The sick and demented fuck snapped a few photos of the woman’s limp body, then took his leave, laughing.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Maven stopped at the beginning of the old, narrow, cobblestone road. It was, of course, quiet and dark, but the lighting wasn’t the issue. It was the timing. The strip of homes and the uneven street looked fresh out of the 1600’s. Somewhere down that curious lane was Victor Von Stowvich, and hopefully some answers from a large-chested stripper. 
 
    Every window on every home was shuttered. Black iron gargoyles seemed to peer over the top of each building, looking menacing in the moonlight. As Maven’s feet moved from one cobblestone to the next, he couldn’t help but wonder if the entire neighborhood was merely an illusion, considering a vampire or two lived on this block.  
 
    Or maybe the illusion is what everyone else sees.  
 
    Nothing moved, except a black cat that darted its way to a mildly confrontational position right at the center of the road. Its yellow eyes locked onto Maven as it hissed, then continued its journey through the neighborhood. 
 
    “Interesting,” Maven said. “But I’m more of a dog guy myself.” 
 
    Realizing that the darkness and the possibility that he was on the fringes of visual reality made this the perfect time for an attack by Cassius Slay, Maven cast a quick glance over his shoulder. If the hunter decided to make a move— 
 
    I’ll be ready for him, Maven thought, keeping his hands close to his daggers. 
 
    Victor occupied the last house on the right, of course, and what a house it was. It was the largest home in sight, made entirely of brick, and hosting a few high-end upgrades, upgrades that only Maven had an eye for.  
 
    A camera watched Maven’s every move, likely ever since he set foot on street. The doors and windows were all rigged with traps, ready to shoot sharpened bolts into any unfortunate intruders that attempted entry. 
 
    “Vampires,” Maven mused. “So sensitive these days.” 
 
    He grabbed the large doorknocker, a thick brass piece that took the form of an upside down cross, and let it bang against its partner. There was no verbal answer, but the door, squeaky and slow, began to open by itself. 
 
    “Classic,” Maven said, entering a dark, candle-lit hallway. “Trick or treat.”  
 
    The inside of the home was beautifully adorned with all sorts of antiques and ornate woodwork. Deep red wood walls and floors kept the place dark. An old, royal carpet lay down the entire length of the hallway. 
 
    The wide-open room at the end of the hallway featured a large table dressed with fairly old place settings, though as far as the neighborhood was concerned, the things were basically futuristic. 
 
     “Classic vampire house,” Maven said, expecting an echo but hearing none. “Where’s the coffin?” He wondered if Converse Billy would make an appearance, but doubted it would happen. The kid probably didn’t enjoy sharing a room with fear itself. Victor was both powerful and old. Something about the marriage of those two qualities made for very dangerous vampires. 
 
    Dangerous to many, that is. Maven’s nature essentially defanged Victor and all of his mind tricks. The vampire’s power of hypnotic suggestion worked more like the power of polite request on demons. A confrontation was unlikely, anyway. Victor probably wouldn’t enjoy drinking demon blood anyway. It clots the system. 
 
    Threat or not, Maven respected Victor since the vampire had plenty of other powerful friends on a list that might happen to include the name Cassius Slay. This unknown state of allegiance was part of what kept Maven at a distance from Victor's house for so long. Tonight’s visit was a necessity, though. 
 
    As if in his mind instead of his ears, Maven heard the words, “Good evening, Maven.”  
 
    At the head of the table, Victor appeared, transitioning from invisible, to a misty substance, and finally to a solid body. A wine glass on Maven’s side of the table was suddenly full. 
 
    “Hospitality,” Maven said with an appreciative nod. 
 
     “Please sit, Maven. Please make yourself….comfortable.”  
 
    Do vampires always have to speak with suspicious pauses? 
 
    It was a question Maven would have asked out loud in any other circumstance, but again: respect. The room was suddenly cold. The candles began to flicker, seeming to bow down to their eminent owner. Victor spoke first. 
 
    “You’re looking for my wife, I hear.” 
 
    Maven took the opportunity to lighten the mood. “Well, your latest one, anyway.” 
 
    Victor squinted at Maven. He either didn’t get it or didn’t like it. Maven cleared the air with a brighter topic. 
 
    “Billy coming down to see me tonight?” He asked, nodding to the countless floors above that contained god knew how many horrors.  
 
    “No. William is occupied and will not be joining us this evening,” Victor answered. “Chores and responsibilities...you must know the burden.” 
 
    Maven smiled. 
 
    Again with the pauses. 
 
    “Shall we get down to your business at hand, Maven?” Victor asked with a flourish of his hand. “You’re here to speak with my wife, Cleopatra?”  
 
    Maven blended a look of surprise and confusion. 
 
    “I know her as Double D, Victor. And so do you. Where is she?” 
 
    “A tragic lack of manners,” Victor said. “If you presume to name my wife, perhaps you could tell yourself where she is.” 
 
    Maven sighed, suckered once again into the formalities of some other century. 
 
    “Just a confused demon sorting out his own thoughts. Might you know where I can find her?” He thought of adding, “…since you’re so incredibly wise,” but was unsure if the ancient man had brushed up on his sarcasm lately. 
 
    “She needed to feed tonight, Mr. Drake. You’ve already missed her. She’s at Charlie’s dancing for the respectable guests of the establishment.” 
 
    Maven lifted his eyebrow at Victor. Sarcasm, indeed. 
 
    “I only want information, Victor. She knows something about Stanley Belman, a rich asshole who got murdered. I was hired to find out about this piece of shit. No harm will come to your Cleopatra, so no need to worry about that…unless she tries to bite me.” 
 
    “Ah, in which case?” 
 
    “Words, Victor. We would have words.” 
 
    “Of course. You are a true gentleman.” 
 
    “Right,” Maven said. “Speaking of gentlemen, have you had any luck finding the not-so-gentle guy that killed Billy’s mother?” 
 
    Victor shot Maven a stern look. ”In due time, Maven. In due time.” 
 
    Maven took a few steps back, towards the hall from whence he came. “See you around, Victor. Maybe I’ll join you on Billy’s case one of these days.” 
 
    “I would always welcome your talents.” 
 
    I’m sure you would, Maven thought. Since I doubt you’ve done any searching yourself. 
 
    “Great,” Maven said. “I look forward to working together.” 
 
    “I look forward to it as well, Maven. I’ll prepare for our more… intimate association.” 
 
    There he goes pausing again.  
 
    With those last words, the front door at the other end of the hallway slowly opened, issuing forth a cool breeze that flooded the hallway. Maven had never felt more cordially invited to depart in his life. 
 
    He turned and walked down the hall. His red eye pulsed slightly and he smiled, showing his demon teeth, which had unexpectedly extended. 
 
    Victor stared at Maven’s back with slight malice. 
 
    “And, Maven?” It seemed that Victor's voice was the only one that could echo through this unholy place. “Next time, manners without and manners within, please.” 
 
    Confused, Maven turned to look back down the hall.  
 
    Victor tapped the side of his head and said, “Sometimes I listen.” 
 
    The vampire disappeared in a puff of mist and Maven disappeared with the slam of a door. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    He waited. Even though he was across the street and three stories up from his prey, he remained totally silent. Cautiously peering down at the doors of Trinity Church, Cassius Slay drew his sword. It was ready for blood. Demon blood. 
 
    Maven had proven himself a formidable force time and time again. Cassius knew he could take the demon down eventually, but he didn’t have the patience for the long game right now. So, why not slay the lesser of two evils? 
 
    Dionis would be stepping out of those holy double-doors at any second. Without Maven, she was nothing in a fight. She was slippery, though, so Cassius would have to catch her off guard before she vanished. He was looking forward to telling Maven all about the little succubus’ death. 
 
    His black cloak danced ever so softly in the breeze. His sword was dripping with demon poison. Below, a young nun exited the church and started making her way down the street, but this was no nun at all. Cassius could see right through her disguise. He gleaned something else, too. She was distracted, off in her own world of thought. So much the better. The initial strike would come easy, and swift. The rest would be slow and painful. 
 
    He stayed on the rooftop, stalking her from above, hoping she would make the foolish mistake that so many demons had made before her. They all assumed they were safe in dark alleyways. After just one block, Dionis made that fabled mistake, and Cassius smiled. He leapt from the rooftop, sword high, poison flitting through the air against the wind. Before the little nymph knew what hit her, the blade found its mark, leaving a clean slice down her back. 
 
    Dionis’ disguise immediately dropped, part from her shock and part from the power that was already leaking from her. She collapsed forward, hitting the ground hard, stunned at the awful amount of blood that was spilling out all around her. Barely able to hold herself up on her hands, she looked over her shoulder to see the man that had nailed her. 
 
    Cassius smiled. There was nothing more satisfying to him than a perfect strike against demon flesh. He pointed his sword at her, tauntingly, as if to say, “I could take my next swing now, or in five minutes. Either way, I own you.” 
 
    She could feel the poison making its way through her thick, demon blood. It was already slowing her every move. Desperation clouded her mind, the kind of desperation that only strikes during one’s final minutes of life. She put what little strength she had into launching herself upward, hoping to jump into flight. Instead she only sputtered and hit the ground a second time. 
 
    She crawled for just a little before trying another trick. With focus, she managed to teleport away from her soon-to-be murderer, but only a couple feet. The poison was strong tonight, and the wound was deep. Cassius mocked her feeble attempts, then gave her a solid kick just for trying. 
 
    “Ahh, yes. Feel the poison you piece of shit demon Nymph. You won’t be visiting anyone’s dreams tonight. I can assure you that.” The demon hunter was talking like he had some kind of emotional hard on, maybe a real one too. “The only thing you’ll be seeing is your place in hell. They’re going to make you their little fucking sex slave down there. I say ‘they’ because I’ll bet you’ll be working for a pretty big crowd, non-stop. Even a horny little thing like you will beg them to stop eventually. Everyone breaks at some point. Have you seen the cocks on arch demons?” He laughed “I can see the line now, endless even though you’re taking them five at a time.” 
 
    “So, since when have you started attending church at such late hours?” He asked, stepping into a casual stroll behind her and striking a similar tone. “How lucky am I to see you tonight, all alone, without your incubus hero?” He stepped over Dionis, whose miserable crawl had already slowed to a snail’s pace, and planted his foot firmly on her back. The succubus let out a muffled groan and stole one final look up at the massive demon hunter. His face now took on a sullen and angry appearance at the sight of her. “Oh, I’ll still make a pretty penny off of you. Fucking demon shit. Rot in Hell. And don’t you worry, I’ll send your pretty head to Maven to use as a trophy in that shit hole tattoo parlor of his…” 
 
    Cassius raised his sword one more time, and the blade gave off the feeling that it had a life of its own. Its venom was dripping at an angle, towards Dionis, like it wanted her just as bad as Cassius did. The demon hunter brought his thirsty sword down on the helpless demon’s neck. 
 
    But it hit wood instead. A birch cane had met the sword in mid swing, sizzling on contact but remaining unblemished. At the thinking end of the cane, there stood Aubrey Fiddlesworth, looking as he always did in his fine, antique clothing and dark round sunglasses. Off of Cassius’ stunned look, Aubrey returned his usual, cordial smile, showing off his beautiful white teeth and one razor sharp incisor. The two stared at each other for a moment. Cassius, on instinct, could tell that Aubrey was also a demon.  
 
    Two trophies in one night. Not bad.  
 
    He took a swing, but Aubrey mirrored Cassius’ move without so much as a flinch. His birch cane was quick. Cassius pressed his attack, and as strike after strike was blocked, Aubrey only smiled.  
 
    Beneath the one-sided clash, Dionis lay near dead in her own blood, conscious but unable to move. 
 
    The demon and the hunter played their game of tit for tat until Cassius’ own incredible stamina failed him. He stepped back, panting. Aubrey took this chance to explain the situation. 
 
    “Good. Now that that’s out of the way…” He shifted his grip on the cane, pressing it back into the ground for its intended use. “You will need to find another target tonight, my friend. Can I offer you some tea now that we’re communicating in a more professional and civil manner? Tea is quite beneficial for health purposes and such. I highly recommend it.” 
 
    Cassius looked at Aubrey with confusion, then spoke. 
 
    “So you’re her fucking guardian, huh?” He asked, composing himself and his thoughts. “You have no right to meddle in these affairs, demon. Hell has two sides, and the devils won’t be too happy about this.” Cassius finished. 
 
    “Yes, well that particular issue will be disentangled in due time,” Aubrey answered. “But tonight, as I said, you’ll have to find a different victim. I’m not here to completely ruin your night, though. So shall we have a more fruitful discussion, Cassius Slay?”  
 
    Cassius had yet to lower his blade, yet to wipe the angry look off of his face. He did, however, nod in agreement. Aubrey went on. 
 
    “We have plans for our little succubus here. It is most unfortunate that we have to intervene, but as Gazrog’s attorney at hand I must ask you to come to terms and agree to spare Dionis this night. Like I said, we have bigger plans for her final demise. Those plans do not include you. I hope you don’t feel dejected over the matter.” Aubrey’s sharpened tooth sparkled in the dim moonlight. 
 
    Cassius’ stance weakened at the use of Gazrog’s name. He was starting to get the picture, but wanted more of it. 
 
    “Hah. Yeah. And what’s in for me?” He asked.  
 
    “Oh, we’ll pay you handsomely for your trouble. Did I fail to mention that? I’m not in the business of threats, Mr. Slay. Not only will we pay you, we’ll agree not to interfere with any of your other affairs, or…” He paused. “Any other demons you are hunting. We do find the games entertaining.”  
 
    Other meant Maven. They both knew this. 
 
    “I’ll sweeten the deal further, my astute business partner.” Aubrey held out what looked like nothing more than a white lapel pin with wings. Cassius sneered at it. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “This is a little trinket that may offer you some minor protection.” 
 
    “From?” 
 
    “Angel’s, dear Cassius.” The mention of the benevolent beings darkened the tone of the discussion. “Oh, yes. They’re here too, Cassius, and they’re watching. One might be happy to have some protection against them. The time that a little gift like that could be put to good use may come sooner than you think. These days you can never be too…” Aubrey lifted his glass to show his black eyes. “Careful.” 
 
    With that, an old scroll magically appeared out of nowhere, and a bone pen appeared in Cassius Slay’s off hand. 
 
    “Just sign next to your name and our correspondence will be concluded,” Aubrey said in a soothing, fatherly tone. “Unless, of course, you wish to refuse our offer?”  
 
    Cassius eyed Aubrey carefully, then looked down at Dionis as if he was actually debating whether or not he would take the deal. Hoping the dying nymph could hear him, he said, “You’re lucky tonight, you demon whore. But you’ll get yours in the end…” 
 
    Aubrey laughed. “In the end, yes. In the end.” 
 
    Cassius signed the scroll. Two blinks later, Aubrey and Dionis disappeared from the street, leaving Cassius alone to watch the demon blood slowly dissipate from the dirty alleyway. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    It was a mostly standard night at good old Charlie’s Blue Bawlers Bar. Two giant women were throwing out a random drunk just as an incubus detective strolled in. The devil at the far end of the bar drank his drink as a dwarf served others with their poisons of choice. 
 
    The only difference on this particular night was a subtle one. Double D had done her share of dancing, grinding, and groping in this place, but now she had changed. Now, she was a vampire.  
 
    Maven treated himself to a lap dance by said vampire. He had questions for her, but why interview someone from across a table when you can enjoy the sensation of their body rubbing on your own? She was wearing fishnets tonight, difficult for any man or demon to resist. 
 
    Finally. Finally, during that dance, amidst the tantalizing heat of that half-naked sex icon, Maven got what he was looking for. The night Stanley Belman was killed someone had met him at his car. He and the woman seemed to know each other, and before long the two of them left together.  
 
    “What makes you say they knew each other?” Maven asked, copping a feel from the side of Double D’s breasts down to her hips. What Victor didn’t know wouldn’t kill him again… 
 
    “They were saying something about an appointment, something about cleaning his motel room. Maybe some kind of maid service.” 
 
    “That helps. You got a description of this cleaning lady?” 
 
    It was three-word description, but enough to set off all kinds of bells and whistles in the detective’s head. Those three words bounced around in his head, raising hell. 
 
    For the first time since he could remember, Maven cut a lap dance short. He knew exactly where he was heading next. The pieces were coming together, and he couldn’t wait to share them with Ashley, and maybe share a few other things with her.  
 
    “Hey, Maven. You want to cash in on that drink I owe you?”  
 
    Maven turned to see that the question had come from a well-known facet of the bar. Danny Chow, known as Chow-Mein to all regulars, was a real sight. He was a mere five-feet tall but weighed nearly four hundred pounds. The guy was proportional to a hamburger. 
 
    “Can’t tonight, Chow. I’ve got business.”  
 
    Chow Mein did indeed owe Maven a drink or two. The stout eating machine had a thing for the girls at Charlie’s, so much of a thing that he also had a thing for masturbating in the bathroom. Maven didn’t like it, but he understood what it was like to have the occasional primal urge. He had reluctantly distracted Charlie on more than a few occasions so Chow could finish his business without being caught. 
 
    “Alright,” Chow said. “Maybe later. Oh, hey!” 
 
    Maven stopped again, wanting nothing more than to walk out the door. As it turned out, Chow had something useful to say this time around. 
 
    “You’re working a case for that Ashley Belman lady, right?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Maven said. 
 
    “Well I don’t think you are any more. Been listing to my police scanner. Sounds like she died. Just happened tonight.” 
 
    Maven froze, already knowing that she hadn’t died, she was murdered. He tried not to show his rage. 
 
    “Thanks for the intel, Chow. I’ll look into it.” 
 
    He made his way past the two giant bouncers without saying a word, stepped out into the muggy air, and withheld a his fury. A temper wouldn’t be productive. Instead, he repeated Double D’s three word description of the woman that left with Stanley Belman. 
 
    Young Spanish woman.  
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Sister Esperanza had definitely been waiting, longing for Maven’s return to her dreams. She surprised Maven by immediately becoming the aggressor in their next dream encounter. Her lust and desire to please him was confirmed by her attire. She was wearing thigh-high stockings and garter belt, attached to black see-through panties and matching bra that barely held in her ample, round, and perky breasts. Her nipples were already erect, sensitive, and ready to be touched. 
 
    Impatient and losing control, Sister Esperanza reached down into her panties and started rubbing herself. She was already wet by the mere sight of Maven. In a slow, moaning voice she let out a few words in Spanish, and Maven knew them to be filthy ones. Maven loved hearing dirty talk in romantic languages. He loved speaking it, too, so he fired the filth right back at her, calling her a slut, calling her his slave. 
 
    As if knocked over by Maven’s words, the hot-blooded nun laid back onto her bed and slowly spread her legs while rubbing her inner thigh. Her rosary lay perfectly within her cleavage, making it all seem so wrong in such a good way. 
 
    “Are you ready for me?” She asked with her sexy Spanish accent, slowly pulling her panties aside to reveal a thin strip of black hair. “I want you inside me. I need you inside me. You want to fuck me, Maven?” Then she said the words that always worked on Maven, bringing his blood to a boil as well. “I’ve been a very bad girl. I need to be punished.” 
 
    All shyness was gone in Esperanza, and Maven’s sexual appetite was now in overdrive. He moved to mount her, now taking control of the horny woman. He pulled her panties off so forcefully that the threads snapped and stretched. The nun, now looking up at Maven with submission in her eyes, gasped at the feeling. Maven grabbed her hand and pushed it down to his own large member.  
 
    He growled Spanish into her ear, knowing full well that she liked to be degraded. 
 
    “Time to work you little whore.”  
 
    Maven thrust himself into her, causing her to gasp a second time. She struggled to take in air for a second, almost seeming to choke. Maven relentlessly thrust against her, staring deep into her wide and pleading eyes. Her surrender to his power gave her an almost apologetic look. She dug her nails deep into his back. 
 
    Their eyes were locked. Sister Esperanza opened herself up to Maven as she moaned, telling Maven how good his cock felt in her. She felt Maven prying at her, forcing his way into her in a different way. He was searching her mind, and as soon as she realized this, she gave in, revealing her thoughts to him. Maven moved through her mind. It was domination on the next level, which turned Esperanza on even more. Then, Maven found a secret, though it wasn’t what he was looking for. It was what she wanted, and without hesitation he brought his hand up to her neck and squeezed. She gasped again, weakly pleaded for Maven to thrust harder, then asked him to cum inside of her sacred pussy.  
 
    Through it all, she was getting rid of old memories, releasing them like a terrible burden she had been carrying, giving it all to Maven, surrendering her past. 
 
    Finally letting go, she spread her legs further apart and gyrated against Maven’s aggression. She pumped harder with each second, screaming while spouting filthy words in Spanish. Meanwhile, Maven saw everything. 
 
    Both were on the verge of cumming. Maven struggled to sort through the sensations of ecstasy from the moment and anguish from Esperanza’s memories. He thrust, thrust, thrust, then locked completely up, tensing every inch of his body. 
 
    And there it was. The memory of Stanly Belman in his final moments, dying at the hands of Sister Esperanza. 
 
    The image, though grotesque, created such a mental jolt that both Maven and Esperanza came together with the force of an earthquake.  
 
    After a few seconds, Esperanza began to softly cry, partly from relief of her mental confession and part from embarrassment. Maven had seen it all. He comforted her, assuring her that she’ll be okay. She was safe from Stanley. It was all behind her now. 
 
    “Just another rich asshole with power,” Maven said, hoping to comfort her, but switched to address another, different pain that he had sensed within her. “If you want, I can help you find your daughter.”  
 
    The word daughter caught Esperanza off guard. She looked at Maven suddenly with hope, but didn’t say anything. Words seemed so worthless, so unnecessary now. He had seen inside of her mind. 
 
    He knew that she had started having sex with Stanley Belman when she was only eighteen years old, shortly after being hired as his and Ashley’s house cleaner. If she stopped letting him fuck her, he would fire her. She needed the money. When she became pregnant with Stanley’s child she was forced to put the baby girl up for adoption. Esperanza grew to hate Stanley for this and left to become a nun in an attempt to atone for her actions and loss of her child. 
 
    Stanley found out about Esperanza’s life choice, and used her past against her. He threatened to tell the convent about her past if she didn’t go back to pleasing him. Everything that followed unfolded as natural as a spring flower, though it wasn’t pretty. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Then there was the demon hunter. Pissed at his losses despite his gains, and holed up near Demon, Ink, waiting for his next chance to kill. Even his sword was pissed off. The blade itself lusted for demon blood. It was strengthened every time it killed a demon, and it knew this.  
 
    Maven arrived at Demon, Ink to find Converse Billy helping a nearly dead Dionis, giving her water and patching her nasty wound. Cassius sneered as he observed the reunion from afar. His murder cravings would once again have to be overruled by logic. If he attacked Maven, there was a risk of accidentally breaking his contract with Aubery. Dionis was that close to death. The other reason to hold back was a simple one. Picking a fight with the vampire kid would mean making an enemy of Victor.  
 
    No, thank you. 
 
    Cassius’ disgust at the situation set off a sort of wave, an aura, which Maven immediately sensed. He turned to look up to where he was certain he would see Cassius, but the hunter had already fled. 
 
    Don’t worry, Slay, Maven thought. I’ll give you another chance. 
 
    Only one problem remained. Maven had sworn to kill Dionis, and now she was dying on her own, right in front of him. Convenient. He wondered if he should just let it happen, maybe speed things along. It would simplify a great many things and satisfy his contract with Aubrey. 
 
    In the end, it was the look on Converse Billy’s face that pushed Maven over the edge. It was the look of a kid wondering why his hero wasn’t rushing in to aid a suffering person, or demon. The human half of Maven’s conscience took over, somehow.  
 
    To Hell with contracts. 
 
    He picked up Dionis, took her to his back office, and pressed a hidden button under his desk. A perfectly concealed trap door opened with steps that led down into—darkness was all that could be seen from here.  
 
    On his way down the stairs, Maven stopped when he sensed Converse Billy following close behind. Without looking back, he said, “Don’t follow me, Billy. There are some things even vampires shouldn’t see. I’ll see you around.” 
 
    Maven continued his descent, just as his poetically possessed store cued up an appropriate tune.  
 
    Sympathy for the Devil, by The Rolling Stones. 
 
    Just before stepping into that secret darkness, the Incubus Detective shook his head, and grinned just a little. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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