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   A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
    
 
   When I began to write the Deacon Chalk series I had a plan. 
 
   Well, plan might be overstating it a bit. I had some schemes. One of the big things I wanted to do was to treat the series like it was a really awesome, kick ass, urban fantasy TV show. Keeping with that view the story is continual but has arcs, storylines that play out and end while other threads continue to run through the narrative. 
 
   The first six releases all make Deacon Chalk Season 1.
 
   If you read from THAT THING AT THE ZOO through BLOOD AND BULLETS, SPIDER'S LULLABY, BLOOD AND SILVER, and CIRCUS OF BLOOD until you finish with BLOOD AND MAGICK you have a complete story arc. That's why BLOOD AND MAGICK is so damn explosive. 
 
   It's the season finale.
 
   Keeping with that mindset, this little collection is the Extras disc in your Deacon Chalk Season 1 boxset. Here you will find deleted scenes (things that didn't make it into the books), bonus material (adventures between the books), behind the scenes (an essay, a blog post, and the first notes I ever made concerning Deacon and his world), and previews (a wrap scene from this season and a glimpse at the next).
 
   This is the icing on the cake of badass goodness.
 
   Enjoy.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   I wrote this in the first draft of BLOOD AND MAGICK and then cut it. It's a story set in the very early days of Deacon hunting monsters and gives you a glimpse of how it all worked. He's raw and not very experienced and broke as hell. This is the earliest look at Deacon and gives you some insight on how he came to be the monster hunting sumbitch he is on page one of  THAT THING AT THE ZOO. This is Deacon: Year One for all you fanboys in the audience.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   DOLLY
 
    
 
    
 
   She sat in the second-hand leather chair across from me, five foot ten with a mass of platinum blonde curls and two miles of cleavage . . . and all I could look at were her shoes. 
 
   Blue-black satin with a peek-a-boo toe and delicate white trim that became thin straps across her arched instep over a six-inch stiletto heel. They were fabulous.
 
   I'm not a man who notices shoes, much less calls them fabulous.
 
   “Normally men stare at my tits.”
 
   Her voice had just enough smokey edge to soften the higher tones and give it a nice, soothing sound, breathy without being forced. 
 
   It made me look up at her face. 
 
   It was a good face, belonging on an old Hollywood poster, calling back to a day long past. Rounded and smooth with high cut cheekbones over a softer chin. Her lips were a crimson slash, painted fuller than they were in a convincing illusion, the makeup around her eyes was dark and smoky, a soot gray smudge that made their hazel-brown color stand out like it was special. In between the lips and the eyes was a button nose that could have been on any girl's face. Cute, but it didn't add or detract from her appearance. It was a face for first looks. A stunner at a glance and just fine every time after that.
 
   I shrugged. “How can I help you, Miss . . .?”
 
   “Dolly is fine.”
 
   “How can I help you Miss Dolly?”
 
   “No Miss, just Dolly.”
 
   “Good enough. Call me Deacon.”
 
   “You still haven't looked at my tits.”
 
   “Is that how I can help you? By looking at your tits?”
 
   She stared at me for a long second. Her fingers snapped open the tiny pocketbook clutched between scarlet-tipped nails, digging around for an unfiltered cigarette and a cheap, disposable lighter. Her lipstick stained the thin paper on one end as the lighter burned the other. She inhaled, making her throat work to pull the smoke like she was drinking a thick milkshake through a thin straw.
 
   I still didn't look at her tits.
 
   One smokey eye squinted at me as she cocked her head to the side and blew smoke at the ceiling. “Are you funny, Mr. Chalk?”
 
   “Nobody ever laughs at my jokes.” I assured her.
 
   “No, I mean funny. Do you like men?”
 
   “What would it matter?” 
 
   A crease formed between her drawn on brows. I leaned forward, ready to get on with this. “Look sister, I'll make it plain for you. I like girls just fine, but I prefer women. None of that matters since I'm married so let's get down to why you're here to see me.”
 
   My thumb found the thin band on my finger, rubbing underneath it. 
 
   Don't push. Don't question any further, just move on lady. 
 
   Her eyes cut down to my left hand then back up to my face. Whatever she saw there made her blink.
 
   She shifted, rocking back and forth on a pair of narrow hips, skirt making a slight squeaking sound on the torn leather of the chair. “I need you to help me get my dog and house back.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Mrs. Penelope Prissypants is being held hostage at my grandmother's house.”
 
   “Your grandmother is holding your dog hostage?”
 
   She sighed deeply and it made an earthquake in her Himalayan cleavage. “My ex-boyfriend is holding my dog hostage. My grandmother has passed on. She left me her house and that's where the ex and the dog are.”
 
   I leaned back from the battered wood desk that came with the battered office. “I think you have me mixed up with someone who does that kind of work. You should call the Humane Society. Maybe even the cops.”
 
   Her platinum curls didn't move as she shook her head. “It has to be you.”
 
   “No, it doesn't.”
 
   “I have money.”
 
   “I don't care.”
 
   She looked around my office, painted lip lifted in a snurl like she smelled something bad. In this place she might've. I wouldn't know, I'd grown used to it. I followed the trail her eyes made around the office, it didn't take long. The place was only 300 square feet. Just enough room for the chair she sat in, the desk I was behind, and the couch I slept on. It had a tiny bathroom with a stand up shower in the right hand corner. In the left hand corner was a closet where I kept my clothes and my weapons. It was sparse. 
 
   Hell, it was damn near hollow.
 
   The office was upstairs, over a club that had shut down in a section of town that had shut down. The buildings around me sat empty except for derelicts, winos, and the homeless. I rented the office from the owner of the building off the books, three hundred a month in cash and he kept the electricity on and a phone line for me to use. I kept anyone from squatting downstairs and we called it even. It was a shithole, but it was in my budget. 
 
   Well, it had been in budget up until last week. 
 
   I still had ten days until the first of the month. Something would work itself out.
 
   She made a small sound in her throat bringing my attention back her way. “I think you do care that I have money.”
 
   “Look lady, this is a specialized operation. I don't have time to screw around with getting your dog back, or kicking your good-for-nothing ex out of your grandmama's house. It's. Not. My. Gig.” The chair scraped the floor as I stood up. “So if you'll excuse me, I have work to do.”
 
   The last half inch of cigarette fell from her fingers. She stretched out a leg that seemed to go on forever and crushed it with the toe of that fabulous shoe while blowing out the last bit of smoke held in her impressive lungs. Her voice was clear as a bell when she spoke.
 
   “Does it make a difference that my ex is an Elven prince?”
 
   I sat back down.
 
   * * *
 
   The sun through the windshield hurt my eyes. I hadn't seen daylight in months, spending most of my time chasing monsters through the night. It also didn't help that the morning had been a rough one, taking half a bottle of Southern Comfort on an empty stomach to knock the jagged edge off. That particular morning had been spent drowning the memory of my children's baptisms. 
 
   Ironic.
 
   Maybe it wasn't ironic. I know people always use that word wrong. Maybe I did too. I didn't know and what's more, with the leftover buzz of a hangover trying to push my eyeballs out of my skull, I didn't give a flying fuck.
 
   Dolly perched on the seat of the Comet, feet together on the floorboard, back straight, seatbelt accentuating her cartoon figure by disappearing beneath her breasts. She rode silently, looking out the window.
 
   We were heading to her house somewhere below the Perimeter that she shared with the Little Elven Lord Fonteroy. 
 
   Apparently the ex part of the word ex-boyfriend had been recent. Very recent. Granny's house wasn't that far from the office which was a good thing. I eyed up the gas gauge. The needle was two notches above the big E. Under a quarter of a tank. I should have just enough to get there and back to the office.
 
   In the harsh light of day I could see that the heavy make up she wore covered a bruise lining the left side of her face from eye to jawline. It was older, fading, but still there. B.B. King crooned low and quiet over the speakers, his smooth voice just below the rumble of the engine, making an accompaniment, not a statement. It was a mellow, laid back kind of blues.
 
   “So what's the deal between you and the keebler? Why are you leaving and why is he holding your Labradoodle hostage?”
 
   “Mrs. Penelope Prissypants isn't a Labradoodle.” Her lip pulled into a pout. “She's a Peek-a-poo.”
 
   “I stand corrected. Why are you leaving?”
 
   “Besides the fact that Mael gets drunk or stoned and likes to smack me around?”
 
   “Yeah, besides that.” 
 
   She looked at me sharply. 
 
   I waved my hand. “Hey, no offense, but those bruises on your face aren't new. He's been smacking you around for a while now. So I want to know what changed. What made you not only leave, but then forget to take your dog?”
 
   Dolly fidgeted in her seat, fingers pulling on her skirt. “I'd rather not say.”
 
   “And I don't care.” I heard her sharp intake of breath. “I'm not trying to be an asshole, but I need to know. I've never dealt with an elf so any information you give can only make this go easier.”
 
   It took her a minute to start, and when she did the words came lackadaisically, nearly in a drawl. “I'm a stripper. I get naked and men pay me. God gave me these,” Her fingers flicked dismissively across her chest, “so I might as well make money off them.” From the corner of my eye I saw her turn toward me, pulling one of her legs under her so she could lean back against the door. “Have you ever been inside a strip club, Deacon?”
 
   “This might surprise you, but I've been a bouncer in a few.”
 
   “So then you know how it is. It's all about the money you can make. Some nights it's a blonde night, some nights it's a brunette night, but it is always a big tit night.” 
 
   I nodded to keep her talking. 
 
   She did. “I make good money. I may not be pretty, hell, I can't even dance worth a shit, but I can swing on a pole and I have the biggest set of funbags at any club I work at.”
 
   “Wait a minute. Did you just say you weren't pretty?”
 
   “I'm not.”
 
   “Whoever told you that is just stupid.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You look like you just stepped off a movie poster from 1947. You've got legs for days and a face to match. Even if you were flat-chested you'd still be a head-turner. You are pretty.” It was a little generous, but I couldn't stand the defeated sound in her voice when she talked about herself.
 
   “Men always tell me I'm pretty. They do it while they stare at my boobs.”
 
   I drove sarcasm hard in my voice, hoping she'd get the point. “I remember you complaining about me doing that very thing back at my office.”
 
   She was quiet for a minute. I let her have the silence, just driving and waiting. Her voice was small when she spoke. “Mael says I'm a life-support system for a pair of tits.”
 
   “Mael is an idiot to go along with being an asshole.” 
 
   I could feel her looking at me, watching me as I drove. I glanced over and she turned back to the window. This time her words were fast, tumbling over each other in a spill of poison. “I've always liked bad boys. My whole life. If a guy was bad news then I just couldn't get enough of him. I met Mael at the club. He came in one night with some skanky little bitch who was looking for a job. I saw him the second he walked in, acting like he owned the place, like a lion walks in the jungle. Even from across the room I could feel the darkness in him. I couldn't take my eyes off him. He was the most gorgeous man I had ever seen. The second he looked at me I was his. I went home with him.” She looked over. “He hit me the first time that night.”
 
   I didn't react, just let it come. 
 
   “I've had men hit me before. It normally takes a little while before it happens, but not with Mael.” From the corner of my eye I saw her shake her head. “I couldn't leave him. It was like he had some kind of hold on me, like he owned a part of my soul. I did everything he wanted. Nothing he asked was too much. I did things for him, things that I'll never be able to forget.” 
 
   The tears cut down her cheeks in black makeup stained lines. “Then he told me he was going to sell me to an ogre.” 
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   “Wait.”
 
   The door in front of us was solid wood on a porch with an overhanging roof. Dolly had her key an inch from the deadbolt. She looked over but didn't speak. Her heels raised her to eye level with me.  My power hummed, wide open like it always was back then. When her hand got within six inches of that deadbolt it lit up like a neon sign in my head. The taste of rotten clover filled my mouth, dank and fetid. My skin buzzed, the air electric, raising the hairs on the back of my neck.
 
   Something weird was up with that door.
 
   My hand tightened on the crowbar I held, rust twisting off into my palm. The Desert Eagle .357 I carried at the time hung under my arm but I only had the one clip of silver bullets that were in it and it wasn't even full.
 
   Silver bullets are expensive. 
 
   I only had eight of them left.
 
   Besides, silver can only hurt Elves not kill them, and with their freakshow healing ability it's not much more than a nuisance. It's better than copper, brass, or bronze which, to a fae, are like feathers to a human. But iron . . . iron can kill them. Something about it not only hurts them, but doubles the damage done and breaks their magick. 
 
   History lesson: the Fae are the reason the world has steel. Way back, before history was more than some stories passed down around campfires, the Fae used to keep humans as pets. When we discovered iron we discovered their kryptonite and we put an end to that shit, driving them into the mists of time. 
 
   It took generations of them hiding, staying out of sight completely, for us to forget and let our guard down. Then slowly, like the sneaky, manipulative bastards they are, they taught us how to make iron into steel, changing the metal, diluting it and making it damn near harmless for them.
 
   Hence the crowbar in my hand.
 
   It came with the Comet, the lever for the old-style ratchet jack that hooks under the bumper to lift the car so you can fix a flat. It was four feet of rusty, blackened iron, just perfect for whoopin' some Elf ass.
 
   And best of all, it cost me nothing.
 
   Right in my budget.
 
   I pushed Dolly behind me and leaned, moving my face slowly toward the door. The closer I got the more I could see the wood grain swirling under the paint. My face began to tingle as it passed the six-inch mark. The hair follicles of my goatee puckered,  wiry whiskers standing out like I was in a field of static electricity. The nasty taste in my mouth curdled and began trying to crawl down my throat. I pulled back as my vision went blurry from watery eyes. The cloying, sickly-sweet stench of poppies came with me. 
 
   Magic. 
 
   Faeries have magic that's different from the magick that witches use. Instead of brokering with demons for power, faeries just have supernatural shit inside them, almost like God gave them a different set of physics to work with. It's not intrinsically evil the way witchcraft and magick are, but that doesn't make it harmless. The door had been warded with some kind of elf magic bullshit. It might just warn this Mael asshole that somebody was outside, but it felt deadlier, more insidious, like the door was painted in cobra venom.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Thinking. Let me see your keys.” She handed them over. They were a strung together monstrosity of keychains and knick knacks. Seriously, they looked like a jellyfish rolled in bits of crap. “Which one is your house key?” She pointed at a plain brass key that looked like any other key in the world. My fingers closed on it as I pushed my power down my arm.
 
   Nothing.
 
   The key was just an ordinary key. I was hoping it had been spelled to open the door through the ward, but I couldn't feel any magic off it at all. I stood there trying to figure out a way past the ward when a muffled scream from inside the house tore the decision away from me.
 
   “Stay here!” 
 
   I slammed the crowbar against the door. Purple energy blasted back at me crackling with white veins of magic as the ward broke. It slammed into me like a scouring wind, chafing my skin raw in a split second. My goatee curled as it singed and burnt. The brunt of the blast hit me ankle to crown. Dolly behind me gave a cry of pain as the edges of the blast brushed by her.
 
   Swinging the crowbar, I smashed it into the door again. It thunked, just iron against wood, the magic broken and gone. Leaning back, I drove my boot against the door by the knob. The wood buckled with a sharp CRACK! I kicked again, leaning forward as I did, driving my bodyweight and mass into the weak spot. The door collapsed at the knob, doorjamb splintering as it swung wide open. I didn't hesitate, pounding into the foyer. The walls were covered in pictures, coats hung on a rack to the left by the door. At the end of the hall I could see the kitchen, bright and yellow. 
 
   The screams cut off sharply.
 
   They came from the top of the stairs.
 
   Two at a time I bounded up. My thighs burned through the adrenaline buzz, left hand clamping and pulling on the bannister to get more speed. Fire boiled in my lungs as my feet hit carpet. I slowed the closer to the top I got, everything being robbed by the effort of running up those damned stairs. With a heave on the bannister I stumbled to the top.
 
   To the left was an open bathroom. It looked empty except for a stack of boxes in the tub. Spinning right on my foot, I turned just as a door opened at the end of the upstairs hallway.
 
   “What the hell is going on out here?” The man coming through the door wasn't a man at all. He looked like a man except for the pointed ears. About six foot and slender, he wore a dirty white tanktop over a pair of green boxers. Ropey muscle stretched over his frame, layered in a way that marked him as inhuman. Hair long, wispy, and white hung to his nipples in a straight sheet. White crystals glittered across his upper lip. I could see them sparkle from down the hall.
 
   Great. 
 
   A coked up Elvish prince, just what my day was missing.
 
   I didn't answer, moving toward him. The crowbar slid down my hand until it fully extended in my grip. Two giant strides brought me right up on him. I swung the iron bar in a wide arc, pulling the weight through the air, whipping it at him in an overhand swing. His hands flashed up. The crowbar slammed into his palms, vibrating a shock up my arm. His fingers closed on the iron bar and he yanked. Inhuman strength jerked me off my feet, tossing me over to crash into the wall. My raw skin exploded in a firestorm as the carpet burned across my arms and cheek.
 
   I scrambled to my feet as the Elf began screaming. He flung the crowbar away. It spun lazily through the air, banging against the bannister and disappearing down the stairs. He held his hands in front of him, staring at them in horror. Smoke rose from his palms and a clear, yellow fluid dripped off to soak into the carpet at his feet. Light blue rippled up his arms, chasing through his skin cells, becoming an electric indigo. His face pulled into an angular mask, all slanted tear-shaped eyes and sharp feral teeth.
 
   “You hit me with IRON? You asshole! That shit burns!” He looked down at his arms. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to make a glamour?”
 
   “Don't know. Don't fucking care.” I took one step toward him, hand moving toward my gun, when my head was wrapped in a crushing, suffocating darkness. Pain drove into my skull from all sides. 
 
   Pressure. 
 
   Intense.
 
   Fucking.
 
   Pressure.
 
   The plates of my skull made grinding noises that drown out my hearing. The darkness drug me backwards, lifting me off my feet. I had one second of relief that rushed over me as the pressure was suddenly cut off. One second before I crashed into the wall again.
 
   The world went red and something drove into my spine with a hard line of pain. 
 
   Move! Get moving now! If you stay here you're dead!
 
   I was in the wall, sheetrock collapsed around me. Dry, white dust sucked all the moisture out of my nose and mouth, tasting like mica. Pushing with my arms and legs, I pulled myself out of the hole, using the 2x4 stud that tried to break my back as leverage.
 
   In front of me was an ogre.
 
   A naked ogre.
 
   His lumpy head brushed the ceiling, gray skin covered with wiry black hair like a pelt and pebbled in dark red streaks that looked raw. Thick slabs of grotesque muscle covered him, swollen and jumbled. He was obscenely naked, genitals completely inhuman and looking like a cross between a food processor and a tree stump. 
 
   Shut up, I wasn't looking that close.
 
   His voice was smooth and clear through the six inch tusks jutting from an underslung jaw. “Good. Sport and a snack. I was feeling peckish.” Knobby knuckled hands the size of hubcaps, the same hands that had clamped on my head, flexed in the air in front of him.
 
   My eyes flicked around the room, looking for something I could use as a weapon. He'd thrown me into the wall of the bedroom that the elf had come out of. It was the master bedroom and it was huge, easily thirty foot square. Most of the furniture had been pushed to the walls, the center of the room dominated by a gigantic, round bed. 
 
   With a naked, hysterical girl chained to it. 
 
   She was curled up, knees pulled up by her face. Her hair hung in a mess, the cheap nightgown she wore was ripped, tattering around skinny legs. If she was a day over fifteen then I'm the Pope.
 
   I'm not the fucking Pope.
 
   A camera on a tripod stood between me and the bed, red light blinking on top of it.
 
   My blood ran cold. I stepped between the bed and the ogre. The skin on the back of my head tight and hot as anger acid boiled in the pit of my stomach. My gun was out and in my hand, pointed at the ogre.
 
   “What're you supposed to be? Some kinda hero?”
 
   The Desert Eagle answered with two pulls of the trigger, bucking back against my hand, spitting twin .357 Magnum bullets at the ogre's head. He turned, throwing his arm over his face. The bullets struck, ripping gray flesh like a buzzsaw through wet clay. Rust-colored blood spurted out of the holes and a howl of pain tore from his tusked mouth.
 
   Pushing off my foot I strode toward him, finger pulling the trigger four more times. four more bullets pounded into his side, rupturing the skin in a cloudburst of fluid. It splashed on me soaking my shirt. The ogre swung, fist clenched like a wrecking ball. Time became sticky, clinging to me, slowing everything down in a rush of adrenaline. I twisted under the blow that would have taken my head off my shoulders, ducking under and coming up behind it.
 
   Lashing out, I whacked the barrel of the Desert Eagle across his cheekbone and mouth. The front sight snagged going across one of his tusks, pulling the gun forward, trigger to finger. The gun went off, blasting a silver jacketed hollow-point into the ogre's eyesocket.
 
   The effect was an instantaneous explosion of gore.
 
   My bones vibrated as the ogre roared. Agony pounded into my ribs as its giant fist caught me in the side, lifting me up and driving me away from it. I fell back through the doorway to the bedroom, smacking the side of my face against the doorjamb. It flashed hot with a scraping tear of pain. Everything went red, then yellow. 
 
   The world came back to me in a fuzz of black static.
 
   I was in the upstairs hallway on my back. The ogre stood in the doorway. The door hung by the bottom hinge, splayed against the wall. The door frame buckled around the ogre as he stumbled through, monstrously muscled girth not meant to fit. It had one humongous hand clamped over its eye, the other eye pinned me with a baleful glare. 
 
   The damned thing was still coming after me.
 
   I turned, looking for the gun that had fallen out of my hand. My eyes landed on the crowbar. It jutted from the drywall at the top of the stairs like some white-trash version of Excalibur. I went for it.
 
   The floor shook as the ogre ran toward me. Scrambling, I dove for it. Hand outstretched, my fingers closed around the end. Shoulder tucked, I rolled to my feet and came up holding the iron bar.
 
   The ogre was right on top of me, eyesocket already healing like wax unmelting. It's tusks dripped ogre slobber in thick ropes of sticky saliva.
 
   I lashed out, kerranging the crowbar off its skull. 
 
   The ogre dropped like it had been clotheslined. The skin swelled on its forehead in the shape of the crowbar, one long, egg-yolk of a blister. The skin around it smoked and crackled and sizzled like bacon.
 
   Stepping over the ogre I looked down at it. It's squarish skull had collapsed on the side I struck it, the crowbar finishing what the silver bullet had started. The massive fae made low mewling sounds in his throat. I raised the crowbar over my head.
 
   The ogre was crying.
 
   I lowered the crowbar.
 
   It looked pathetic. Tears streamed down one side of its face, lips pulled down in a grimace of pain.
 
   “Hello?” There was a pause. “Are you still there?”
 
   The girl chained to the bed. 
 
   My mind flashed on her, huddled in the corner of the bed. Her torn negligee, the terror on her face. The camera.
 
   My eyes flicked down to the ogre's nakedness.
 
   The crowbar sounded like a bat through a cantaloupe when I brought it down on the ogre's skull. 
 
   I kept at it until it just thumped wetly against the carpet.
 
   The iron bar was slick in my hand, from greasy palm sweat or ogre blood I couldn't tell you. The girl in the room still called out. I began walking toward the room to unchain her. 
 
   Then I had an elf to kill.
 
   * * *
 
   I found him in the kitchen, wrestling with Dolly. She'd lost her heels and her platinum curl updo was destroyed and going in all directions. He'd lost his glamour and was now completely blue-skinned. His white hair looked like a wig next to his indigo skin tone. Intricate tattoos curled and swirled on his upper arms and shoulders. They glowed with a golden light, making them even more surreal. He had one slender hand around Dolly's throat, her face turning purple.
 
   I stepped inside, tanker boots silent on the parquet floor of the kitchen. “Let her go.”
 
   His head jerked toward me, lips pulled back in a snarl of tiny, sharp teeth. His eyes had grown huge, set far apart and sunk into his skull, features taking on a cat-like quality to them, high, wide cheekbones, short jaw with a small chin, wide, flat forehead. The sharply defined muscles in his chest flexed like steel cables on a suspension bridge as he jerked Dolly against him, one arm across her chest. She gasped hoarsely, dragging air into her tortured throat. There were already dark spots where his fingers had bruised her.
 
   “Leave me alone or I'll really hurt the bitch.”
 
   I started walking toward him. “Go ahead. It won't do you any good.” I swung the crowbar at the end of my arm. The blood and gore splattered across my arms and chest had begun to dry, making the skin pull.
 
   The Elf stumbled back a step, dragging Dolly with him. “What? I'm serious here!”
 
   “So am I. Go ahead and hurt her, hell she's taken it before. I bet she'd gladly do it one last time just to watch me take this crowbar upside your head. Isn't that right Dolly?”
 
   Her voice was low and choked as she forced it out. “Anything it takes to see you kick his ass.”
 
   I kept walking, swinging the crowbar widely in front of me, letting the weight of it stretch out my shoulder, warming up like a batter in a cage.
 
   “See there, Legolas, she hates you so much that she's not afraid of you.”
 
   “Whatever she's paying you I'll triple it.” He kept backing up.
 
   “You need to understand something, Keebler. Dolly is the one who brought me here but Daphne is the reason I am going to bash your head in.”
 
   “Daphne?”
 
   “The girl you had upstairs. The one you glamored to get here, chained to the bed, and were gonna use in your sicko snuff porn flick with the ogre. That Daphne. She's the reason I'm going to kill you, not Dolly.”
 
   His leg hit a chair to the breakfast nook, making him stumble. Dolly spun on her heel and shoved with her hip, knocking him to the ground. He hit flat on his back, arms and legs splayed. His skull bounced off the floor, white hair swirling out around him. 
 
   Before he could recover I put a size 13 boot on his chest.
 
   Raising the crowbar over my head I looked down at him.
 
   “Have fun in hell asshole.”
 
   It only took three blows to hit linoleum.
 
   When I finished, I stumbled back to the island in the center of the room, crowbar clattering to the floor at my feet. My hand slipped out from under me when I went to brace myself, palm leaving a blood slick on the smooth granite of the counter top as I headed toward the floor. 
 
   Dolly was right there.
 
   Her hands held my shoulders, firm and surprisingly strong as the shakes ran through me. Adrenaline dumped out of my system, eating up the meager sugar stores I had. I felt hot and sticky, head pounding, vision pulsing in and out and in and out and in and out of a puddle of black. My stomach flipped like an omelet made of acid and gravel. Too much demand on my body after days on end of more alcohol than food or sleep.
 
   “Are you okay?” Dolly's voice sounded far away even though she was standing right in front of me.
 
   I nodded a lie. Dolly looked into my eyes. I don't know what she saw, but she let me go and went over to the refrigerator. After a second she was back at my side holding out a can of soda.
 
   Seeing it, I wanted it more than anything else in the world.
 
   I grabbed it and poured half of it down my throat. In seconds the world sharpened and my headache eased. My stomach settled as the sugar in the soda absorbed. It wasn't a long term solution, just a stop-gap, but I could function again.
 
   Dolly watched me get it together.
 
   I set the soda down on the counter and stood up. “Okay, we have work to do. Daphne is upstairs in the spare room. She's out for now but I don't know how long it'll last.”
 
   “Did you knock her out?”
 
   “No. There's a dead ogre upstairs that makes this,” I waved my hand at the splattered mess of Mael's brains on the floor, “look like a couple of dropped eggs. She got one look at it and went out on me.”
 
   Concern tightened her face. “Did they. . .”
 
   “Doesn't look like it. She's roughed up, but okay otherwise. I'll drop her by a clinic that can look her over. But that brings us to the second problem of cleaning up this mess.”
 
   “I can help with that.”
 
   The stool under me fell back with a bang. My hand darted to my empty holster. Dammit. My gun was still upstairs, probably trapped under 500 pounds of dead ogre. I looked around for the source of the voice that had spoken. It had the strangled, buzzy sound of someone who had been huffing helium.
 
   A tiny fairy stood bow-legged on the counter.
 
   He was a weird looking little bastard. About eight inches tall and eight inches wide in a round ball of obesity. A tiny fur fez that sat atop a bald head, over beady eyes and a button nose that sank into fat cheeks and jowls. It grinned up at me with a mouth that wrapped halfway around its head, its smile filled with a triple row of sharp teeth like a shark. Pudgy arms and legs were wrapped in strips of reddish gray and white. It took me a second to realize that it had on a suit of rotting meat and fat. It looked like a shaved badger wrapped in bacon.
 
   And it stunk. 
 
   Like a pot roast gone bad. The sticky, carrion sweet of spoiled meat.
 
   “What the fuck are you?” 
 
   The little fairy stuck his chest out wide, thumping it with a little fist. “I'm Pamarindo. Name's Bicuspid.”
 
   Keeping my eye on the wee fella I leaned down and picked up the crowbar. He didn't move, just watched me. I didn't raise the iron bar, but I felt better holding it. “I'm about done with fairies today. You need to explain what you're doing here.”
 
   Reaching up he pulled the fur fez off his round head. His mouth opened, voice spilling out in a sing-song. His teeth clacked against each syllable. “In accordance with the decree of Her Highness, the Queen of Air and Darkness, Maeve from the time of the Narrow War until the time of the Curled Midnight the Pamarindo are forbidden to kill by their own hand. They may only eat the husk and the hindmost of the Seelie and Unseelie Courts. Should anything other than found meat pass their teeth they shall be warded from the world and wiped from all memory. So it is spoken, so mote it be.” 
 
   The tiny creature shook itself head to toe as if coming out of the cold. Jowls shaking, he worked his mouth around and spat on the counter. 
 
   He looked up. “So that's the deal, boss. It's a bullshit rap, but whatcha gonna do? Now, you interested in ditchin these dead guys or what?”
 
   “Hold up munchkin, let me get this straight. You're offering to get rid of these two assholes for me, is that what I'm hearing?”
 
   “Them ears aworkin'? That's what I said.”
 
   My eyes narrowed as I looked at him. “You can't kill anything?” He shook his head side to side. “What are you going to do with them?”
 
   He didn't say anything. A gurgle rose from him, echoing hollowly from his swollen stomach.
 
   “There's an ogre upstairs the size of a whole cow. I don't have a month to wait for you to finish up.”
 
   “Don't you worry about it, boss. I'm just the point man, the negotiator. I got my brothers and sisters waiting for the word. You say it and we'll get this cleaned up in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   This sounded too good to be true, but I didn't see a catch.
 
   “Alright Snacky Smurf, but I want every scrap and every bit taken care of. Nothing left.” I pointed the crowbar at him. “If you let me down I'm gonna make a shish-kabob out of you.
 
   He nodded. “We'll suck the blood out of the carpet, boss. Leave it to us.” 
 
   “Let us clear out before you begin.” I did not want to watch this go down.
 
   He nodded again. I motioned to Dolly and we stepped out of the kitchen and into the hallway. By the second step it sounded like a hotdog eating championship was happening in the kitchen behind us. 
 
   Dolly faltered. My hand clamped on her arm, pulling her down the hallway, away from the noises. “Let's find your dog.”
 
   She nodded, straightened, and walked beside me.
 
   * * *
 
   The door was locked and Dolly didn't have a key. Didn't matter much, since I had a big ass crowbar. I wedged the end of it into the doorjamb by the deadbolt as far in as I could and then just leaned against it. I didn't even have to push to get the bolt to pop out of the receiver. With a sharp crack! the door swung open a few inches.
 
   Nails clicking on hardwood floors, Mrs. Penelope Prissypants trotted through the gap. She was cute . . . if you like bug-eyed dustmops. Her little furry head tilted up at me with a look that said 'what the hell took you so long?'.
 
   Yep, that little dog was an asshole.
 
   Dolly scooped her up with a squeal and a series of high-pitched baby words that I tuned out. My hand pushed against the door, swinging it open all the way.
 
   The dog had been locked in the room, easy to find because she'd been barking up a storm. I stepped into the room and flicked on the light, curious as to what the elven ex would keep behind locked doors.
 
   “Ummm Dolly, you should come in here.”
 
   “What is it?” The leggy blonde stepped into the room.
 
   And dropped Mrs Penelope Prissypants to the floor.
 
   In the center of the room stood a table stacked with Elvish gold. The table bowed in the center from the weight, making piles of coins and bars slip into a jumble. The overhead light beamed down, reflecting off the treasure in a warm, buttery glow.
 
   Dolly looked like I had just slapped her, mouth open, eyes crazy. “That son of a bitch! I busted my ass for months so we could have a place to live and have food on the table while he sat around all day and got high off cocaine I bought by shaking my ass, doing double shifts four days a week and he had all of this the whole time? If he wasn't dead I'd strangle him!”
 
   I stepped back out into the hallway, stuck my fingers in my mouth, and blasted a whistle down the hall. “Bicuspid! Get your ass down here.”
 
   It wasn't even 10 seconds when the little fae strode into the room like he owned it munching on what looked like a fingerbone. Dolly gasped when she spotted it. Then she swallowed a gag and turned away.
 
   “Whatcha need . . . Holy shit! That's a lot of gold, boss!”
 
   “Get rid of that thing and then I need you answer some questions.” 
 
   It wasn't bothering me, but Dolly still turned away, hand to her mouth, white as a sheet. The little fairy braced himself, splaying his feet wide and arching his back, making his low-slung belly stick out. Mouth open, he jerked his neck and flipped the top half of his skull back. It opened up like it was hinged, like some obscene little Pez dispenser full of teeth. His chubby arm flashed up and the fingerbone spun in the air lazily making an arc up and then down into Bicuspid's open gullet. The knobby end jutted over his bottom jaw, sticking in the air above his row of teeth. The top of his head snapped back down and the bone disappeared completely. The little faerie bobbed back and forth for a second and shoved his belly around with his hands, working the bone into place. Finally situated, he let out a long drawn-out belch.
 
   His hands went out to his side. “Tah-freakin-daah. Now what can I do for ya, boss? I'm missing out on all the good parts upstairs.”
 
   “Tell me about this gold. Is it real or some kinda faerie bullshit that turns into leaves when you try to spend it?”
 
   “Don't take any gold in the land of Faerie, but if it's out in the world of Man then it's real gold.”
 
   “Is anybody gonna come try to claim this?”
 
   He waved a chubby hand. “Nahh, you killed him, it's yours. Right of the conqueror.”
 
   He seemed sincere. What could his game be to lie?
 
   “Alright, that'll do. Go finish up.” The chubby faerie turned to go. I thought of something. “Wait.” He stopped and turned again. “Are you going to be around every time I have to drop one of your people?”
 
   “Tell you what boss, you need another dead faerie disposed of you just say my name and I'll come running.”
 
   I nodded and the little fella waddled out. I could still see the outline of the finger bone through the skin of his belly. 
 
   Once he was gone I turned to the tall blonde. “I'm going to go upstairs and get my gun. I'll make sure the wee folks finish their clean up and then I'll get out of your hair.”
 
   Her hand reached out and grabbed my arm. “Deacon, wait.”
 
   I stopped.
 
   “What are you going to do to with the gold?”
 
   “It's not mine. Do with as you please.”
 
   “But . . . what? I don't understand. It's your gold.”
 
   “No. It's not.”
 
   “But . . .”
 
   I turned to face her fully. “Look, Dolly, I don't want it. You've put up with whole pile of shit from your ex. I wrecked your upstairs and it's going to cost a ton to fix. Take the gold. Start a new life.”
 
   Her hand stayed firm on my arm when I went to leave. “Take part of it then. As payment.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Her eyebrows slammed together. “What's your damn problem? You earned it. Plus, I can see that you're broke. Your office is a shithole and your car is on empty.” She leaned in close. “Don't be prideful. There's more gold here than either of us can spend.”
 
   “You have no idea how much it costs to hunt monsters. It would run out eventually.” I shook my head. “Better to not rely on it.”
 
   “Then take some of it and make it a little further.” Tiny white teeth bit into her bottom lip. “Or, we could do something that would give you an income and me a new life.”
 
   My voice came out harsher than I meant. “I'm not training you to be an occult bounty-hunter.”
 
    “Do you think I'm crazy?” She laughed. “I don't know what you do normally, but if this is any indication then there is no way in hell I could do it.”  I didn't answer that. “No, I'm thinking of a business we are both familiar with that I can run while you do what you do. We can be partners.”
 
   “A club? You're talking about a strip club?”
 
   “Yes! Think about it.” Her eyes were wide and bright. “They make money hand over fist and you can come and go at all hours of the night and no one will think anything of it. It's perfect!” She threw her arms around my neck in a hug that nearly smothered me in cleavage. “I even have the perfect name for it.” She pulled back and planted a big wet kiss on the side of my face. 
 
   “What do you think of Polecats?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   An opportunity came up to create a trailer for the series, to make what is basically a short film that would sum up the essence and be awesome enough to make people want to try it.
 
   Well that fell through as things do in such an uncertain industry as publishing.
 
   But not before I wrote this script.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLOOD AND BULLETS TRAILER SCRIPT
 
    
 
    
 
   CUE MUSIC: (driving rock or blues song)
 
   FADE IN: Man sitting at table. Dark room. Close in. Pan camera down from head to hands. Table in front of him has a Colt .45, a .44 revolver, a sawed-off pump shotgun, various bullets, knives, rosaries and crosses. He loads .45 magazine, slaps it home, lifts gun to face, and jacks slide 
 
   Camera tight on man's face but in shadows and hands with gun. 
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   (words can even come up like typed on screen)
 
   THIS IS DEACON CHALK
 
   OCCULT BOUNTY HUNTER
 
    CUT TO: hands loading .44 revolver. Spin chamber when full, flick it closed.
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   HE'S ALREADY FACED DOWN A HORDE OF SCREAMING BLOODSUCKERS,
 
   CUT TO: Deacon loading shotgun. Jacking slide
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   UNDEAD STRIPPERS,
 
   CUT TO: hand picking up rosaries. Let one fall in fingers to hang down. 
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   AND A 600 YEAR OLD, DRUG-DEALING VAMPIRE PIECE OF SHIT
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   NOW HE'S ABOUT TO FACE THE MOST POWERFUL HELL-BITCH HE HAS EVER RUN ACROSS
 
   CUT TO: Deacon putting his guns into holsters, putting his coat on, and picking up his keys
 
   CUT TO: black screen white writing
 
   IT'S GONNA BE A HELLUVA NIGHT
 
   CUT TO: black screen 
 
   F/X: book flies against screen. red writing appears
 
   BLOOD AND BULLETS
 
   A DEACON CHALK: OCCULT BOUNTY HUNTER NOVEL
 
   AVAILABLE EVERYWHERE FEBRUARY 7 2012
 
   FROM KENSINGTON
 
   F/X: pepper the screen with bullet holes and blood spatter
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jen over at the cool blog Not Now I'm Reading did this interview with our favorite chain-smoking Catholic Priest Father Mulcahy and Deacon's sister Kat. It's a good glimpse at the characters during the time of BLOOD AND BULLETS.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FATHER MULCAHY AND KAT INTERVIEW
 
    
 
   I’m super stoked to have a couple of members from Deacon’s team here today for a joint interview. If you’ve stopped by to visit the blog over the last couple of days, I’m guessing you’ve figured out that I really enjoyed James R. Tuck’s prequel novella and book 1 in his Deacon Chalk: Occult Bounty Hunter series. I couldn’t resist asking James to let me borrow some of his characters for a Q&A session. So without further ado, I’d like to introduce you to Kat, Deacon’s multitasking, tech wiz, organization/research guru (a girl after my own heart) and Father Mulcahy, his chain-smoking, coffee-swilling, foul-mouthed Catholic priest mentor.
 
    
 
   Jen: Thanks so much for stopping by. So, what's it like working with Deacon?
 
   Kat: Well, I am mostly the back end of the operation. I don't really do much fieldwork. I'm the one who makes sure he has enough silver bullets. I'm the one who makes sure the club stays open so we can afford those silver bullets. Basically, I do all the office work that goes into Deacon's mission. Before I came along he didn't even have a cell phone! Now he has a way to contact us if he needs back up and I handle dealing with our police connection to keep us out of the limelight. Father Mulcahy is the one who is out on the front lines with him.
 
   Father Mulcahy: (lights a cigarette) I'm out there when he lets me. The boy is stubborn. He tries to do it all. He knows his limitations, but is always trying to push them. Then again, you have to realize why. After what he went through with his family dying he is more than a little...what's the word I am looking for?
 
   Kat: Relentless?
 
   Father Mulcahy: He is, but that's not the word.
 
   Kat: Driven?
 
   Father Mulcahy: Driven is a good word. That one will work.
 
   Kat: He is highly-motivated. But there's monsters. Somebody has to do it.
 
   Father Mulcahy: Yes. But he doesn't have to do it all. Can't tell him that though.
 
   
Jen: I know a few people like that. They can be, uh, interesting to deal with. What 3 words would you use to best describe him?
 
   Kat: Dangerous, damaged, and kind. I know the man, he's like my brother, but there are times he is really scary. He has done some really, really terrible things while fighting monsters, just things that are so far over the edge. But as harsh as he has been I have never seen him be cruel.
 
   Father Mulcahy: Those are good ones. He is indeed rough, but noble in his own way. He doesn't see it, but he is. Self-sacrificing. Those would cover it.
 
   
Jen: What's your favorite thing about him?
 
   Kat: Like I said earlier, I have seen and heard about him doing things that would make a normal person lose their minds but no matter how far over the edge he goes he doesn't hold on to it. He lets it go and keeps moving.
 
   Father Mulcahy: It still bothers him though. The boy isn't heartless.
 
   Kat: No! He absolutely isn't heartless. In fact his life would be so much easier if he was.
 
   Father Mulcahy: True. My favorite thing about Deacon is that he holds to his faith. It is a hard road the Lord has called him to walk and he does. One foot in front of the other. A lot has been required of him and he continues to give it.
 
   
Jen: Looks to me like he’s an incredibly strong person to be able to continue on that path. I don’t know of too many people who could fill those shoes. What would be your least favorite thing about him?
 
   Kat: He is a stubborn SOB. That man can be the most hard-headed person I know.
 
   Father Mulcahy: (lights another cigarette) I completely agree with that. And Kat, you don't know the half of it. You should be on a hunt with him. It's his way or the highway almost all the time.
 
   Kat: I can imagine! Remember I'm the one who has to clean up the aftermath of a hunt with the bystanders, civilians, and law enforcement. When he's hatched some plan for taking out a monster that is the most dangerous and violent way it can be done then I am the one who gets to tuck it away from public view. I'm like: “Surely there was a less conspicuous way to handle this.” It's even harder when he's right about it.
 
   Father Mulcahy: He is right most of the time isn't he?
 
   Kat: Yep, unfortunately.
 
   
Jen: It’s hard to argue with someone who’s usually right. *sigh* Okay so I’ve been dying to know the answer to this next question. Does he ever let you guys borrow his car?
 
   Kat: (bursts into laughter) You have got to be kidding, right? No way. He loves that car.
 
   Father Mulcahy: I've driven it. Of course, Deacon was bleeding in the backseat from being gored by a minotaur, but I did get to drive it. It's a nice car.
 
   Kat: Oh, it's gorgeous. 1966 Mercury Comet fully restored and hot-rodded. She's a beauty. He keeps her in top condition too. Always tuning it up, polishing it, doing something to it.
 
   Father Mulcahy: The only thing he takes better care of are his guns.
 
   
Jen: *gulp* Gored by a minotaur?! *shivers* I think I’ll save that question for the next interview. Okay Father Mulcahy this one’s for you. What's your weapon of choice?
 
   Father Mulcahy: Besides the Word of God and the Holy Rosary I like a well-made shotgun. It's simple and effective.
 
   
Jen: I’m a huge fan of simplicity and efficiency. Okay Kat you’re next. What's your gadget of choice?
 
   Kat: As long as it has web access I can make it work. Smart phone, tablet, PC, whatever. You can't get attached to an electronic device, the things get outdated so quickly.
 
   Father Mulcahy: There is no classic computer like there is a classic car or a classic shotgun.
 
   Kat: Exactly.
 
    
 
   You both make excellent points. Thanks again for stopping by to answer some questions and a HUGE THANKS to James for letting me borrow the two of you the interview! And now it's time for some Rafflecopter action...
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Deacon is not real.
 
   He's not.
 
   This is a piece I did for Book Monster Reviews. It falls between SPIDER'S LULLABY and BLOOD AND SILVER. It's a little bit of fun.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   META
 
    
 
    
 
   Picture if you will a coffee shop. 
 
   It's a normal coffee shop, lots of tables and uncomfortable chairs, warm aroma of expresso, giant chalkboard on one wall filled with silly answers to a silly question in multi-colored chalk, and a handful of people working on their laptops, or listening to music devices, or texting, or (gasp!) talking to each other.
 
   In one corner sits a man, frappe drink in one tattooed hand, a book in the other. He fills the chair, straw of his drink disappearing in a thick, silver-shot goatee. At his elbow are a pad and pen. 
 
   This is James R. Tuck and he is an author.
 
   The door opens. In strides another man, thick tattooed arms swinging at his side, booted feet clomping on the tile floor. He stops inside, scanning the room. A tension slips out of his shoulders as he sees that everyone in the room is human.
 
   Ladies and gentlemen, meet Deacon Chalk, Occult Bounty Hunter. 
 
   He nods at the man in the corner and moves to the counter. While he orders, James shuts his book, slips it into the bag at his feet, and picks up the pen.
 
   Deacon gets a drip coffee and makes his way over to sit.
 
   James R. Tuck: How do Mary Sue?
 
   Deacon Chalk: You know I hate that shit.
 
   James: (grins) You'll be alright. You flyin' solo today?
 
   Deacon: Yep, you just get me. How's the family?
 
   James: Good, real good. The Missus is good, her book's coming along. The Daughter's off to college in a week. The Son's in 10th grade and still being cool. He's kosher now, so that makes the Missus happy. The dogs are still a pain in the ass.
 
   Deacon: Good to hear.
 
   James: You should come by, you're welcome to dinner anytime.
 
   Deacon: (forcefully) No. (Takes a sip of coffee) I mean, thanks for the invite, but I don't think I could do that.
 
   James: (waves his hands) Sorry. I wasn't thinking. I know it's still tough since.... well, I just should've thought before opening my mouth.
 
   Deacon: No harm. You intended well.
 
   James: So, how are things on your end? How's Father Mulcahy?
 
   Deacon: Crotchety as ever. (chuckles) He's still having some trouble with his leg after that shitstorm with Appollonia, but he's doing better, still tough as hell.
 
   James: Kat?
 
   Deacon: She's good. Keeping the club in top shape. Truthfully I haven't seen much of her other than the club and in passing. She's been helping Larson get settled.
 
   James: He's still around? How's that working out?
 
   Deacon: Kat set him up in a place. He's learning to cope with the chair. I haven't really talked to him since he got out of the hospital, but she says he's doin' alright.
 
   James: Now for the twenty thousand dollar question: How are things going with Tiff?
 
   Deacon: What do you mean?
 
   James: How's her training going? 
 
   Deacon: It's going well. She works at it. Sometimes she doesn't seem to take it as seriously as it should be taken, but she's coming along.
 
   James: She doesn't take it seriously because you keep her shielded from the real dangerous stuff?
 
   Deacon: She's not ready for the really bad shit I get to deal with.
 
   James: Will she ever get ready if you hold her back to keep her safe?
 
   Deacon: You're thinking too much. It's like you're a fucking writer or something.
 
   James: (laughs) Okay, change of subject, sort of. How are things going with Tiff?
 
   Deacon: She's a friend.
 
   James: That's all you have to say?
 
   Deacon: She's a good friend. And that's all I have to say.
 
   James: Fair enough.
 
   Deacon: Your turn. How are the book sales going? Kat said the checks from the publisher are pretty good.
 
   James: They're doing well, folks love the stories. The publisher is pleased as hell, I'm happy, and your cut helps you keep fighting the good fight. Speaking of, (leans in with pen to pad) I can't wait to hear what the latest adventure has been.
 
   Deacon: Well, let me tell you about this asshole named the Kensai I just had to deal with. Wait until you hear this. It's some unbelievable shit.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   One of my favorite blogs: I Smell Sheep asked me for a recipe. They wanted the ingredients and cooking methods needed to create a Deacon Chalk. 
 
   They're a little odd over at I Smell Sheep but I like them.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   RECIPE FOR AN OCCULT BOUNTY HUNTER
 
    
 
    
 
   2 Cups of Southern Gentleman
 
   1 Liter of Big Damn Hero
 
   A GENEROUS Handful of Testosterone
 
   Equal parts Death Wish and Devout Catholicism until Full Gallon
 
   6 ounces of Righteous Anger finely chopped
 
   ¼ Cup of Gunpowder
 
   100 hours of Tattoo Ink
 
   4 heaping Tablespoons of Alpha Male
 
   5 Shots of Bourbon
 
   4 Quarts of Angel Blood
 
   300 Pounds of Badass
 
   4/3 Cup of Sarcasm
 
   Okay, today you're cooking Southern style, so screw the apron and put on a comfy pair of jeans and a black t-shirt and turn up some good-old raw and rough Delta-style blues for a soundtrack. Got your mojo hand workin? Good for you, let's go.
 
   Take your 2 Cups of Southern Gentleman, 4 heaping (and when we say heaping we mean let it mound up until it spills over the sides like an avalanche) Tablespoons of Alpha Male, and your 100 Hours of Tattoo Ink and pour them into the 300 Pounds of Badass.
 
   Stir vigorously and set to the side. Mix will continue to set while you work.
 
   Take first shot of Bourbon. (You should have bought better Bourbon.)
 
   Take your equal parts Death Wish and Devout Catholicism and pour into large pot on HIGH heat. Cover and let simmer.
 
   Take second shot of Bourbon. (Actually, that Bourbon's okay.)
 
   In a pan on medium heat add the 1 Liter of Big Damn Hero. Bring to a low boil and toss in the 6 Ounces of Righteous Anger. Scatter over with the handful of Testosterone until the entire thing is cover. DO NOT STIR. Reduce heat and wait while Righteous Anger melts into nice sploogey bits and Testosterone forms a smooth crust.
 
   Take third shot of Bourbon. (Yep, this Bourbon is just fine.)
 
   Okay, return to the now settled 300 Pounds of Badass that you filled earlier. The mix should be set now and ready for the rest. Everything moves quickly from here. Use your oven mitts, things are gonna get hot.
 
   Turn the pan with the Big Damn Hero/Righteous Anger/Testosterone reduction upside down over the Badass. Let it all fall out of the pan and into the mix. 
 
   Slam the fourth shot of Bourbon. (Say, you can really pick a good Bourbon!)
 
   Fold in all 4 Quarts of Angel blood. It may crackle and pop, but that's normal at this stage, just be careful.
 
   Using your mitts remove the Death Wish/Devout Catholicism mix from heat and pour into Badass. This mixture will never stop boiling and will permeate the entire dish.
 
   Sprinkle liberally with Gunpowder and Sarcasm.
 
   Take fifth shot of Bourbon and enjoy your meal! (Best Bourbon ever!)
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Charlotte the Were-spider has been a huge hit. I knew the second I began to write her scene that she was something special. It's nearly impossible to not love her. She's been in two of the three novels so far and was the focus of a novella. This is an early interview with her that appeared at the blog Laurie's Thoughts And Reviews.
 
   It's the first of two interviews with her that you will find here.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   INTERVIEW WITH CHARLOTTE VALE
 
    
 
    
 
   Q: Thank you for coming to answer our questions. We truly appreciate your time.
 
   Charlotte Vale: It's no problem at all. I'm an open book.
 
   Q: I understand you are settling into a new home here in Ga. How is that going?
 
   CV: It's going well. I have a few roommates who also found themselves uprooted and left with nowhere to go after the Appollonia incident, but we have a nice house that we rent and it is becoming home.
 
   Q: So, everyone wants to know, what is it like working with Deacon Chalk?
 
   CV: Well, it's never dull I will tell you that! I love Deacon to pieces, but truthfully, I don't have any desire to be an occult bounty hunter like him. He can have that job. I will stick to being a school teacher so I can curl up at night with a good book and a cup of tea.
 
   Q: What kind of books do you read?
 
   CV: I like a nice book with a bit of humor. I just finished I FEEL BAD ABOUT MY NECK by Nora Ephron. It was terrific. Those are the kinds of books I like. And books by Joshilyn Jackson, she's marvelous.
 
   Q: So is your tea a special kind of tea? Something only a Were-spider would drink?
 
   CV: Oh Lord no! I eat just what you would eat, no difference. I don't crave bugs or anything just because of my other form.
 
   Q: That's good to know. Do you change at will or only when you are angry? Does the moon have anything to do with it?
 
   CV: I can change at will. I also am lucky that my change isn't debilitating. I have friends that shapeshift and when they do it is a terrible experience. Mine is easy and natural, really no more painful than a few small cramps. And the moon has nothing to do with my change. Most other spiders are unaffected by the moon, that seems to be a warmblooded mammal characteristic of lycanthropy. 
 
   Q: Well that's good! It must make blending into society easier. So let me get right to the gossip part of the interview, what's the story with Longinus?
 
   CV: He's the immortal keeper of the Spear of Destiny.
 
   Q: And?
 
   CV: He's a very kind man, especially for one that is over two thousand years old and lives off blood.
 
   Q: Is he a vampire?
 
   CV: Not like you mean, no. He lives off blood because of his curse, but he's not a vampire. Him and vampires have a . . . complicated history.
 
   Q: You were seen in his company before he left town, do I hear wedding bells?
 
   CV: (Laughs) No, not at all. Longinus and I did become . . . close before he left, but I can't be tied down to one person.
 
   Q: Interesting. If you can't be tied down to Longinus, then does this mean that you and Deacon . . . ?
 
   CV: Me and Deacon? No! I love the man to pieces after what he did for me, and we are becoming good friends, but together? No, it would never happen. Besides, I wouldn't want to have to go toe to toe with Tiff over that.
 
   Q: They do seem to be getting close.
 
   CV: That they do. We go out sometimes as friends and the looks that pass between them . . . it's enough to make your stomach flutter.
 
   Q: Well, thank you so much for your time Charlotte. I look forward to seeing you again.
 
   CV: Thank you for having me. It's been fun!
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   This little story takes place between chapters 9 and 13 in BLOOD AND BULLETS. It's a fun piece that gives you a tour of Polecats, a bit of insight into Kat's character, and a lot more into Tiff's. Because the Deacon books are so damn first person, if Deacon doesn't know something then neither do you as a reader. This is your opportunity to “peek behind the veil” and see what happened back at the club while he was off tracking down Gregorios.
 
   This story originally appeared at the awesome blogs Dark Faerie Tales and All Things Urban Fantasy as part of their Deadly Destinations event.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TIFF'S FIRST DAY
 
    
 
    
 
   "Can I help you?" 
 
   The door opened just enough to show a thin strip of the woman that opened it. A girl-next-door face, a handful of crosses over a death metal band shirt, jeans, and the scuffed toe of one Doc Martens boot were all that could be seen.
 
   "Hi. My name's Tiff. Deacon Chalk sent me over to see someone named Kathleen."
 
   The woman in the door looked her up and down, then stepped back and motioned Tiff inside. Shutting the door behind them, the woman locked it with two deadbolts and a bar latch. Her thick ponytail swung as she worked the locks, pocketed the key to them, and turned. Her hand went out. 
 
   "I'm Kat, not Kathleen, the manager here. Deacon called and told me you'd come by." Kat looked at her. "I didn't expect you until later."
 
   "What can I say?" Tiff smiled. She shrugged her shoulders and reached up to flick hair out of her eyes, hair dyed black with electric-blue tips. "I'm a go-getter."
 
   Kat grunted.
 
   She started walking into the club, leaving the foyer by the front doors. Tiff followed, watching Kat walk, not looking at her ass, but at the sleek, black gun that rode in a holster on the blonde's generous hip. Her eyes were pulled away as they stepped into the main room of the club. The lights were still down but the place looked like it had been ransacked. Chairs knocked over, small round tables pushed here and there and then elsewhere. 
 
   Glasses and bottles sat on every table, on the bar by the side wall, and around the stage that dominated the center of the room with brass poles at each end. Most of the cups were half full or more. She was used to the mess left in a club after hours, there were always a ton of bottles and cups scattered around Helletog, but this was different. This looked like there had been a room full of people who had been kicked out.
 
   A priest with a cigarette stood beside the stage tossing the bottles into a large garbage can.
 
   Kat walked her over. "Tiff, this is Father Mulcahy, he's our bartender. Father, this is Tiff, she's new."
 
   The priest took a long drag on his cigarette then flicked it into the trashcan. Smoke curled out of his nostrils, framing a heavy face. He stuck out a wide hand and smiled. "Nice to meet you, lassie."
 
   Tiff took the hand. It was hard and rough in hers, covered in callouses not gotten from praying the rosary.
 
   "Are you a real priest?"
 
   He chuckled. "Absolutely."
 
   "I've never heard of a priest who tended bar in a strip club before."
 
   "I've led an interesting life."
 
   She eyed the shotgun that lay on the stage beside them, well within reach of the priest. "I bet."
 
   Kat motioned with her hands. "Come on. I'll give you the nickel tour." 
 
   Tiff said goodbye to the priest. He smiled and lit another cigarette. She followed Kat as she walked toward the back of the club.
 
   "We're not a strip club."
 
   "Oh. I thought..."
 
   Kat shook her head, ponytail swaying. "It's okay, a lot of people do, but we aren't. We're a bikini bar for lack of a better term. The girls dance, but don't get undressed past bathing suits. Deacon said you wouldn't be dancing."
 
   "I could, but I haven't, not professionally at least."
 
   “It's fine, it's not required. I don't dance.” Kat opened a door, holding it while motioning Tiff through. “Most of the girls who do used to be full-nude exotic dancers. It's what they know, it's what they're comfortable with.” She kept walking through the room. It was a long room with a few couches that looked soft and plush. A pile of 6, 7, and 8 inch heels lay jumbled by the door. There was a vanity and several bookcases filled with books. In front of the couches were electric, shiatsu foot massagers. 
 
   Kat talked as she kept moving. “This is the backstage area. The girls stay here when they aren't on the floor. They relax, read, and talk. Actually they talk most of all.”
 
   “Where are the girls? It's early still.” 
 
   “All of them got sent home. We closed early.”
 
   “Because of the stuff at Helletong?”
 
   “Because of the stuff that led up to the stuff at Helletong.” They passed through another doorway to a tiled kitchen. It was small but all the equipment was modern and industrial, stainless steel and glass and chrome as far as her eye could see. “This is the kitchen. Order anything you want while you are on shift and Henry will cook it up for you. If he's not here feel free to raid the fridge. There's always plenty of food. Deacon likes to eat.”
 
   Kat started up a set of stairs that were at the end of the kitchen. They topped the landing and kept walking. At the top of the stairs on the left was a room that held a large conference table. A windshield-sized screen was mounted on the wall. On it was a picture of her boss. 
 
   Ex-boss.
 
   “Conference room. “ Kat said as they walked by. They passed another narrow hallway on the right with two doors. “The closest one is storage for cleaning products, paper towels, trash bags and the like. The one at the end is off limits.” 
 
   Tiff nodded even though Kat wasn't looking at her.
 
   Twenty paces further was a large room. The walls were lined with steel cabinets. Each door had black letters stenciled across them. 
 
   HOLY WATER AND CROSSES
 
   PISTOLS
 
   BLADES -12” 
 
   BLADES 12”-36” 
 
   CROSSBOWS 
 
   AMMUNITION 
 
   . . . and many more. A long metal table stretched from one end to the other, surrounded by chairs. Tiff stopped just inside the door, taking it all in. Kat stepped up to the table and picked something up from it. When she turned around she held a rosary in one hand and a loaded pistol in the other.
 
   “You said your name was Tiff right?”
 
   Tiff nodded.
 
   Kat held up the pistol. “Do you know how to use one of these?”
 
   “My dad used to go hunting and my brother was in the reserves.”
 
   Kat arched an eyebrow. “I didn't ask about your father or your brother. Do you know how to use a gun?”
 
   “I haven't shot one since I was about thirteen.”
 
   “That's a no.” Kat laid the gun on the table and leaned against it. Her foot caught a chair and kicked it out toward Tiff. Tiff stopped its slide and sat, smoothing her plaid skirt underneath her thighs. Kat crossed her arms. “Are you comfortable with guns?”
 
   “Why do you ask?”
 
   “Dancing isn't required here, but knowing how to use a gun is.”
 
   “I noticed you wear one and Father. . .McCarthy was it?”
 
   “Mulcahy.”
 
   “Father Mulcahy had that shotgun downstairs. And Deacon had several, but I remember he carried a gun when I first met him.”
 
   Kat perked up, spine straightening. “You knew Deacon before tonight?”
 
   “I met him almost seven years ago. He did my first tattoo.”
 
   Kat grunted. “Damn. That's weird.” She shook her head. “I've never met anybody who knew him before . . . well, before.”
 
   “I didn't know him, he tattooed on me. It only took about an hour.” She thought back to that day, remembering her nervousness, the intimidation factor of walking into a tattoo shop. It was an alien experience, unlike anything she had done up til then in her, at the time, nineteen years on planet Earth. “When I first walked in I thought he was going to be an asshole to me for wanting my stupid girly tattoo, but he was really nice and talked me through the whole thing. Not an asshole at all.”
 
   Kat smiled. “Oh, he can be an asshole but he has a big heart.”
 
   Tiff face felt warm. “I noticed.”
 
   Kat's smile disappeared like someone had ripped it off her face. “You need to drop that right now or hit the door.”
 
   Tiff sat up in her chair. “What the hell does that mean?”
 
   “Listen, I get it, but it's never going to happen.”
 
   “What. The. Hell. Do. You. Mean?” Tiff's voice pushed between clenched teeth.
 
   “I hear it in your voice and I see that look in your eyes. I've seen it before with other girl's.” Kat's finger snapped the air as she pointed. “Deacon can be, well he can be a little . . . what's the word?” Kat tapped her chin, thinking. Her eyebrows went up as she found the word she had been looking for. “Overwhelming. He can be overwhelming. He sweeps in and rescues you from whatever situation you're in. He's big and strong and cocky. He's got the guns and the muscles and the tattoos and the badass car.” She waved her hand in the air dismissively. “It doesn't work for me, but I see that it does for others. Well, give it up. He's taken by someone you can't compete with. Save yourself the heartache and me the headache.”
 
   “You mean you and him are . . .”
 
   Kat laughed. “Didn't you just hear me say it didn't work for me? I like my guys smaller and geekier, more beta than alpha. Deacon is all alpha, all the time. No, I mean his heart does and always will belong to his wife.”
 
   Tiff's eyebrow's pulled together under blue and black bangs. “But his family died almost five years ago.”
 
   “Oh, you know about that? Doesn't change anything. You'll never replace her for him.”
 
   Tiff stood. “Listen Kat, you need to understand something. You don't know me. At all. I don't care what other girls do, but I don't think for one moment I could replace his wife. I wouldn't want to. I'm here because Deacon sent me after telling me the place I've worked at for the last month was closed for good. I haven't even gotten a paycheck from there! I like Deacon, and yes, I think he's attractive, but that's my business. And, while I feel really sorry for what he's gone through, I'm here for a job and a job only, not a relationship.” Fire glittered in blue eyes. “Do I make myself clear?”
 
   Kat stared at Tiff for a long moment. “Crystal.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “You've got some backbone girl. It's good. You'll need it around here.”
 
   “Does this mean you're about to give me a gun?”
 
   Kat laughed. “Not until you get some range time downstairs and learn how to use it again. And you'll need to apply for a carry permit.”
 
   “Downstairs? There's a gun range here?”
 
   “Yep, in the basement. Polecats is bigger than it looks. Here.” The rosary dangled at the end of Kat's fingers. “You will need this.”
 
   “Ummm, I'm not Catholic. In fact, I'm agnostic.”
 
   “That won't last long. But take the rosary. It's required for the job. Doesn't matter if you're Catholic or even if you're an atheist.”
 
   The rosary was heavier in her palm than it looked like it would be. She looked at it closer. The beads were silver-plated steel bearings connected by short sections of titanium chain. The cross was solid silver, a tiny figure pinned to the crossbeam by miniscule rivets. Tiff slipped it over her head. The metal crucifix thunked her sternum between her breasts.
 
   Kat's phone rang. The ringtone echoed out in the big room, bouncing off the metal cabinets. Metal guitars ripped into a chunky riff, “Walk” by Pantera. Kat pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the screen. 
 
   “That's Deacon. I'm going to take this in my office. Head downstairs and help Father Mulcahy finish cleaning up. He'll take care of you from here.” Kat was already walking toward the door, fingers moving over the touchscreen of her smartphone. “Welcome to the crew.” And with that she was out the door.
 
   Glad to be here. 
 
   I think.
 
   Tiff followed her, turning right and heading downstairs.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
   Paper towels, paper towels, paper towels.
 
   Tiff was back upstairs looking for the supply closet. She'd cleared the main room of trash and glasses. Father Mulcahy had been there when she started, but Kat called him upstairs to do something, leaving her to finish the job, which she had.
 
   He was back now and in the kitchen, smoking and running the glasses through the industrial dishwasher. The shotgun had moved around the club with them, never more than arm's reach away from Father Mulcahy. Now it leaned against the sink beside him.
 
   The guns didn't bother her. She'd grown up with them in the house. Her dad never kept his rifles locked in a case, they were always in closets and even under beds, hers included, from the time she had more than a crib. She'd been raised to respect firearms, but not to fear them. Being honest with herself, she was a little excited by the prospect of learning how to shoot a pistol and to be able to carry one, even if she would never use it.
 
   She found the narrow side hall with two doors. They were plain, unmarked.
 
   The closest one or the farthest one?
 
   She stood there trying to remember what Kat had told her. 
 
   Farthest. I'm positive the farthest door is the supply closet.
 
   Walking to the end of the hallway she turned the knob and opened the door.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Moonlight Gleam's Reviews asked me to sum up why I chose to write about Deacon and all his adventures, why did I create this broken man to be my main character. Here is what I wrote them. It's insight into our beloved hero.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE MAN FOR THE JOB
 
    
 
    
 
   Why Deacon Chalk? Why make a character like him? Why make him so bloodthirsty, so rough, so DAMN violent?
 
   Because that's the kind of man you need to keep your ass safe when the monsters come calling.
 
   Deacon is the modern-day, urban fantasy version of the noble barbarian you find in early pulp stories like Robert E. Howard's Conan, Michael Moorcock's Elric, and even Edgar Rice Burroughs' Tarzan. He's been thrust into a world of evil and monsters under the worst circumstances that could possibly be, and he steps up to the task of being the hero. The deaths of his family and the depth of his faith combine to be the furnace that forges Deacon into both a hero and a weapon in the fight between Good and Evil. Take away either one of these and he is not the man for the job.
 
   What's the job? 
 
   Fighting evil. Nothing more. Nothing less.
 
   Monsters are the evil. They do evil things. Plus, they're hideously powerful, far outstripping the abilities of a normal man to stand against them. 
 
   Weaker men hide in fear when monsters come to their home. They tremble in the night, locked behind doors and shuttered windows. They cling to their family and pray that the monster pass them by, that it finds another victim in the night. Someone they don't know. Someone that is not them.
 
   Deacon cannot do that.
 
   Once, he might have been able to, but never again. Not after the night his family was taken from him by evil.
 
   Now he is the man for the job. 
 
   He will not quit. He'll bleed out every drop of his blood to keep a person safe. He's also shaped by the forces he fights. They drive him to acts of brutality that would make a normal person go mad.
 
   But Deacon decided a long time ago that he wasn't going to hand-wring over what he had to do. No second guesses, no recriminations, no backing down. Deacon never once will question if he's becoming a monster. He doesn't care. As long as people are safe and he doesn't violate his personal faith then he does not look back. He is the Alpha Male, with all that comes with it, written as he truly would be. He's rough, he's hard to handle, he's brutal. I worked really hard to show just how flawed someone would be who chooses to fight monsters, to put themselves in that gap.
 
   They would be downright damn scary.
 
   The Deacon Chalk series is not a series where the characters waltz through the story and you know that they will be okay, that no one will die or be hurt, that at the end of the story everyone will feel like they belong until the next book.
 
   To hell with that.
 
   All bets are off in this world. It's dangerous. It's dark. It's deadly. Don't get too attached to anybody, there's no gaurantee they'll make it to the next book. 
 
   Just like it would be if the Deaconverse were real.
 
   Thank God it's not.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   I can't remember where this interview wound up. This one falls between BLOOD AND SILVER and BLOOD AND MAGICK. It's an early glimpse at everyone's favorite O.C.I.D. agent and the ever lovely Charlotte the Were-spider.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   O.C.I.D. Interview with charlotte
 
    
 
    
 
   Special Agent Silas Heck: Thank you for coming in today Miss Vale. This should only take a few moments of your time.
 
   Charlotte Vale: You're welcome, although I am not sure what this interview is about.
 
   SAH: This is just a basic survey.
 
   CV: It seems very official being done here at the Police Station.
 
   SAH: Don't be concerned. They're extending the courtesy of  utilizing their office, this is not a police investigation. You're new to the area Miss Vale?
 
   CV: Yes, I recently relocated.
 
   SAH: From?
 
   CV: Albuquerque, New Mexico. That's where I grew up.
 
   SAH: Why did you relocate?
 
   CV: For work.
 
   SAH: You were a school teacher in Albuquerque?
 
   CV: Rio Rancho, but for all intents and purposes, yes.
 
   SAH: But you are not currently employed as a school teacher now in Georgia?
 
   CV: No.
 
   SAH: You haven't been employed as a school teacher for over seven months have you Miss Vale?
 
   CV: No.
 
   SAH: Why is that?
 
   CV: I was . . . traveling.
 
   SAH: I see. (makes notes on clipboard) Do you know a man named Deacon Chalk?
 
   CV: (silence)
 
   SAH: Answer the question Miss Vale.
 
   CV: I do.
 
   SAH: How would you describe your relationship with Mr. Chalk?
 
   CV: We are not related.
 
   SAH: The relationship is romantic then?
 
   CV: NO! Wait . . . I mean, we're friends, just friends.
 
   SAH: And your relationship with Mr. Longinus? Would you characterize your relationship with him as 'just friends'?
 
   CV: No. I would characterize my relationship with him as more than friends.
 
   SAH: So you and he have an intimate understanding?
 
   CV: What is this in regards to again?
 
   SAH: Just a basic survey ma'am, please answer the questions. Do you currently know the whereabouts of Mr. Longinus?
 
   CV: No I don't, but why...?
 
   SAH: Does Mr. Chalk stay in touch with Mr. Longinus?
 
   CV: I don't know. I assume he does. 
 
   SAH: Do you work with Mr. Chalk as a bounty hunter?
 
   CV: What? I'm a schoolteacher.
 
   SAH: Technically, Miss Vale, you are an out-of-work school teacher.
 
   CV: Show me your badge again. What organization did you say you were with?
 
   SAH: The interview is over Miss Vale. Thank you for your time
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   Meet a new character that you will see again. Phoebe Fluffenstuff, Were-Pomeranian. This is a Deacon story, even if he's not the main focus. This is a Deaconverse tale through and through. I wrote it for THE STRUGGLE, an anthology put out by Sheila Hall that is chock full of goodness from some good friends of mine, including Delilah S. Dawson and Karina Cooper. I'd pick it up if I were you even though this story is a reprint. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE RAVENOUS
 
    
 
    
 
   The first thing she felt was the burning.
 
   It smoldered in her shoulders, deep in the sockets, tendons pulled to capacity, the ball of her humerus tight against the bursa. The deep-banked fire pulsed across her chest and crept up the muscles of her neck.
 
   The skin around her wrists also burned, a liquid acid scorch in swaths that swirled from her hands to halfway up her forearms. 
 
   Silver.
 
   Razor-thin wire of silver cut her skin, separating it, burning and itching and seething in the lycanthropy-tainted blood, her lycanthropy-tainted blood, that ran over them. The fever so hot it made a cushion between her and the weight of the manacles that clamped her hands viciously behind her back, clamped them to the back of the chair she was chained to.
 
   Light so white it became a heated weight on her head and shoulders glared down at her in a circle. The concrete under her was stained in abstract colors. Her nose told her the story, separating scents from odors from aromas. Hydraulic fluid, sulfuric acid, blood, motor oil, dirt, and friction-melted rubber. 
 
   Still in the warehouse.
 
   Movement drew her attention to the edge of the light circle. A man and a woman stood there, watching her. As she lifted her head the woman started forward. The man stopped her, one beefy, tattooed arm held out, blocking her way. The edge of light bounced off the nickel-plated semi-automatic pistol in his shoulder holster.
 
   "Wait." was all he said.
 
   She swallowed.
 
   Her mouth tasted terrible. 
 
   And parched. 
 
   Bone dry and foul like sand made from ground skeletons.
 
   Swallowing again, she found a ghost of her voice. "So, we aren't out of the woods yet?"
 
   The woman's face broke. She pushed her way past the man's arm and stumbled to kneel beside her. "Oh Pheebs. I'm so sorry. I didn't . . . I couldn't . . ."
 
   "It's okay, Kah." It wasn't but she couldn't say anything else.
 
   "It's my fault."
 
   The man stepped forward, big hand falling on the woman's shoulder. She stood, big brown eyes shimmering and spilling tears down high cheekbones. He guided her behind him. 
 
   She looked up at him, squinting in the harsh light.
 
   "We need to talk." he said.
 
   She shrugged. It rattled the chains against the iron manacles on her wrists and pushed more heat from inside her shoulders out into her straining chest muscles. "I thought we might."
 
   He squatted beside her, hand hovering near the grip of his pistol. She'd seen him in action. He could clear leather and have that gun pointed in the blink of an eye. In his other hand was a strip of cloth. "You only get one chance at this."
 
   Kahsondra moved her hand, reaching toward her. Her voice trembled from behind the man. "I had to, Pheebs."
 
   "Shut up, witch. I'll get to you in a minute. Go outside and let me deal with the fucking mess you made here." The man didn't turn, didn't stand, didn't yell; he simply spoke the words but the effect on the Norse-born witch was immediate. Her mouth clamped shut and she turned, retreating out of sight into the shadows that hung like curtains beyond the light's edge.
 
   The man sighed. "Like I said, you're only going to get one shot at this."
 
   "Are you sure he's in there?"
 
   "According to your friend he is. I watched her do her thing, he disappeared, and only you were left. He's either there or he's free."  His eyes locked on hers. "I don't know which one I'm hoping for."
 
   She nodded. "If he's there, I can handle it."
 
   "You don't have a choice."
 
   She lifted her chin, indicating the scrap of cloth in his hand. "Is that for what I think it's for?"
 
   "Only if you think it's for blindfolding you so you can concentrate."
 
   She sighed. "Let's do this then." 
 
   The man nodded and stood, moving the cloth toward her face.
 
   "Deacon?"
 
   The cloth stopped moving. "Yeah?"
 
   "If I can't do it, don't hesitate."
 
   "You know better than that shit."
 
   She did.
 
   Moving a step he pushed the cloth against her eyes, cutting off the light. Her eyelids pulled, trying to open, bound closed by the blindfold tight across them as it wrapped her head. Sharp jolts of pain radiated at the back of her skull as Deacon's blunt fingers tied a knot, getting some of her hair mixed into it.
 
   She felt him step away.
 
   Everything was muffled under the cloth that circled her head. Her breath sounded weird through the baffling as she took a deep one and centered herself.
 
   Calm.
 
   In through the nose.
 
   Out through the mouth.
 
   Let the calm sink into your lungs.
 
   .
 
   The pain in her arms faded as her mind spread within itself, smoothing out to a nice, peaceful, hollowness.
 
   .
 
   She had a sense of shrinking away inside herself.
 
   .
 
   The darkness became more than the darkness, not what she could see but what she became.
 
   .
 
   Everything became nothing.
 
   . 
 
   .
 
   .
 
   <where am i?>
 
   Oh sugar.
 
   She went still, every micro-muscle frozen mid-twitch when the voice spoke.
 
   Inside her head.
 
   Her own thoughts ran, a scattered warren of rabbits when the wolf steps in the field, running down burrows, scurrying into holes, pulling the earth over them to stay quiet, to stay safe.
 
   Closing her eyes under the blindfold she fell.
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
   She opened her eyes and was somewhere else.
 
   Mindspace lay before her, a still lake bordered by the blackest night she'd ever seen. A memory from childhood, her first time under the night sky away from the ambient glow of the city, the impenetrable ebon of the universe spread above her reflected perfectly in the glass of the country lake.
 
   A ripple rolled across the surface.
 
   <where.>
 
   <am.>
 
   <I?>
 
   The inside of her head filled with pressure, the barometric of an approaching storm, pushing at the sutures of her skull. Throbby pain dug into her brow, behind the orbital bone.
 
   Silence.
 
   It drew closer, filling, pressing further against the inside of her cranial, threatening to separate the bones, to push them apart.
 
   It was awake. 
 
   She couldn't hide from It, not inside her head. It was coming. 
 
   Inevitable. 
 
   Unrelenting. 
 
   Using the blackness to center herself she dropped inside her own mind, putting imagery to Mindspace. She had to protect her thoughts, her memories, her . . . identity. 
 
   Hurry.
 
   Rushing to finish, she crafted a barren wasteland. The ground appeared beneath her feet orange and hard, sun-blasted rock covered in silica sand that whipped and swirled in currents of abrasion. Calling on the burning in her joints, in her skin, in her blood she sparked to life a sun of her own construction to beat down on her, a hammer on an anvil, pulsing against her skin. 
 
   Anything but the moon.
 
   She stood and gathered herself. Her body fell away, becoming merely a vessel,  only what she traveled inside not who she was. 
 
   The Ravenous One approached and she was alone in the wasteland she'd made of her mind. 
 
   His footsteps shook the foundation of her Mindspace, vibrating through the small bones of her feet. 
 
   She rolled her head, loosening her spine.
 
   He was almost upon her.
 
   The horizon broke around him, splitting on each side as he grew from the edge of this world. 
 
   The Devourer.
 
   The Eater of Worlds.
 
   The Hollow Wolf.
 
   Fenrir.
 
   He saw her and did not pause his stride, pacing forward on four legs, hackles shifting like mountain ranges as he loped with the sure knowledge that the girl in front of him couldn’t get away if she tried. A massive tongue the color of raw underflesh lolled between fangs the size of her arm. It dripped, each gobbet sizzling on the sand in a stinking trail of spittle.  His face had been carved from basalt, sharp angles and edges pulled back from a long snout, a spear for driving into the soft underbelly of his prey, for rooting around in the guts.
 
   Her stomach hurt. She worked to not shift her weight one foot to the other. 
 
   Keep it together Fluffenstuff.
 
   Hard lessons learned at the hands of those not as powerful as Fenrir, but just as cruel, held her still. There is a point where it doesn't matter how outmatched you are. 
 
   They can only kill you so much. 
 
   She studied the Hollow Wolf. Hair slicked over his long frame, wire needles of fur running from black nose to tail tip in alternating greasy slicks and hard crusts of dried blood and other trophy fluids from prey taken. He rose, transitioning from a four-legged lope to a two-legged stride as he drew near. His shadow fell upon her, the sun eclipsed by his mass. Red eyes pulsed as they studied her, measuring her mouthful by mouthful. He knew exactly how many bites it would take to swallow her where she stood.
 
   <where are we, pale bitch?>
 
   The fine hairs on the back of her neck ruffled, making the arm-thick, white-blonde braid lying over her shoulder and against her small breast slip off, falling away to swing freely behind her. She didn't keep the snarl off her lips. “I hate that word.”
 
   He moved, lowering himself into a crouch, Not submissive, not the Eater of Worlds. It was a movement that lowered his snout to the level of her head, bunching cables of muscle beneath fur, laden with explosive violent potential. This close he could be on her before she had a chance to blink. His breath pressed hot on her face, moist with the stink of old blood and flesh stuck between fangs for too long. 
 
   Her stomach rumbled.
 
   <answer my question before I take you on this cursed desert floor and then use your blood to slake my thirst . . .>
 
   Black lips curled over yellow teeth.
 
   <bitch>
 
   Her tiny fist lashed out, smashing beneath his black nose, driving deep into the weak spot all canines have.
 
   The Eater of Worlds jerked back, stumbling and sneezing violently enough to tumble him across the hard-baked ground of her Mindspace.
 
   “My name is Phoebe!” she growled.
 
   Fenrir came to his feet roaring, shaking the air like a mirage. Diamond hard claws tore at the ground rippling splinters of pain through her head.
 
   Her anger dashed like cold water across her spine.
 
   Oh crap.
 
   Turning, body already shifting, she ran. 
 
   Her joints loosened, twisting into new shapes, the small bones of her feet fusing and lengthening, femurs curving to accommodate a new position, quadriceps thickening as muscle fibers split and repaired, split and repaired, split and repaired into more mass. She dropped to four paws, not full canine but no longer human, the best of both forms. There was no pain this time. This was all in her head. For a sliver of a second she gloried in the Change without the agony.
 
   Then the ground shook beneath her paws.
 
   Get it in gear, Fluffenstuff!
 
   She tossed a look over her shoulder. Fenrir thundered toward her. Her eyes were different, seeing more spectrum of light and energy than they did as a human. The Great Beast radiated spikes of heat and hunger in brilliant reds and angry purple. She turned, put her head down, and ran.
 
   Orange clay flew beneath her. 
 
   Long, white-blonde fur streamed from her body, fwipping in the non-existant airstream as she flew.
 
   She cast her eyes side to side, looking for somewhere to hide, to get away.
 
   The horizon hung a million miles away at the edge of flat, endless, hard-packed clay.
 
   C'mon, give me something!
 
   A hole opened to her left.
 
   It yawned, a cave, just big enough for her to fit.
 
   Leaning changed her direction, altering her trajectory.
 
   She felt the change in pressure, air streaming around her hit something solid right behind her and pushed back on itself. 
 
   She didn't look around. He was there. She knew he was there. Almost on her. 
 
   The cave loomed, black as night, closer with each second.
 
   Fenrir's breath rolled hot over her back.
 
   Almost.
 
   Nearly.
 
   Pain shot across her haunches as Fenrir caught a mouthful of tail and fur.
 
   She screamed and leapt with all the strength in her legs.
 
   The cave closed around her.
 
   She tumbled beneath the surface of Mindspace, rolling through a black void of thought thick as syrup. Pain tore across her back as a long section of fur ripped free. It jerked her short, spinning her around as she fell slowly in inky blackness. Above her Fenrir's face jutted through a tear in the dark, the hole her mind made in itself for her to hide. His muzzle snapped and snarled, angry foam raining down on her. One massive paw hooked the edge of the tear, dagger-claws pulling it down, widening it. The gigantic wolf lunged, his shoulders and chest pushing in after her.
 
   Fear turned her heart into a chunk of ice.
 
   He stopped pushing, panting with effort. His head swiveled left, then right, lambent red eyes studying the void of her subconscious around them. His dreadful gaze fell on her. 
 
   <you trapped me inside your mind?>
 
   Laughter rolled like thunder, shaking against her skin.
 
   <you are a fool. you should never have chosen your weak vessel to be my prison>
 
   “I didn't choose this.”
 
   Blast you, Kahsondra.
 
   <then you have been miscast. I have sampled you and you taste of the moon, little wolf. I shall devour you from inside and mold your body like clay into a vehicle to walk free on the earth.>
 
   Fur stood along her arms and across her shoulders, hackles rising. “I may not have chosen this, but I am not going to let you free.”
 
   Laughter pounded through the dark she hung in, thunder beneath an ocean.
 
   <you cannot stand against me. . .>
 
   His tongue, meaty and moist, slid obscenely across yellow fangs.
 
   <bitch>
 
   The fear in her stomach curled on itself, knotting tight as it combusted into anger. The ball of it sat heavy behind her hips, pulsing fury out into her bloodstream. Her lip curled, revealing her own sharp teeth. 
 
   “I said . . .”
 
   Wrath sparked across her lycanthropy, feeding like a flashfire from her chest, across her shoulder, down her arm and into her hand. It spilled out, forming a hard blade of cold steel half as long as her body. The metal twisted, thickening like molten ore until it formed a sword. It was an ancient hacking weapon, discolored from hundreds of gallons of blood spilled across its edges. The crosshilt curved like claws, tipped with points of sharpened wolf teeth, the pommel was carved into the face of Fenrir himself. Her hand tightened on the silk ribbon-wrapped handle, lifting the sword over her head.
 
   “. . . my name is PHOEBE!”
 
   The sword crashed into the face of the great wolf. Sparks shot into the dark and blood flew in streams, spiraling around Phoebe's lunging form.
 
   Blow upon blow she drove Fenrir back, back, back as he clawed to free himself from the tear. Blinded by rage she climbed through, chasing him into the wasteland  in her mind.
 
   Her foot stepped onto the orange sand. 
 
   Droplets of water began to fall as stormclouds boiled into the sky. Fenrir crouched, clawed hands around his snout. Blood dripped, washing down his fur in the growing rain.
 
   <how do you have that sword?>
 
   “It was given to me by a Volva named Kahsondra to keep you in line.”
 
   <I know that whore witch. she is the one who cursed me>
 
   “You've got a real problem with women, buster. She's the one who bound your sorry butt. You should show some respect.”
 
   Even if she did hang me out to dry here.
 
   Glowing red eyes narrowed.
 
   Black, wolf lips pulled into a slavering sneer behind clawed hands.
 
   Fenrir leapt faster than she could see, on top of her before she could do more than flinch.
 
   Air rushed from her lungs as she slammed to the wet ground, mud smearing across her fur. Anger dashed to fear and the rain turned hard and icy, pelting down on them like sleet. Fenrir's claws dug in, pinning her arms to the soft earth of her Mindspace. She felt the stab of them inside her head and the ache of her bones being crushed.
 
   Fenrir loomed over her, his body trapping her against the ground.
 
   <you have given too much away, little wolf. now I'll destroy that cursed sword and take you for my skinsuit>
 
   He leaned in close.
 
   <know this, I'll kill everyone you love last so they can watch me swallow their world>
 
   “I won't let you.”
 
   He laughed at her.
 
   It was like being punched.
 
   <this will be fun, bitch>
 
   Fenrir ground against her, shoving hips into hers, ramming his lycanthropy into her. She felt the magick jolt as they hit. For a second it was a rush of strength, then it cracked, splintering into pain as his lycanthropy crashed into hers. Then Fenrir was inside, making her stomach lurch, wadding like a fist as raw hunger filled her, a hunger so strong it could never be slaked. He pushed harder, invading her, devouring her, taking everything that was her and making it his. 
 
   The clouds overhead parted, rolling back to reveal a low-hanging, yellow moon. 
 
   A hunters moon. 
 
   Fenrir's moon.
 
   <struggle like prey, little wolf. make this as good for me as it can be>
 
   Her mind rolled, a broken ship on stormy seas. The sword Wulfang fell from her hand.
 
   And blinked out of existence.
 
   <mine. it will all be mine>
 
   Fenrir pushed magickally, stretching her skin from the inside. Red hunger tore through her, filling her. It was hot, so hot it burned away her ability to think, to do more than starve and want and hunger for destruction and raining blood.
 
   <I will be free>
 
   Phoebe looked at the moon from beneath him.
 
   A cold circle of anger formed on the front of her mind.
 
   No.
 
   <mine>
 
   “No!” she screamed.
 
   The moon turned into a ring of silver. It burned the sky in her lycanthropic mind.
 
   How did that happen?
 
   Knowledge rushed in. This was her Mindspace. Not his.
 
   She was the merciless goddess of this particular universe.
 
   She ruled everything here.
 
   She quit fighting,
 
   Her arms rose toward the sky. They elongated, morphing and stretching toward the moon, drawing it down to her clawed fingers. It shrank as it slipped into her grasp, becoming a ring of cold metal that scorched her skin. Touching it was fuel to the flame of anger inside her.
 
   Fenrir looked up, feeling the Change wash back where they had merged.
 
   <what?>
 
   She smashed the circle of silver that was once the moon into his basalt skull.
 
   Dark blood leapt over her hands as wire-like fur parted and the skin beneath it split. Fenrir fell sideways, away from her. His lycanthropy pulled from hers with a violent yank, ripping out from the roots, and leaving her empty of the hunger.
 
   But not empty of her anger.
 
   She pushed him off, rolling to her knees above his fallen form. He stretched on the sands of her mind, red eyes sunk into black sockets. 
 
   Her voice was quiet. "Don't ever try that again. This is my head and my body."
 
   The eye she could see fluttered, then rolled down to look at her.
 
   <I am here too. I cannot be destroyed. I am eternal>
 
   "But I'm in charge and you darn well better remember that."
 
   <we shall see, little wolf>
 
   She stood.
 
   "I'm not a wolf, I'm a Pomeranian. Keep it straight." The silver ring fell as her hand morphed back into human, luxurious white fur slipping into pale skin, sharp claws flattening and pulling back into fingernails. "I want nothing to do with wolves."
 
   <then your life is truly cursed>
 
   "Yeah, but who's isn't?"
 
   She closed her eyes and shut away Mindspace, leaving Fenrir to lie in a pool of his own blood.
 
   * * *
 
   The pain at the back of her skull pulled, hair tearing free as the cloth was removed from her eyes. The light hurt as she blinked into it.
 
   A gun pressed against her forehead.
 
   The man holding it was a shadow. He looked small after facing Fenrir. He wasn't, her perspective had adjusted, but even if he were miniscule it wouldn't change the fact that he had a loaded semi-automatic pistol pressed to her head and she was still chained to a chair.
 
   He spoke from behind the gun, Southern drawl buried behind the words. "You better now?"
 
   Her voice caught in her throat, stuck on the dryness there. Swallowing hard loosened it. "Yeah, I'm fine."
 
   The gun didn't move.
 
   He didn't believe her.
 
   Untrusting mother trucker.
 
   "Really. I'm fine. He's dormant now."
 
   The gun didn't move. "You almost changed."
 
   "I'm a Were, we do that under stress sometimes."
 
   "Your fur came in black."
 
   .
 
   .
 
   .
 
   "Oh."
 
   The gun lifted off her head. The round spot where the barrel had pressed felt sore, almost bruised. The man stepped forward, a pair of medical shears in his hand. Leaning over her he did something that tugged her arms until the manacles fell away, thunking on the concrete floor. He snipped the rope and wire from her wrists. Her arms fell, shoulder sockets grinding back into place. The burning eased immediately, still there as an ache, but not a fire. She hauled her arms onto her lap and began pulling the wire from her skin with numb fingers. It had begun to embed.
 
   "Sorry about that." he said.
 
   She shrugged. "It'll heal up."
 
   Burns like a mo-nucker until it does though.
 
   "Father Mulcahy will have some salve for that in the first aid kit."
 
   She nodded, blowing a lock of white-blonde hair out of her face.
 
   He stopped before they reached the doorway to the room. "I know you didn't ask her to put him in your head."
 
   "You were there. You know there wasn't a choice, it was the only way to stop him."
 
   "Maybe." He shrugged, leather shoulder holsters creaking. "Either way, you're stuck with that damn thing. He's going to fight you constantly, waiting for even a split second of weakness he can exploit."
 
   "I can handle it."
 
   "You have to. If he beats you he'll take you over. If he kills you then he'll be free to find another form." He put his hand out to her. "There's two things you need know."
 
   Exhaustion dragged on her. "What are they?"
 
   "You should know that I like you, Phoebe. I really do. I know what you went through with that fucked up pack you came from. I know what you did to survive and I admire it. You're tough as hell and I can't think of anyone better for this job. You should remember that from now on."
 
   "I don't . . . thank you, Deacon. That means a lot."
 
   He pulled her up from the chair, helping her stand with an arm around her back. 
 
   "The other thing you should know is that if I ever think you're about to crack and let that thing loose . . . I'll take a silver bullet and blow your fucking head off."
 
   She looked up at him.
 
   A smile crossed her delicate face.
 
   "If that day comes I'll load the gun myself."
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   A Christmas tale for you. Some Yuletide slaughter of a weird, seldom used monster that I then took some wide liberties with. Originally posted at the Vampire Book Club blog this is still a story I enjoy having written. It's like cool man. I enjoy the way I portrayed the main man himself, and the monster was pretty spiffy too.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   T'WAS THE FRIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS
 
    
 
    
 
   THERE WERE STILL TWO OATMEAL COOKIES LEFT but my glass was out of milk.
 
   Dammit.
 
   I'd just swallowed the last gulp when what looked like a jolly fat man wearing a red suit slithered out of the fireplace. He tumbled out feet first, knocking into the tree. Tinsel swayed around ornaments, tossing multi-colored reflections from the twinkling lights into the darkened room. Snow fell off the treads of what looked like black boots, slushing onto brightly wrapped presents scattered beneath evergreen boughs.
 
   I watched from the couch in the dark as the unjolly fat man-looking thing scrambled to its feet cursing in a low, smooth voice its accent tinged with missing consonants. It looked just like it had earlier today when I watched it from the food court at the mall. Short and round, almost as wide as it was tall, with a long white beard and hair that fell in waves from under the rim of what looked like a red stocking cap with a jingle bell on the tip of it. But the bell never jingled and the hat didn't move. It was stiff. The red and white that was supposed to be a suit hung attached to its body like the skin of a lizard.
 
   Santa Claus?
 
   Yeah right. More like Satan Claws.
 
   I flicked the lamp on beside me, cutting the twinkling darkness with a pool of incandescence.
 
   The thing in front of me froze, sulfur-yellow eyes slitting.
 
   "Merry Christmas, asshole." I stood up off the couch, brushing away the bamboo slivers and cookie crumbs that covered my shirt. My left hand dropped the closed pocketknife into my pocket while my right held the whittled bamboo stake loosely by my side.
 
   The thing by the fireplace gulped, distended Adams Apple bobbing through white beard. It pasted on a grin, trying to be reassuring. It might have worked but its teeth were too long, lips too widely stretched to be human. "Ho, ho, ho. I . . ."
 
   "Cut the crap, jackass. I'm onto your game." I held the sharpened bamboo stake up in front of me. 
 
   The thing just blinked, sodium eyes shuttering up and down.
 
   It was an Aswang, a shapeshifting monster from the Philippines. I'd tracked it to a mall on the east side of Atlanta. Two kids had gone missing in the last week. The only things they had in common was they were both Filipino and on the day of their disappearance they had gone to the same mall to have their picture taken with Santa. It hadn't been hard for me to spot this thing posing as Old St. Nick. It had set up at the mall, putting kids on its lap, asking them if they had been naughty or nice, and scent-marking the Filipino kids so it could track them to their home that night. 
 
   I had seen it do it to seven year-old Avelino Villanueva. That's why I convinced his mom and dad to let me be here in their house tonight while they stayed with family. They knew the old tales of pedophilic, bloodsucking, witch-hags from their country. It had been pretty easy to convince them to let me handle it. 
 
   After all, it's what I do for a living.
 
   Deacon Chalk, Occult Bounty Hunter at your service. You got monster-sized problems? I've got bullet-sized solutions. Or in this case, bamboo stake-sized solutions since the only way to kill an Aswang is to shove bamboo through its heart and then burn it.
 
   The Aswang hissed at me, long thin tongue darting out between whisker-framed lips. It darted to the left with inhuman speed, a blur of red and white skin streaking toward the front door and freedom.
 
   With a jolt it drew up short, feet slipping on faux-hardwood floors to spill him on his ass before he could touch the bundle of garlic bulbs I'd duct-taped to the door.
 
   Welcome to vampire myth made real 101. Class is in session.
 
   I gestured around the room with the pointy end of the bamboo. "I was expecting you dumbass. I'm not here by coincidence. You'll find garlic at every exit."
 
   The thing scrambled to its feet. Claws click-clacked on the Pergo. "You will not stop me!" The accent mangled even more as thick tusks began to curve out of an unhinged lower jaw. "Your blood will do to slake my thirst. It does not have to be the boy's." 
 
   Its head lowered, skull shifting into a snouted nightmare with bulging eyes and brackish drool running from tusk and teeth. "But I will not get to have any fun with you beforehand like I would with him."
 
   I took a step closer. "Bring it, you sick son of a bitch."
 
   The Aswang dropped to all fours, transformation complete. The boiled lobster colored skin was gone, covered now in coarse black fur that bristled over bulging muscles. Its head had shifted into a wide and thick pig skull on a trunk of a neck. Four-inch claws curved off its hands and feet matching the twelve-inch tusks that curved out of its jaw. Drool hung in ropes off bloody red lips. Wet snot snuffled out of its snout to spatter on the floor. 
 
   It hunkered down, preparing to charge.
 
   I leaned back on my right leg, bracing myself, bamboo stake held low behind me, left hand in my jacket pocket.
 
   Its yellow eyes seeped with fluid, tusks and teeth gnashing together as it growled.
 
   I took a deep breath, in through my nose, out through my mouth. Centering.
 
   The Aswang burst into action, driving forward with inhuman speed. It closed the distance between us in a flash, ripping through the air. Murderous teeth stretched wide. Vicious claws outstretched to rip me to shreds. Hot, stank, carrion breath washed over me, making my eyes water. 
 
   I jerked my left hand out of my pocket as its talons brushed the leather of my jacket. A fistful of blessed rosaries punched the monster in the face.
 
   The effect was instantaneous.
 
   The Aswang's feet went out from under it, tumbling the beast over onto its back as it reared away from the holy objects with an ear-ringing squeal. Bristle-furred body twisted away from me, talons skritching across the wood laminate flooring. The skin of its belly stretched tight as its spine jerked to change the direction of its charge.
 
   I struck.
 
   Knife-sharpened bamboo punched through that skin like a butcher knife through a water balloon. Chartreuse blood gushed from the hollow tube of bamboo shooting out the end I held in my hand. It splashed, hot, wet, and foul on the legs of my jeans, soaking through. 
 
   Dammit. I should start wearing coveralls for this.
 
   I rode the Aswang to the floor, hand jerking the stake, angling for the heart. You gotta get the heart or else you just have a pissed off monster to deal with. Talons tore at my jacket as the monster thrashed under me. 
 
   Almost. . .  
 
   I shoved up, felt the resistance. 
 
   There! 
 
   One last yank on the stake and the Aswang went stiff, muscles locking in death. Its last breath went out with a shudder, washing across my face, making my eyes water.
 
   Standing, I stretched out muscles made tight with adrenaline. The Aswang lay at my feet. Now I would have to burn the body to keep it from coming back. I looked over at the fireplace it had come down. It looked big enough to do the job. Good thing I had my Zippo in my pocket.
 
   First things first though. 
 
   My eye fell on the last two oatmeal cookies, beckoning me from the plate on the coffee table. 
 
   Now where was that damned milk?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   Literary Escapism, one of the biggest blogs out there, asked me to contribute to their Black Friday event. Basically me and a bunch of the biggest names in Urban Fantasy wrote these short stories that just had to have something to do with Black Friday, the nightmare shopping day after Thanksgiving. It took mere minutes for me to come up with how Deacon would handle shopping for Black Friday. He's still carrying the Desert Eagle .357 so this story falls before SPIDER'S LULLABY.
 
   In this one I also got to do my spin on a Southern monster. I had a lot of fun really boomifying (actual word) this innocuous bedtime threat into something legitimately creeptastic.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SHOP TIL YOU DROP
 
    
 
    
 
   I HATE THE MALL.
 
   I hate the mall because people are monsters.
 
   Scratch that. People aren’t monsters. They’re worse. Trust me, I know monsters, and after this morning I would rather deal with them anytime.
 
   Monsters I can shoot.
 
   I stood at the top of the escalator outside of Bath and Bodyworks watching a mob of people who'd lost their fucking minds. Shoving and scratching, pushing and hitting, yanking and pulling they wrestled over small bottles of lotion designed to smell like a Christmas bakery which could be yours for the low price of one dollar and your sanity, but only for this very special shopping day. I love a nice Lemongrass Sage body spray as much as the next guy, but fuck that.
 
   I've faced down bloodsuckers, the walking dead, voodoo goat-men, and a host of other creepy crawlies. That’s my job. Deacon Chalk, Occult Bounty Hunter at your service. Have silver bullets, will travel. Point is, if you're dealing with a pack of Werewolves I'll jump in without hesitation but I was not getting in the middle of a pack of crazed shoppers on Black Friday. 
 
   No. Way. In. HELL. 
 
   This is why I turned to my left and saw what I saw.
 
   A monster stood about fifty feet from me outside the front of Toy Depot holding a red balloon and a cup of coffee.
 
   He didn’t look like a monster. He looked like a short, dull, older man in a cardigan and khakis. Someone’s gentle grandfather who would smell of butterscotch and would softly tousle your hair while he told knock-knock jokes that were funny when he was your age six decades ago. 
 
   He didn’t look like a monster to the oh-so-busy shoppers moving in currents of commerce. They walked right by him without a blink, all of them shifting slightly, just enough, to pass around him like a rock in a stream. 
 
   That was the tip off. 
 
   Standing in the center of the walkway on the busiest shopping day of the year? He should've been knocked down in two seconds flat. Stepped on like a flower in a stampede of humanity on a shopping mission. Instead he stood there nonchalantly while everybody just slipstreamed to the side like he was surrounded by a Teflon forcefield.
 
   Stood there watching children dart through the aisles of Toy Depot.
 
   My hand was under my jacket, fingers touching the grip of the Desert Eagle under my arm. My palm itched with the desire to yank it out. 
 
   Someone bumped my elbow, driving my hand into the butt of the gun.
 
   The plump redhead didn’t even slow down, hustling on past with her even plumper boyfriend  laden with bags and bundles. He looked back and gave me a sad shrug from under his burden of name brand packages and emasculation. I pulled my hand away and held it by my side, fingers clenched. 
 
   Son of a bitch. 
 
   There were too many civilians around. I couldn’t start blasting; someone would be caught in the crossfire. I'd have to handle this discreetly.
 
   I hate being discreet.
 
   I needed a closer look to see what exactly I was dealing with so I stepped into the flow of people and began walking toward the monster. People jostled, rubbing on both sides of me. I kept my eyes on the thing. It was easy to do being a head taller than most of the crowd around me. Pushing, I stayed on the edge of the flow so I would pass close to the thing. Each step  brought me closer. The thing kept watching the store, taking small sips from the coffee cup. Reaching deep, I grabbed hold of the power that lives inside of me. 
 
   Five years ago, while hunting the monster that killed my family I got dead. An Angel I'd rescued resurrected me with her blood. I came back stronger, faster, and tougher than a regular human. I can also sense and read supernatural stuff, like radar for weirdness. This is what I pushed out in the direction of the thing I walked towards.
 
   My power moved out, passing through the humans like they weren’t there. It brushed up against the monster when I was only a few steps away. I felt it connect, searching out his nature.
 
   My mouth filled with the putrid taste of stagnant water.
 
   I fought down my gag reflex, chewing it back, swallowing it down. The flavor was green and brackish, coating my throat and clotting my nostrils. It tasted like that cucumber left in the bottom of the refrigerator and forgotten. You know, the one that liquefied in the bag becoming a sack of stank-ass sludge. It tasted like that smells.
 
   I reeled my power in with a jerk. It snapped back inside me like a bone breaking. The foul taste settled on the back of my throat, not choking anymore, but still there, hanging on like wet paint. I hate my power sometimes. It’s tied in with my other senses. Which is why it manifests as random bits of insight that I have to figure out. My mind tumbled around the information I had.
 
   Tastes like swamp water filtered with ass, stalks children, and can make people ignore its presence.
 
   One step away from it I clicked on what I was dealing with.
 
   Boogeyman.
 
   The Boogeyman is a southern monster. Parents threaten children who won’t go to bed that the Boogeyman will get them. Thing is, boogeymen are real. Inbred third cousins twice removed from the Fey, they’re malevolent puddles of water in skinsacks who eat the lifeforce of children.
 
   My hand clamped down on the Boogeyman’s arm. Squishy, it felt like a water balloon under my fingers. His face jerked toward me. Wet, moss-colored eyes sloshed up, wide and startled. His face was almost blurry, skin slipping left and right, unanchored to any structure underneath. I pulled him close, nose scrunching, nostrils flaring at the smell of soured laundry wafting off him. The balloon slipped from his hand, rising up like a helium-filled dream. The ribbon slipped across my cheek as it passed.
 
   The glamour he projected rolled up and over me like a blanket, flapping to surround both of us. People immediately began stepping around like we weren’t there.
 
   My teeth gnashed. "Don't make a scene. I know what you are, just come along quietly." I jerked his arm for emphasis. Something sloshed under his skin with a liquid roll. For a long second it didn’t move, just stood there blinking at me.
 
   Then it threw the coffee in my face.
 
   Hot liquid gushed across my open eyes, scalding away my vision. I jerked my hand to my face, wiping the boiling cappuccino away. People shouted behind me as some of them caught the few droplets that had somehow missed scorching my eyeballs. My fingers slipped off the Boogeyman's arm as it yanked away. 
 
   Blinking furiously gave me blurry vision that cleared a little with each stutter of my eyelids. The slippery bastard was darting across the crowds, people stepping aside from the glamour he threw. My eyes still burned but my vision started clearing. I could see enough. My fingers were sticky with coffee as they curled around the grip of the Desert Eagle .357 under my jacket.
 
   Sonnuvabitch!
 
   There were still too many people around. I couldn't start blasting, not that it would do any good. My gun was loaded with silver hollowpoints. Dealing with a fey, even a white trash version of one, required iron. Good thing one of the knives in my boot was cold iron. I was going to have to get close if I wanted to take this thing out. 
 
   You better believe I wanted to take this thing out. 
 
   Pushing out into the crowd bustling by, I shoved through the current of humanity. Shoppers cursed me as I elbowed towards the Food Court where the Boogeyman was turning a corner next to the overpriced pizza-by-the-slice eatery.
 
   I had to catch him before he got out of the mall.
 
   Swinging my elbows wide, I bullied my way through the mass of shoppers. I'm a big, scary guy. 6'4, around 300 pounds, with a shaved head, a long goatee, and covered in ink. I look like a thug. It was enough to break the trance of most of the sale-driven consumers who clogged the walkway I was trying to cross. It only took me a few moments to reach the over-priced pizzeria and turn the corner.
 
   The Boogeyman was gone.
 
   Shit. Shit! SHIT!
 
   The Food Court opened up in front of me. The tables in the center were clotted with people, all seated and eating mounds of disposable food. Around both sides were eateries of all kinds. The elegant cuisines of multiple cultures reduced to the equivalent of a culinary Kleenex. Each eatery had a line or people waiting to hand over dollars for sustenance.
 
   I had to catch this Fey bastard. If I let him get away then the blood of his next victim was on my hands. 
 
   That I would not have. No way in hell.
 
   Still moving, I pushed through each line, cutting between people, eyes darting left and right, looking for some sign. Shouldering between a gaggle of moms and a tangle of teenagers I damn near tripped over him.
 
   He was kneeling on the floor, counting quickly under his breath. On the ground lay a disposable packet of salt someone had dropped and someone else had stepped on. The cheap paper packet had torn, grains of salt scattered in a small puddle.
 
   Fey are strange creatures, even the inbred third cousins twice removed. They have weird glitches in their nature that run across their entire race. 
 
   They have to keep their word. 
 
   They are mortally allergic to iron. 
 
   And they have to count every granule of salt that is spilled in their path.
 
   Thank you Jesus, Mother Mary, and all the saints for letting me catch a break.
 
   "Gotcha!" My fingers clamped on the back of his neck, curling into a handful of loose skin. The glamour slapped around me and we were immediately ignored by the other people in the food court, including people I had just shoved past. Hauling him up, I began dragging him toward the restrooms. People stepped aside without looking at us. The Boogeyman didn’t fight to get away, he fought to go back and finish counting the salt on the floor. I muscled him into the Men’s room, kicking the door open.
 
   A hard yank and a harder shove tossed the child-eating fey into the tiled room. He tumbled and rolled across the ceramic floor. A college kid stood at a urinal, fingers still on his freshly zipped fly. His eyes slid past the Fey’s glamour, turning to me in surprise.
 
   My thumb jerked toward the door. “Maintenance. We got a pressure problem with the pipes. This bathroom is closed.” I didn’t have a maintenance uniform, or any tools, but the kid just nodded and hustled out. I slapped the deadbolt on the door with my palm, locking myself inside with the Boogeyman who was pissed.
 
   Turning back I saw the Boogeyman had climbed to his feet. It stood by the handicapped stall, skin taking on a greenish tinge and beginning to swell and bulge. Its slippery face distorted in anger, brackish water running from bulging eyes. Rubbery lips stretched wide to reveal twisted black teeth made of sharpened pieces of swamp cypress. Two lichen colored tentacles slithered out of that maw, waving in the air, round suckers biting, seeking flesh to pull and grip.
 
   I knelt, jerking up my pants leg. My fingers closed on the leather wrapped handle of the cold iron knife clipped inside my boot top. It slid free of its sheathe as the boogeyman charged across the space between us.
 
   Pushing off the door behind me I slammed into the Fey. It felt like hitting a rubber wall. The Boogeyman had no bones, just sticks of swampwood inside its skinsack. With a BOING! it slapped around me, wrapping along my torso and the arm holding the knife. The skin began to squeeze, the liquid inside acting like a hydraulic coil. The two tentacles latched around the back of my head and down my back, suckers biting like tiny, razor-sharp beaks of murderous parakeets. Pain flared in a dozen spots, my skin snipped away in little gobbets where they struck.
 
   I couldn’t move the arm with the knife, the water Fey had it locked in a wrap of skin. My free hand scrabbled at it, trying to find a purchase. We crashed into the handicapped stall, the Fey giving a high-pitched squeal of murderous joy as I slammed it against the wall, trying to get it off me.
 
   The world was going black, dark spots dancing in the edges of my vision and the red haze of unconsciousness creeping in when my fingers dug under the edge of the skin flap trapping my arm.
 
   I gave a vicious yank, pulling with all the strength I had left and the skin lifted with a squelch. Driving my hand forward, I shoved the cold iron knife into the swollen skinsack smothering the life out of me. The edge slipped in and hot, putrid water gushed over my hand. The Boogeyman gave a shrill, skreening cry and tried to fling itself off me; convulsing to get away from the hated cold iron blade. My free arm clamped down on it, hugging it close to me, pinning it in place as I shoved harder with the knife, jerking the edge left and right to widen the hole.
 
   I held it over the toilet, the malevolent water gurgling into the bowl with retching splashes. The skinsack deflated as the porcelain bowl flooded with evil swampwater. It took a few seconds for the skinsack to drain completely and hang in my hands like a shredded inner tube. Rot set in immediately without the magick of the Fey that had lived inside of it. In disgust I tossed it in the toilet with the Feywater. The stench was awful as it quickly began to dissolve into a curdled sludge.
 
   The Feywater in the bowl gurgled, surface shimmering into a semblance of a face, like a dim reflection. Words floated up, echoing hollowly in the bowl. Fey magick tinged the air, pecking at my skin.
 
   “give . . . me . . . your skin . . .”
 
   My boot lifted, coming to rest on the chrome handle. 
 
   “Piss off.”
 
   My foot pushed down. The toilet whooshed clean water into the bowl, swirling the Fey away. I turned away and stepped out of the stall battered, tired, bloody from the biting tentacles, and soaking wet with stinking Feywater.
 
   And I still had to do my shopping.
 
   I hate the damn mall.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   In this collection I think it's become clear that I really enjoy taking odd, off the radar monsters and putting a Deaconverse spin on them. The Aswang, the Boogeyman, Elves, even the Were-Spiders and Were-Pomeranian. Well, in this one you get yet another turn of the old folklore as Deacon goes on a basic 'track em and whack em' job.
 
   This first appeared on Tynga's Reviews.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   NATURE TRAIL TO HELL
 
    
 
    
 
   Briars.
 
   Brambles.
 
   And bugs.
 
   Motherfucking bugs.
 
   Mosquitos, fleas, chiggers, and those shit-damn South Georgia gnats. You know, the ones that crawl into your nose and ears and the corners of your eyes with their tiny, buzzy, wriggly bodies and their pinprick biting mouths.
 
   I hate being in the damn woods in the dog-day heat of summer.
 
   So why was I tromping through some God-forsaken chunk of land outside of Ballsack, Georgia?
 
   For the kids, man.
 
   I wasn't hiking. I was hunting.
 
   Seems that for the last few weeks there had been the occasional missing person around these parts. Never anyone who lived in the area, just travelers. A LOT of people drive by Ballsack, Georgia since the Interstate highway runs right past it, but the town itself is barely a wide spot in the road. One sad-sack gas station, a Dairy Duchess (it used to be a Dairy Queen but apparently the owner got tired of paying franchise fees so he bolted a sheet of plywood over the Queen portion and painted Duchess under it. Yep, all class.) and a deer cooler. 
 
   That's it. 
 
   Almost no one ever stops. Think about it, do you want to stop and hang out somewhere named Ballsack, Georgia?
 
   Yeah, neither do I.
 
   So when these travelers didn't make it to their destination, no one even blinked in the direction of Ballsack, Georgia.
 
   What changed? What not only made Ballsack, Georgia a suspected location of these disappearances, but also required that I hop in the Comet and haul my occult bounty-hunting ass down here so I could stomp through the woods hauling fifty pounds of monster killing gear while my nostrils and ear canals were being violated by approximately nine hundred thousand little bastard gnats?
 
   A troop of Royal Rangers had come up missing.
 
   Royal Rangers are a church version of the Boy Scouts. Same gig, turning boys into men with forestry skills, but with an overtly religious foundation. And I was a bit generous with the term troop. There were three boys and one leader. Not so much a troop as it was a pack. When they didn't show up at their return rendevous the local sheriff sent out the only deputy in Ballsack, Ga. 
 
   All they found of him was his boots, his gunbelt, and his hat. 
 
   And a shitload of blood.
 
   The Sheriff mounted up, went out with dogs, rounded up a posse from the local good 'ole boys, and they went huntin'. The dogs hit the camp, pissed themselves, broke leash, and ran off. The men tried to go on until one by one they dropped to hysteric convulsions. One was in the hospital, he swallowed his own tongue. The other four were in the psych ward. 
 
   So the Sheriff shagged ass out of there and called the Atlanta Police Department and they called me.
 
   I guess my reputation precedes me.
 
   Which is the chain of events that led me to this ridge, in these woods, trying to find three Royal Rangers and their Leader. 
 
   And I was close.
 
   Now I'm no tracker, but four people running for their lives in a heavily wooded area leaves a pretty wide swath of destruction that even I can follow. Broken limbs, bent saplings, leaves and loam from the ground churned into ruts by terrified feet.
 
   Yeah, they were nearby. One way or the other.
 
   The air around me was thick. Not just the normal humid mugginess of South Georgia summer, where the humidity level will make you feel like the heat has slapped a wet blanket over your head and is dragging you into a dark alley so it can rob you blind. 
 
   They don't call it mugginess for nothing.
 
   But it wasn't just that. The air was thick with some supernatural shit. It jangled through the Angel's blood running in my veins. Because of that blood I can sense the weird and paranormal. The stuff in the air was setting that blood on fire, a hollow, pungent magick that sat on the back of my throat like spoiled milk.
 
   I pushed through a briar patch that had been shredded by bodies running through it at high speed. The tiny thorns still bit at me, snagging on my jeans, pulling at my shirt, skritch-scratching along the barrel of the shotgun slung over my shoulder. Stepping through the other side I saw the end of the trail just about fifteen feet ahead.
 
   It ended at the mouth of a tiny cave.
 
   Not really even a cave, it was a hole in the rock side of the ridge I was climbing that was a bit less than three feet around. Too small for me to fit in, but just about right for a couple of pre-teen boys to shimmy through. The trail I was tracking ran straight up to it and disappeared. There wasn't any blood but the ground had been shredded around the hole, ripped down to bare rock and hard-packed Georgia red clay.
 
   Bingo.
 
   I said a small prayer that somehow I'd find some of them alive. Normally when I hit the scene the bodies are on the floor and I'm left chasing the thing that did it. 
 
   I didn't want to find pieces of kids today.
 
   I slung the shotgun off my shoulder and down into my hands. It was loaded with silver-plated buckshot. I also had one of my Colt .45's under my arm, my backup .44 in the small of my back, and since I was wood walking today a heavy-bladed machete with a silvered edge lay strapped to my thigh.
 
   “Hello? Anybody in that hole?” My voice rolled through the woods, bouncing off trees and rocks. It carried through the silence. There were no birds chirping. No squirrels scurrying. Hell, even the gnats had stopped buzzing.
 
   My ears strained to hear anything but my own breathing.
 
   From the cave, muffled by the rock, came a voice. “It's not playing tricks on us. That's a big guy with a gun. I can see him.”
 
   “Come on out of the hole, it's safe now.” I said.
 
   As I watched a dirty, pudgy face loomed to the opening. It was a kid, about eight, with round features. His eyes jittered from a lack of sleep behind round, wire-frame glasses. Brown hair hung over them, limp from sweat and dirt. He didn't come out of the hole, stopping just shy of being outside. 
 
   “It's alright kid. You can come out. How many of you are in there?”
 
   “We're all in here, even Mr. Davis. It opens up once you get inside.” 
 
   “Well, y'all come out and let's get you home.”
 
   “Is that thing gone?”
 
   “I don't see it anywhere.”
 
   Which was true. But I did feel something. The magick in the air was getting thicker, curdling on my skin. The skin on the back of my scalp tightened. Something was watching us.
 
   “On second thought, stay put kid.”
 
   I reached into my pocket, pulling out a small vial. Before coming down I knew I was going to be hunting something that ate people. The vial was full of donated blood, just what the doctor ordered to bait a monster. My thumb flipped the rubber cap off. I slung the blood around me in a wide arc, sending it flying through the air. It spattered on the leaf covered ground like rain.
 
   The effect was like uncapping a lightning storm.
 
   The ground exploded at the top edge of the ridge. Leaves, dirt, and rocks rained down on me like an avalanche. It drove me back, my shoulder hitting a sapling as my feet skidded down the hill on loose leaves and loam. I slapped out with my arm, grabbing the sapling to stop myself. It bent, curving under my weight, threatening to pull out of the ground and let me slide fall free.
 
   It held.
 
   I swung the shotgun up in my right hand and shook my head, blinking away dirt packed into my eyelids, scratching my cornea. My mouth tasted like rotting leaves and wormdirt. My vision cleared as a hoarse, raw roar blatted out through the woods.
 
   A monster charged down the hill at me.
 
   It moved fast, hooved feet ripping the earth. A massive, antlered head swung back and forth, spiked bone shredding leaves from branches. Baleful eyes rolled in deep sockets on the sides of it's skull and its mouth dripped with foamy pink spittle. It was huge, all legs and arms around a hollowed ribcage and a bloated belly, skin drawn tight, sickly translucent over a weird,  angular skeleton. Organs pulsed and beat inside it like they were being steamed in a plastic bag.
 
   My power kicked and my mouth dried up, throat closing down as sick, hard pangs cramped in my stomach. Hunger drove spikes from my spine to my navel.
 
   Motherfucker.
 
   How did a sumbitchin' Wendigo wind up in the woods of Ballsack, Georgia?
 
   My finger jerked the trigger on the shotgun. It bucked, spitting a fist-sized wad of silver-coated pellets. I didn't aim, I didn't have time, but it's damn hard to miss something near twenty feet tall only ten feet away. The swarm of buckshot punched through the membrane that stretched from splayed rib to swollen belly, ripping it open. Murky green gore splashed out and a chunk of weird organ slipped down, hanging out of the tear.
 
   The Wendigo hit me before I could jack the slide and load in another shell.
 
   We bowled down the hill. One hand clamped under that shaggy throat, holding gnashing teeth away from my face, the other scrabbled against the gore-slicked skin on it's side. The shotgun was lost. We rolled, the ground slamming into my back like the fist of God then the sky whirling over as we whipped around and around and around. My teeth clattered, my lungs felt like they were being squeezed for juice. 
 
   Then we hit the briar patch.
 
   A million thorns ripped across every inch of exposed skin, setting it on fire. I kicked out, driving myself up and away from the Wendigo. It fell back in a flail of arms, legs, and antlers. The world spotted black, pulsing in and out as my heart throbbed in my chest. I sucked air desperately as my fingers closed on the grip of the .45 under my arm.
 
   The Wendigo stood with a scream of rage, briars tangled around antlers, jerking them from the ground roots and all. Unblinking, boiled egg eyes stared at me in red-rimmed sockets. It threw it's mouth open and bellowed, spittle flying at me. I could feel its seething hunger, its anguish to slake its torturous appetite, an appetite that drove it like a cruel, mad slavemaster. It was a creature of desperation, driven to the brink and over by wretched, horrible starvation.
 
   It couldn't help what it had become. Wendigos aren't born. They're tortured creatures, created by hunger. By need. By lack.
 
   And by cannibalism.
 
   The gun thundered in my fist.
 
   Bullets flew, splitting the air between us before the Wendigo could move. Three .45 caliber slugs smashed into its head, just under the eyesocket. They hit as a group, almost as one at that distance, churning through, breaking into devastating shrapnel, and spitting out the top of its skull. It's brain was just an enlarged hypothalamus, all the logic centers gone, devoured by the part that controlled hunger and instinct. The smashing bullets spilled it out in a puree of mind mush.
 
   The Wendigo choked to silence, then toppled over into the briar patch, body laying face down in one direction, massive rack of antlers tangled in another. A fat, pink tongue stuck out between its teeth.
 
   "That was awesome!"
 
   I looked around. The kid from the hole was standing there. He was short and pudgy, dirty as hell, and bowlegged. 
 
   I slipped the gun back in its holster.
 
   "You the only one left kid?"
 
   "Naw." He jerked a chubby hand over his shoulder, thumb pointed behind him. "Brett, Otis, and Mr. Davis are still in the cave." His face broke into a smile. "You really killed that thing! It was like a movie!"
 
   This kid had spent two nights in a hole hiding from a cannibalistic horror show and still had the bravery to come out and watch me kill it. Most of the time when someone runs up against the monsters they spend the rest of their lives in therapy. This kid might be alright. 
 
   "What's your name, son?"
 
   "Donovan. Everybody calls me Donnie."
 
   "Stick with Donovan. It'll get you further with the ladies."
 
   He nodded like I had just given him the secret to life. Maybe I had. I pushed myself up. I was gonna be sore in the morning. 
 
   Donovan watched me. "Hey mister. You gonna take that head for a trophy?"
 
   "Nah. I don't do that. Besides, it'll be decomposed in an hour." I could smell it already, ripening in the heat, the Wendigo's flesh turning cannibalistic on itself. As long as no one got near enough for it to latch on then it would just dissolve away into nothing. 
 
   "Let's go gather your troop and get the hell out of here, kid." We turned and headed up the hill.
 
   A buzzing kicked up around us. The gnats were back.
 
   Damn, I hate the woods.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   A bon-a-fied cut scene. This was something I wrote in the first draft of BLOOD AND MAGICK that didn't find its way in for the finished version. It's a cool scene and shows just how different that book might have turned out. I'm super happy with the book as it was published but it's still cool for me, and hopefully for you, to look at how things evolved.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   BLOOD AND MAGICK 
 
   ALTERNATIVE SECOND CHAPTER
 
    
 
    
 
   The Comet ripped down the road, eating asphalt, speedometer needle bouncing off the underside of 90. The engine roared, full-throated and angry as I pushed the pedal closer to the floorboard. The chain-link steering wheel was hard under my grip, fingers locked tight enough to bruise. I cut my eyes over to the rearview mirror. The hanging rosary pulled backward from g-force that pushed us all back in our seats. The witches were still there, still hanging in the air, still keeping pace.
 
   The plump one, the one who had sliced that woman's throat, rode a pulse of satanic red power. Phthalo green crinoline and lace skirts blew back from her corseted waist and at the end of tight, lace-edged sleeves miniature hands twisted, chubby fingers tied in arcane knots. 
 
   The tall leather clad witch had sprouted a giant pair of batwings and a matching forked tail. She swooped and whirled around her companions leaving a trail of magick bruising the air in her wake. Her hair streamed out behind her, mouth open in maniacal glee. 
 
   The warlock rode the back of the muscle-bound vampire he controlled. It was a flyer, cutting gravity with no apparent means of support. The warlock had his legs around the bloodsucker's waist, ankles locked tight. The vampire's braid wrapped around one hand like a rein. His black cassock rippled behind him like a cape.
 
   I could feel the magick they were using like a concussive wave we were racing ahead of. Barely. It pressed against my power like a thunderclap of destruction.
 
   Larson lunged up, wiry arm slapping over the seatback. "Where are we going?"
 
   I didn’t look over at him, concentrating on the road. We had hopped the highway right next to the restaurant, slewing through the intersection and almost clipping the EMS workers screaming to the scene. We were on the northern outskirts of the Atlanta suburbs so ripping north on the highway opened us up to being in the country pretty quickly. Houses and businesses quickly fell behind in our wake.
 
   Good. I needed to get these crazy witches away from people so no one else got hurt.
 
   Larson hung over the seatback still looking at me.
 
   “I’m looking for a place to make a stand. There’s a corn maze up here that's in the middle of nothing, I’m shooting for that.” I shouldered his arm off the seat. “Buckle up. We’re almost there and this ride's going to get rough.” I caught his eye in the rearview mirror. “If we get out of this shit alive, you and I are going to have a serious talk.” 
 
   Like how the fuck are you walking now?
 
   He nodded once then turned to make sure Kat was buckled in. Light spilled into the front seat as Tiff popped the glove compartment. She pulled out blessed rosaries and began passing them around. Her legs flashed in the light; long, smooth, and bare where she had tucked the hem of her dress up so she could run and move. The Taurus Judge from her purse was reloaded and shoved into the waist of her dress. It made an awkward bulge, but was at hand for use. After the rosaries, she bent and pulled the Benelli Tactical shotgun from its clip mounts in the floorboard. She checked the breech to make sure it was loaded and then held it across her lap.
 
   My mind raced through the contents of the trunk. Normally I loaded it up depending on the job. Since this attack came out of nowhere it was full of leftover gear from the last few small jobs. I knew there was a .30/06, also know as a Redneck Sniper Rifle, in there that I'd used to drop some ------------- that had infested the tiny town of Cleveland, Ga. It was powerful and accurate, but it was also made for shooting long distances. It wasn’t going to work. There was no way these witches were going to let me have the room to use it.
 
   I pushed the thoughts from my mind as the exit raced up to meet us. Whipping the steering wheel right rocketed us down the ramp. Trees whizzed by as I stomped the brake to slow us down. I stood on it as we hit the end of the ramp, leaning into the door as I spun the wheel. The big musclecar slid into the turn, ass end slinging round. Foot to gas, the tires squalled out smoke that billowed up around us. The motor torqued, rocketing us forward in a lunge.
 
   The witches swooped down behind us. Magick crackled the air carrying the plump one’s words to us from outside. “You will never escape us! Give me what I want or I will boil the blood in your veins.”
 
   The Comet screamed as I rammed my boot to the floorboard. “Kiss my ass.” I didn’t know if she could hear me. A wide white and red sign jumped out of the darkness with the words CORN MAZE TURN HERE painted in tall block letters.
 
   “Hold on!” I screamed, jerking us onto the dirt road that split the field beside the road. The Comet immediately began to buck and bounce, stiff Detroit suspension trying to work on a rutted dirt road. Red clay dust roiled out from the tires behind us. It wrapped around the witches, enveloping them. They disappeared in the cloud. My head slammed into the roof of the car, clacking my teeth together. 
 
   Dammit! That shit hurt! 
 
   I wrestled the car along the dirt track as corn began to sweep the sides. Giant stalks thwapped by as we crashed through. I headed the hotrod for the center.
 
   The corn split like the Red Sea, falling away around us. The Comet left earth as it vaulted over a little ravine and crashed into the open area. Pulling hard on the steering wheel and fighting the cars momentum flung us into a circle. Centrifugal force pulled my stomach, stretching it like taffy. 
 
   The big car skittered to a stop, shuddering into place. One hand slapped the gear shift into park and then yanked the keys. The other jerked the door handle as I scrambled out of the car. Dust swirled around me, stinging my eyes and crawling down my throat. My finger stabbed the keyfob making the trunk pop open. Dropping the device into my pocket I snatched the .45 from under my arm as I dashed around the end of the car.
 
   Tiff was coughing as she came around, but she had the shotgun up, searching the sky. Kat and Larson got there as I began digging through the pile of gear that was in a jumble from being bounced down the dirt road. I could feel the witches out there on the edge of my power, hidden in the night and dust. Their magick was building, singing tension along my skin, setting my teeth to grind. 
 
   I needed to find something that we could use.
 
   My hands tossed useless junk one way and then the next. The .30/06, an uzi with no bullets left, silver nitrate and garlic water bottles, iron crowbar. 
 
   Dammit!
 
   I had shit for hunting, shit for vampires, shit for faeries, but no shit for witches.
 
   Black static electricity began to pop off my skin as the magick grew. Each tiny spark of black was like being poked with a needle. My eyes began to water.
 
   “Deacon. . . “ Kat’s voice had a brittle edge to it. I glanced over. Thick honey blond hair whipped around, standing on end. She was down by the rear wheel with her gun out, pointing the way we had come into the maze. Magick crackled along her skin too. She flinched every time a spark snapped off her skin. 
 
   Larson stood over her. Moonlight made his orange-red hair look like dull brown. A snarl pasted his face. His jacket was gone and in his hand was the Glock he’d had at the restaurant. Holding it in a two-hand grip his head jerked back and forth, trying to see everywhere at once.
 
   The magick doubled in pressure, striking sparks that drove nails instead of needles now. Chanting cut the air. I couldn’t tell what the words were, but they slashed the night in a cadence, growing closer.
 
   My hands locked on something I could use.
 
   I pulled a watering can out of the trunk.
 
   The tin handle felt grimy in my palm. Shaking it made a dry hissing sound. It felt about half full. The chanting was close. Magick pressed in on us, filling the air with ozone.
 
   I wasn’t going to make it.
 
   Turning the can up, the weight inside slid forward, running down the spout, thumping against the bulbous dispersing head at the end. Tiny white grains of blessed salt began to pour out. Shaking the can to speed it up I poured them in a small circle on the ground, making a salt ring. There was barely enough for the last few inches. As the last grains fell the magick reached the breaking point.
 
   “Inside the circle!” I screamed.
 
   Kat darted in, followed by Larson. Tiff was a few steps behind them. Her dress had fallen, the hem dragging the ground around her feet, slowing her down. Stepping out, my hand clamped on her arm. The sky over our heads split with black energy. Yanking, I pulled her with me and we fell into the circle.
 
   The world went white as the magick fell like lightning.
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
    
 
   Now the last story to tie the whole kit and kaboodle into a bundle. This one appeared at the Cabin Goddess blog and it's another version of meta-fiction. She wanted us to write an interaction between ourselves and our character. I chose to bring Deacon to my tattoo shop. When I started this I didn't intend for it to cap off the story arc of Season 1 so wonderfully but it does. This is truly the final part of the arc coming almost immediately at the end of the events in BLOOD AND MAGICK. It's not the end of the Deaconverse, or the series itself, but a nice capstone.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRESH INK
 
    
 
    
 
   I walk through the door and all I see is red.
 
   It covers every wall, blaring out at me, screaming at my eyes.
 
   A buzzing fills my ears.
 
   “Hey, how's it going? What can we do for you today?”
 
   I look down from staring at the art covered walls and see a young, thin teenager standing by the couch, his hair spiked messily over clear horn-rimmed glasses and wearing a Doctor Who shirt.
 
   Before I can say anything a big man stands up from the back of the large open room.
 
   “My Sho-nizzle! C'mon back.”
 
   Stepping through the opening between two four foot high half walls that divide the room into lobby and work area, I walk towards him. The teenager follows. The man, James, moves around the hydraulic chair he's using as a desk, a tiny red laptop perched on a shiny metal tray. Boots, jeans, and a black t-shirt.
 
   He's dressed just like me.
 
   Clasping outstretched hand, we both lean in, hugging like brothers.
 
   We pull back and stand eye to eye.
 
   The teenager watches us. “This is just really bizarre.”
 
   The man smiles. “This isn't bizarre, son. This is Deacon Chalk.”
 
   The teen looks at me. His eyes widen. “Oh.” He thinks for a second. “Oh!”
 
   James nods. “Yep. The main man himself.”
 
   I shrug.
 
   “Deacon, my son Conor. Conor, Deacon.”
 
   I stick my hand out. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   We shake.
 
   My son would be this old now.
 
   I clamp that down HARD. Fold it, push it aside.
 
   Maintain.
 
   James shoos his son toward the front of the shop. “Alright, back to work. Let us talk.” 
 
   Conor smiles and walks back to the lobby area.
 
   I indicate the walls. “I like what you've done with the place.”
 
   “Really? I was a little worried you'd be pissed. I mean, that didn't stop me, but it did pass through my mind.”
 
   “It's your shop now. You can do whatever you want. Besides, this is much better.”
 
   “I'm so happy with it that my teeth hurt.”
 
   “This looks like a tattoo shop now.”
 
   “Looked like a tattoo shop when I bought it from you.”
 
   I shake my head. “Nah. Those walls I built were rubbish. This is much better.”
 
   “You're knocking your Frankenstein seams on the drywall?”
 
   “Hey! I was a tattoo artist, not a construction worker.”
 
   “That was definitely not construction, more like con-fuck-tion.”
 
   We both nod at the same time.
 
   This feels good. The back and forth, the chit and the chat of two people who know each other pretty damn well.
 
   I nod at the laptop.
 
   “How goes the writing?”
 
   “Working on a Lovecraft urban fantasy.”
 
   “Not book 4?”
 
   “That's next. Book 3 just came out.”
 
   “Yeah, Tiff picked it up. She liked it.”
 
   “Good.” He picks up a sketchbook. “You wanna see your design?”
 
   “Hell yeah.”
 
   He hands it over to me. The page is filled with thin, red lines. They swirl and squiggle across the recycled paper, making big, loose forms. Over them is a series of darker lines, number 2 pencil lines, that sculpt and define the image, drawing a shape out of the chaos of the sketch.
 
   It's a Sailor Jerry-style pinup of a girl leaning on a pole. The banner under her feet reads POLECATS in traditional tattoo-style letters.
 
   I look up. “I love it.”
 
   “No changes?”
 
   “Nope, run it.”
 
   He nods. “I'll get set up. Make yourself at home.”
 
   I wander back to the lobby, grab a tattoo magazine, and sit on the leather couch. 
 
   I've just flipped past the third article on a different TV show with the word ink in the title. 
 
   When the holy hell did tattooing go on television? 
 
   I've been out of the loop for a while since . . .
 
   since . . .
 
   I look over at Conor. He's wiping down the jewelry case.
 
   Fuck it. I'm not thinking about my family. Not here, not now.
 
   The door chimes.
 
   A guy who looks just a year or two older than Conor walks in. He's also thin, but where Conor looks wiry, this kid is damn near hollow. Sunken cheeks, jutting jawbone, eyes in deep caves under his eyebrows. If they weren't steady, and his skin smooth and clear, I'd think he was strung out on some shit. He has a black portfolio clutched in skeletal hands and the shoulders of his t-shirt are stained blue gray from the shitty, Black No 1 dye job on his shaggy hair.
 
   Conor closes the jewelry case. “What can we do for you?”
 
   “I want to talk to somebody about an apprenticeship.”
 
   Oh, this should be awesome.
 
   I put down the magazine.
 
   Conor turns and speaks over the half wall where James can hear him. “Hey, there's a guy here asking about an apprenticeship.”
 
   James doesn't look up from setting up his station for my tattoo. “Tell him to piss off.”
 
   Conor turns back. “You heard that, right?”
 
   The hollow kid puts his boney hand on the jewelry case, smearing fingerprints on the freshly windexed surface. “But I need to learn how to tattoo. I want someone to teach me.”
 
   Conor shakes his head. “I don't think that's gonna happen.”
 
   “I think it will.”
 
   James walks over in a clomp of boot on tile floor. “We don't do apprenticeships.”
 
   The hollow kid looks up. “But you didn't look at my artwork.”
 
   “Don't need to.”
 
   “I'd be an awesome tattooer! You're afraid I'll be better than you and take all your customers away.”
 
   James laughs so hard spit flies from his mouth.
 
   “You? Take my business? Fuck you, shithead. I've been at this for near twenty years, two fucking decades of shedding blood to get worth a damn. You couldn't catch up to me if you tried. My customers would never go to you.”
 
   Anger makes the kids face dark. “But I  . . .” 
 
   James holds up his hand. The kid stops talking. 
 
   “How old are you?” James asks.
 
   “Twenty.”
 
   “Show me your ink.”
 
   The kid blinks. “Wha . . . what?”
 
   “Show me. Your. Ink.”
 
   “I don't have any.”
 
   “You've been legal in this state for two years. Why not?”
 
   “I only want to tattoo my art on my own body, so I'll wait until I learn how and then get tatted up.”
 
   Oh shit.
 
   I can't believe what I just heard.
 
   The cap board on the half wall creaks under James' hands as they clench and unclench.
 
   His whole head is a dark shade of crimson. His voice comes low.
 
   “You arrogant little prick. Get out of my shop before I toss you out on your ass.” The words seethe out of his mouth, red hot with anger.
 
   The kid steps back, looks at Conor. “Is he kidding?”
 
   Conor shakes his head. “No, he's not. You'd better go.”
 
   The kid turns to the door. His hand closes on the handle. “You'll regret being an asshole to me.”
 
   “Being honest with an idiot ain't being an asshole, kid. One day you'll learn that. Now, for the last time, piss off.”
 
   The kid tries to slam the door on his way out but the weatherstripping softens it to a shush.
 
   “Anyways.” James turns to me. “Aren't you glad you don't have to deal with that shit anymore?”
 
   I laugh. “It's better than some of the assholes I run into on my job.”
 
   “I know, I've written the stories.” 
 
   “Yeah, but you make shit up too.”
 
   “Maybe. Only sometimes.” He shakes his head. “You ready to get started?”
 
   I stand. “Sure thing.”
 
   The second my ass clears leather on the couch my power kicks in and nearly drops me to my knees.
 
   It swirls up inside my guts like a whirlpool of bumblebees, zinging and stinging between every organ and my mouth suddenly tastes like pennies smell and sour milk.
 
   Which, for the record, tastes like shit.
 
   My hand moves to the gun under my shirt and I look around. 
 
   James has his hands up. “Everything cool, mang?”
 
   Through the window on the door I see a mop of cheap-box-dyed-black hair hustle away.
 
   I'm moving. “It's all good. I just forgot something in the car. I'll be right back.”
 
   “I'll be right here.”
 
   The door chimes as I open and shut it again.
 
   The bees in my guts become a hailstorm of stinging pellets inside.
 
   My eyes scan, looking for the source.
 
   It takes me about 2 seconds to find it.
 
   Smeared in spit on the doorjamb is a symbol. An eye with an arrow pointing up and an X drawn through it. I lean in and the taste in my mouth gets worse. I swallow the gag that's climbing up the back of it. I don't know the symbol, but I know what it is.
 
   Death magick.
 
   Sonnuvabitch.
 
   Death workings and curses have a way of hanging around, spreading their taint like a deadly mold.  They tend to work to their bitter end long after the victim thinks himself safe. They're like slowly ticking time bombs getting worse and worse the longer they sit, leeching out death and staining even the air around them until their victim is taken in whatever sick manner the witch or warlock imbued the spell with. They're the radioactive waste of sorcery. Just evil, evil shit.
 
   My hand pulls the knife out of my pocket, flicking open the spring-loaded blade. It's silver coated, shining dully in the sunlight, but the edge is finely-honed surgical stainless steel and razor sharp. The doorjamb is made of cheap wood, soft and porous; a dig, a twist, and a flick of the wrist and I carve out the chunk of wood around the spit symbol. It burns my fingers as I hold it. 
 
   I owe James for a new doorjamb.
 
   Not that he'll let me pay.
 
   But some little prick just laid a curse on his business, on him, on his son.
 
   And I'm going to shove this spell right up his narrow ass.
 
   The kid's almost at the end of the shopping center when I start walking after him. I don't pull my gun. I want to, but it's daylight and there are people around.
 
   So I walk, with purpose, to catch him.
 
   The end of the shopping center is a small gravel lot holding the dumpster and a few cars belonging to the employees of the business on the end. The kid's nowhere to be seen. 
 
   I keep moving.
 
   Past the dumpster is a footpath that cuts through a small patch of woods on the outskirts of the neighborhood behind the shopping center. He had to have gone that way. 
 
   I step onto the path.
 
   And am immediately knocked on my ass by a slathering, muscle-bound demon dog.
 
   It knocks me sideways, it's bulk driving me into a thin pine scrub, the green needles jab me in the face finding every inch of open skin to prick and poke. Thick claws dig into my chest and back as the hellhound tries to pull himself up my body, heavy square jaw snapping for my throat.
 
   The damn thing weighs nearly what I do, crushing me against the pine and its body. I can't reach my gun.
 
   But I still have the knife in my hand.
 
   A roar tears out of me as I shove, moving the beast back on the dirt, opening a gap between us. 
 
   I twist, the knife blade out. It catches the hellhound where hip meets belly, slicing open the skin. The creature yelps, high-pitched and shrill in my ear, and its paws scrabble against me, trying to push off, to get away from the biting pain in its guts. Hot ichor splashes up my arm from the guts of the beast. 
 
   It falls aside as I push off the pine-scrub, landing heavy in the dirt and leaves. It climbs to four legs as I shake hellhound gore off my arm.
 
   That shit burns like acid.
 
   The hellhound looks at me with crimson eyes. It's black fur is slick, matted with some vile fluid, and sticky-shiny. Intestines trail the ground underneath it like an abandoned jump rope. It snarls through a muzzle of green-flecked foam.
 
   All hellhounds are rabid.
 
   They're not dogs, they just look like them. They're actually minor demons from some level of Hell brought to this plane of existence and wrapped in rotten flesh. They stink like wet dog . . . if the dog is soaked in hobo piss.
 
   Being enfleshed means you have two ways to deal with them.
 
   Cast them out with an exorcism. 
 
   Or kill the sumbitches.
 
   Guess which one I'm going for.
 
   My hand draws the .45 from under my arm. It fills my fingers, the grip solid in my hand. It feels right, a part of who I am.
 
   The hellhound growls.
 
   It's going to try again. I can feel it getting ready to jump, to leap, to grab my throat in its crushing jaws and drink my blood down its open maw. It's fast, faster than hell.
 
   But not faster than a .45 caliber bullet.
 
   Not faster than my trigger finger.
 
   The bullet hits it just under the nose as it leaves its feet, lunging toward me in an explosion of demonic fury. The bullet does it's job, taking off the square skull just above the muzzle.
 
   The hellhound drops and immediately begins to smoke, it's corporeal form disintegrating into brimstone.
 
   “Lay down. Play dead. Good doggy.” No one's there to hear my joke.
 
   It wasn't that fucking funny anyways.
 
   The bees start buzzing inside me again.
 
   I turn and the kid is just a few feet up the path. He's got his portfolio open and he's reading. The words twist in the air, spilling mangled from his mouth, words not meant for human tongue.
 
   It takes four steps and I'm in front of him.
 
   I knock the portfolio from his hands. It flips through the air, paper spilling out of it. They're thin parchment, vellum and papyrus, covered in gnarled lettering and obscene drawings done in black ink and a brownish tone that I'd bet dollars to doughnuts is blood.
 
   He's been carrying around a fucking grimoire.
 
   My hand fills with his shirt, jerking him to his toes. “What the fuck're you doing?”
 
   “Get off me man!”
 
   I shake him. “I don't think so. Is that,” I point at the grimoire, “thing something you found or something you made?”
 
   He stutters.
 
   I shake him again. “Answer the damn question.”
 
   “I found it. I found it!” He struggles weakly. “I thought it was cool and then it let me do things.”
 
   I shove him and he falls on his ass. “You brought a fucking demon to this world, man. Don't you understand the serious implications of that?”
 
   “I'm an atheist.”
 
   “You're an idiot.” I have to stop myself from kicking his balls up into his throat. 
 
   “I'm a warlock.”
 
   I step over him and point the .45 at his face. I've been on the other end of a gun. I know how big it looks when it's stuck in your face. Like the bullet that could come out would tear the world in two.
 
   He's scared. Skin white, shaking, sweating, little muscles around his eyes and mouth twitching.
 
   But he's also, deep down, pissed off. I can see it all the way at the bottom of his brown eyes.
 
   Somebody has fucked this kid up good and it wasn't me.
 
   Most kids who dabble in the occult have emotional issues. Not the kids who try Wicca or paganism or any of the other alternative religions out there, those guys are usually just searching for Truth, but the ones who turn to Satanism, Sorcery, and Black Magick? Those kids, nine times out of ten, come already fucked up. It's the trauma in their lives, the scars on their souls, that make them susceptible to the thermonuclear crack that is magick.
 
   Dammit, I suck at this part.
 
   I squat down, moving the gun away from pointing at him.
 
   “What's your name?”
 
   His eyes narrow. “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “Just tell me your damn name, kid.”
 
   “Randy.”
 
   “You live in the neighborhood on the other side of the woods here?”
 
   He nods.
 
   “Gimme your ID.”
 
   He stares at me, suspicious, but pulls it out and hands it over. The picture on his license makes him look like a child; shorter hair, clearer skin. The address is just around the corner. I put it in my pocket.
 
   “Hey!” he says.
 
   I put my hand up.
 
   “Listen to me. I'm keeping your ID and I'm keeping that book. I'm going to send somebody over to your house today and he's going to take you to coffee. You're going to go and talk to him.”
 
   “I don't need to talk to nobody.”
 
   “Yes you do, Randy. Doing magick NEVER ends well. This is real bad shit you're messing with and my friend can help you. Believe me, you want that, because if you keep fucking around with demon shit then I'll be the one to stop you.” My mind trips. I shake it off. “Do you want that?”
 
   He looks away. “I never want to see you again.”
 
   “Good. Now go home, gather anymore of this shit you have into a trash bag, and wait for a priest to come to your door.”
 
   “A priest?”
 
   I nod.
 
   “Aw man, I'm an atheist.”
 
   “Shut up and get moving. He'll be there in an hour or so.”
 
   He stands and starts walking down the footpath. He doesn't look back at me.
 
   When he disappears I holster my gun and start gathering the loose pages of the grimoire. It's sick shit and makes my power go jingle jangle inside my chest, but it's a lesser grimoire, maybe a hundred years old and American. Kid is lucky he didn't get a hold of one of the ancient European ones. Those fucking books are steeped in evil, taking on the aspects of the demons locking in their pages. One of those would have pushed him to the point of no return. To the point that I would've had to put him down.
 
   I pull my phone out.
 
   Father Mulcahy will get him straightened out. 
 
   And he'll find out where Randy got this book. If someone's selling real occult items to people then I'll be paying them a visit.
 
   I smile at the prospect as I walk to the Comet.
 
   * * *
 
   “Damn mang, that was some trip to the car.”
 
   I look down at my arms and shirt. I'm covered in a tacky layer of hellhound gut-juice. 
 
   “Shit. Sorry. Let me clean up before we start.”
 
   James waves his hand. “Bathrooms in the same place.”
 
   I go in the first white door on the left, flick on the light, and am nearly blinded by the sun yellow color that the whole bathroom has been painted. Once my eyeballs stop jangling in their sockets I wash up in the sink, thinking about Randy.
 
   Father Mulcahy answered when I called. I gave him the rundown and Randy's address. He was on his way there before the kid could get squirrelly and bolt. 
 
   He'll save the kid. 
 
   He will.
 
   I realize I'm just standing at the sink with the hot water running.
 
   My chest is tight. After the run in I had with some satanic witches recently and how everything got so damn fucked up, I really want . . . no I need Randy to be okay. I don't know the kid, and truthfully, he seems like a pain in the ass, but he's still human, still redeemable. I believe that. I have to. 
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   Let it out.
 
   And wash up.
 
    * * * 
 
   I step out and walk over to where James sits at his station. He pulls out a pair of latex gloves, slipping them on. I pull up the leg of my jeans, rolling it to my knee. There is a long strip of bare skin between the sugar skull on the back of my calf and the Batman tattoo on the front of my shin. He hold the stencil of the pin up over it.
 
   It's a perfect fit.
 
   A shave and a lather later the stencil is in place and I'm sitting awkwardly on the adjustable tattoo chair so my leg lays flat.
 
   James hits the foot pedal, making the tattoo machine hum to life.
 
   He looks at me. “So, everything okay from where you went outside?”
 
   “For now, yeah.”
 
   “You don't look like it's okay.”
 
   I'm still thinking about Randy, and demons, and all the shit that happened with Selene and her coven of witches, and all the pain and bloodshed and bullshit that came out of that. 
 
   I still miss her.
 
   I look down at the design on my leg, the stencil waiting for a needle to commit it to my skin.
 
   “I'm here for a tattoo, not a counseling session.”
 
   “Pain is therapy.” he says.
 
   He lays the needle into my skin with purpose. The first sting is the worst, hot and sharp and sucktastic as all hell. He pulls the line and it clears my mind of everything but the here and the now. Right this moment my whole world is the tattoo. And it works. I settle back, giving in to the experience  of getting new ink and having a clear head.
 
   Bring the pain.
 
    
 
   


 
  

 
 
    
 
   And now the best of all. A sneak peek at the beginning of Deacon Chalk: Season 2.
 
   The next story arc will be one continuous story, novels 4, 5, and 6 all telling the main story. You will see some novellas in Season 2, but they'll be outside the continuity of the three full-lengths. Things to look forward to: Deacon going to Texas, a young Father Mulcahy story, a great story with two characters who don't seem to have much in common but make a great team, and a Phoebe Fluffenstuff story.
 
   Buckle up and hang on, it's gonna get wild in here.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FIRST LOOK AT SILK AND SCALE 
 
   (DEACON CHALK BOOK 4)
 
    
 
    
 
   I sat on the edge of the stage, a tumbler full of bourbon in my left hand and a loaded Colt .45 in my right. Both the bourbon and the gun were there to ease my nerves. 
 
   Why was I nervous? 
 
   If your phone rang ten minutes ago with the call mine did you'd go for the bottle and the bullets too.
 
   I took a swallow of the whiskey, letting the burn sit on the back of my throat as my thumb rubbed back and forth, back and forth, back and forth on the safety. Alone, I could still smell the sawdust and new paint in the air from construction finished just last night. The bar had already been stocked even though three days separated us from Opening Night.
 
   Priorities.
 
   Would I shoot him as soon as he came in the door?
 
   I might. It'd probably be the wisest course of action.
 
   It wouldn't be much longer so I needed to make up my mind.
 
   Another swallow finished the glass. High quality bourbon, the best Kentucky had to offer, it left the glass clean and clear. Warmth lay heavy in my belly and everything was cool man, all sharp edges smoothed out by the 80 proof and everything on an even keel. Bottle in hand, I was ready to pour another when he spoke.
 
   “Two glasses and loaded gun. Which of those for me?”
 
   The voice was stilted, weighed down with a heavy accent. After 1500 years you'd think he'd of lost that but he never had. English was his third language. 
 
   After Russian. 
 
   After human. 
 
   I froze, eyes scanning the shadows around the room. I didn't see him and I hadn't heard him come in, but I hadn't expected to. Hell, I'd left the door unlocked. A locked door wouldn't have stopped him anymore than it would've stopped me. 
 
   “I'll give you whichever one you came here for.”
 
   “I came for your gun but I never turn down drink. Would be insult to do so.”
 
   My finger slid into the trigger guard. “Come on down and I'll gladly pour for the both of us.”
 
   Tension clenched my shoulders. C'mon out and let's do this.
 
   Movement made me look as he stepped from a shadow by the bar. He stood for a long second, hands out to the side, before walking toward me. He swivel-hipped through the tables at the end of the room, expensive three-piece suit wrapping his lithe frame. Solid, damn near stocky, he still moved with the predator grace of a tiger. 
 
   As he drew near I stopped watching his hands and started watching his eyes. They were dark lights in deep caves on either side of a craggy nose. His face looked half-sculpted, like the artist started then decided 'fuck this' because the stone was too damned hard. He wasn't ugly or handsome but he had a damn interesting face. 
 
   He stopped a few feet from where I sat, to the left just far enough that I could watch him with one eye and still pour. He didn't move as I filled both glasses and held one out. As he took it I glimpsed the black tattoo that spilled from under his sleeve and onto the back of his hand. For a second, it looked like the tattoo moved under his skin.
 
   It wasn't a trick of the light.
 
   Lifting the tumbler to his nose he sniffed. “Black Dragon?” His mouth quirked. “Is irony.”
 
   I shrugged. “Not really. Just the best.”
 
   “You are true Southern gentleman my friend.”
 
   I raised my glass in my left hand. 
 
   He did the same with a small nod. “Zadorovya.”
 
   We tossed back together, the whiskey smooth and delicious, all caramel and woodsmoke and a hint of chocolate, not as hot now that my tongue had been exposed. I lowered my glass. “Now Ivan, why don't you tell me what the hell it is you want.”
 
   He didn't blink. “Perhaps I come to see your new business.” He looked around. “Is nice place.”
 
   “Thanks. We worked real hard on it.” I raised my gun, pointing it at his face. The laser sight painted his cheek red. He didn't blink. “Now cut the shit. I know when you call someone and tell them you're coming it's your way of giving them time to prepare and meet their Maker.” 
 
   “Da, is true. You think is why I called you?”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   “Have you done something that would bring me to your door in this manner?”
 
   “Ah hell, I don't know. Maybe I killed something or somebody that somebody else thought didn't deserve it. Maybe they reached out to you, you took their money, and now we find ourselves here in this prickly situation.”
 
   “You have killed someone who fits that description?”
 
   “It's been a busy year.” The gun was getting heavy in my hand. .45's ain't light, you can't hold them up forever. I slid off the stage to stand, tightening my grip. I wasn't in the shaky zone yet, but heat was building in the muscles under my arm and I could feel it coming like a steady moving train. “Now, tell me why you're here or I pull this trigger and we do this dance.”
 
   “You would not give me chance to draw? Make a fair fight?”
 
   “Fuck you. This ain't the OK Corral. This is my house. You came here knowing what I am and what I do.” I shrugged. “Not my fault if you're a piss-poor planner.”
 
   “And you would shoot a friend just like that?”
 
   I laughed. “We're two sides of the same coin, Ivan. A monster hunting evil humans and a human hunting evil monsters. I'm not sure that's enough to put us in the 'friend' zone.”
 
   A look passed over his face like an eclipse. His voice came quiet to my ears. “Is more than I have with any other human in this world.” Near-black eyes stared at me.
 
   Aw, hell.
 
   I lowered my gun. “Tell me what kind of trouble you're in.”
 
   He blinked. “Just like that?”
 
   “Just like that.”
 
   “You are good man, Deacon Chalk.”
 
   I shook my head. “If I were a good man I wouldn't be the kind of help you're about to ask for.”
 
   He looked sad. "Is true. Truer than you know."
 
   A voice spoke from the darkness behind me.
 
   “Stand with the dragon and you'll be the next to die.”
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