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Chapter One 

Payton 

 

“You did that on purpose,” I screeched. 

Gabriel Hernandez, the bane of my entire existence, didn’t exactly smile. Instead, 

the corner of his mouth twitched upward in a knowing smirk. 

"Honey, it's not my fault if you have two left feet. You shouldn’t blame other 

people for your own clumsiness," Gabe said as he sloshed past me, no doubt making 

sure to kick up a little extra swamp water. 

I wiped the filthy clumps of mud off my arms and gritted my teeth, seething at 

my current state of affairs. I was soaked to the skin with the nasty water, smelling of 

long-dead plants, algae, and very likely a few dead animals and my predicament rested 

solely on the shoulders of Gabriel Hernandez. I didn’t just trip. I was pushed. 

Why he thought it would be funny to shove me into swamp water, I’ll never 

know. Gabe alternated between acting like a five-year-old boy who liked to push girls 

and a pig-headed jerk who wanted to argue with me for no apparent reason.  

I’ll admit to being bossy, but I am the boss! I’m supposed to lead and supervise 

his Demon Hunter training. Would it be too much to ask for him to listen to me every 

once and a while? I know what I’m doing—most of the time anyway.  

I always thought that being a Demon Hunter Operative would be the best thing 

in the world. It's exactly what I wanted to do since I discovered my powers, but right 

now I think I'd rather have been at home attending high school. Visions of teens staring 

and not-so-quiet whispers behind my back sprang to mind. No, on second thought, 

dealing with Gabe was slightly better than high school. 

I sighed and felt something slither down into my boots. I closed my eyes and 



prayed that it wasn’t a leech. The guys at the local Demon Hunter office in New Orleans 

had warned me about the slug-like blood-suckers. I willed myself to forget about 

whatever was in my boots and looked for Gabe. 

He had reached a portion of drier land and had disappeared beyond a grouping 

of trees. I couldn’t help wishing that I had my old partner back, Michael Stone. Michael 

was a Pureblood and the Demon Hunter who had been assigned to determine if I had 

what it took to be a Demon Hunter Operative. He’d also been my teen crush for the past 

few years. He was a legend in the Demon Hunter Organization and absolutely 

gorgeous. Not that Gabe was bad looking—his looks just weren’t enough to make up 

for his childish antics. 

Anyway, when I found out Michael was my Assessor, I thought all my dreams of 

being the first female Demon Hunter Operative were shot, but Michael had been 

amazingly fair and encouraging. My crush had toppled over into the infatuated state, 

and I’d even thought I had a shot at dating him, but all that changed when one Gabriel 

Hernandez entered the picture. 

Now, I was stuck sloshing through the swamp with a hand-drawn map, trying to 

find some woman who lived out in the middle of a Louisiana swamp. Zerilda Layfette 

was some sort of expert in the old, angelic bloodlines and their powers. Gabe needed 

her help to be able to control and understand his own shapeshifting abilities, a power 

no one had seen in hundreds of years.  

The stories I'd heard from local Demon Hunter, Hector Morrison, claimed 

Zerilda was more of a witch than an expert on angelic powers. I had my own abilities, 

and though I didn't exactly discount witchcraft, I wondered where Zerilda acquired her 

powers from. It would be easy to label a power as witchcraft if you didn’t know where 

it came from. 

"Are you going to stand there all day moping? I think I found something," Gabe 

called from ahead of me. 



"I wasn't moping. I was cursing your existence," I mumbled under my breath. 

"Now, now, that's not very nice," Gabe said. 

I closed my eyes and asked for patience. I'd forgotten how well he could hear. 

President Clark nor any others on the Demon Hunter Council could explain how 

or why Gabe had the ability to shapeshift. Well, President Clark had a theory about 

why so many of the old angelic powers were manifesting, but I shook that thought off 

as quickly as it had come. I had no desire to picture any of those nightmares while 

trooping through a dimly-lit swamp.  

Besides shapeshifting, Gabe had recently developed other powers, like strength 

and the ability to hear the softest of sounds. The strength part came in handy, especially 

since I'd been training him in martial arts and weaponry, but I could do without the 

sensitive hearing. I’ll have to mutter curses in my head rather than out loud. 

I moved out of the knee-deep water. I was going to think of it as water, not slime, 

and trudged toward the dry land. It was quiet except for the swishing of my sodden 

boots. I caught up with Gabe after a few minutes. 

"What is it? Do you recognize anything from the map yet?" I asked, determined 

to at least attempt to be civil to Gabe. I figured the sooner we found Zerilda, the sooner 

we could get out of this place. 

"Payton, the map looks like a bunch of squiggles to me. You're supposed to be 

the brilliant one. Don't you know where we are?" 

“We’re in a swamp,” I stated. 

“Obviously. Any other dazzling insights?” 

What is his problem? As calmly as I could, I said, “You had something to show me, 

remember?” 

Gabe pointed a finger at me and winked. “Oh, yeah. I just wanted to warn you 

about this puddle.” Gabe cast his eyes toward a hollow nestled between a circle of 

Banyan trees filled with water. “I didn’t want you to fall in this one.” 



A very unladylike growl rumbled out of my throat, and I threw my hands up, 

stomping away from the sound of Gabe’s laughter.  

Why me? Why does my first job as a Demon Hunter Operative have to be to train the 

most juvenile guy on the planet? I expected some form of hazing from the other male 

Demon Hunters and having to fight for their respect. That was a given.  

Imagine my surprise when the New Orleans Demon Hunters welcomed me with 

open arms. For some strange reason, they were excited to have me there. Now that I’d 

had some time to consider it, I decided the welcome had to do with some sort of morbid 

curiosity.  

Right after the welcome, the group ushered me to their holding cell where they 

kept those possessed with a demon until a priest could be summoned to exercise the 

demon from the host. All the other Demon Hunter chapters I knew about took their 

victims to a church. Not here. Instead, the priests were on-call to come to the chapter 

headquarters whenever someone was captured, like the poor woman in front of me. 

In the holding cell sat a woman wearing a bright plum-colored suit and only one 

shoe. The suit looked expensive, not that I knew any designer names, but the material 

and color were too rich for an off-the-rack outfit. Her head hung low, and she didn’t 

move when we came in. Chunks of hair were pulled out of what was probably a neat 

bun at one point in time. 

Her nostrils flared, sniffing at the air. In a single movement, too quick for a 

normal human, she was on her feet, lunging at the bars and looking directly into my 

eyes. Her face looked sunken in with deep black circles rimming her eyes. The gaze 

within those eyes looked feral—no trace of the business professional left.  

My heart sunk. Poor soul. I wondered if they delayed calling the priest just so I 

could demonstrate my powers.  

It made me sick to consider, but I could understand their curiosity. I held back 

the censure in my voice and asked them to open the door. Quickly, I pulled my knife, 



sliced my arm, and dipped a finger in the shallow cut. Peter Jenkins, a huge, bear-like 

man, and the Chapter’s Chief Operative, opened the door and jumped back as the 

woman rushed me. 

I dodged her like a bullfighter avoiding the horns of a bull and ran my bloody 

finger along her cheek as she passed. The effect of my blood on possessed humans was 

almost comical. At the touch of my blood, she froze mid-charge and remained statue 

still.  

The room was completely silent for a couple of heartbeats and then Peter began a 

slow clap that was picked up by the rest of the group. Cheers and exclamations of 

amazement followed. The only person not impressed was Gabe. He stood in the back, 

arms folded and glared at me, his eyes condemning my actions. He didn’t need to say 

it. I got the message loud and clear.  

I wanted to scream. Didn’t he know that I wasn’t the type of person to show off 

my powers? I just wanted a little respect and cooperation. If giving these guys a show 

won them over then I had to take that chance.  

My gaze slide to the woman precariously balanced on one purple pump, frozen 

in mid-stride. The sick feeling returned.  

I stretched out my hand, touching her cheek and whispered a command to go 

back to her cell and sleep. She obeyed, to the further amazement of my Demon Hunter 

colleagues, walking back and settling on the floor. The group of guys rushed to shake 

my hand and ask more questions, but I continued to watch the woman until her eyes 

shut. At least sleep would give her some peace. 

I didn’t exactly hear Gabe’s snort of distaste, it was more of a feeling. That 

strange connection to him rippled through me, and I yanked my eyes from the woman 

to find him. Our eyes held for a second, but I couldn’t read his expression. He turned 

and left the room.  

I was surrounded by my fellow Demon Hunters, and everyone was 



congratulating me and welcoming me to their ranks, but I felt distinctly alone without 

Gabe in the room. 

That was the crux of my problem. I couldn’t deny my connection to Gabe. I felt 

more alive and aware of the world around me whenever he came into my presence. 

Then, there was the problem of what happened when I touched his skin. Waves of 

extreme emotion threatened to overpower me at the slightest touch, which happened all 

too often during combat training. I was intensely attracted to him or at least that 

connection was pushing me toward those type of feelings, but I didn’t like him as a 

person. We were very different personalities that clashed in too many ways to count. 

Hiking through the swamp today was a perfect example of our differences. I was 

focused on finding Zerilda, and he thought it was funny to push me into the mud.  

I sighed and looked at the map that the head of the Demon Hunter Organization, 

President Clark, had given me before I left for New Orleans. Thankfully, I’d thought 

ahead and placed it in a zipped plastic bag to keep it from getting wet. I squinted in the 

dim light at the hand-drawn map, but it still made no sense.  

What had President Clark been thinking when he handed me this pathetic excuse 

for a map? How was I supposed to find this witch woman when all I had was a bunch 

of squiggles, random lines, and something that looked like mountains? President Clark 

had more confidence in my abilities than I had if he expected me to understand this 

mess.  

I heard a splash and looked up, hoping that Gabe had fallen in the swamp face 

first. But I saw nothing—just overgrown trees with gnarled branches that looked like 

claws.  

I wish I hadn’t just thought that. I shook the feeling of apprehension off and 

called out, "Gabe?" 

The air around me felt thick with humidity and pressed on my skin. I waited for 

a beat, but there was no response. Something wasn’t right. Everything was completely 



silent. The past two days searching through the swamp had taught me a few things. 

One of them was that the swamp was never silent. The incessant hum of the billions of 

insects that lived in this place continued night and day. Now, there wasn't even the 

twitch of one dragonfly wing. 

“Gabe?" I called, just a bit louder. 

The slap of something heavy hitting the water had me running. My heart 

pounded in my ears as I scrambled over roots and sloshed through mud and muck 

toward the source of the splash. 

 

  



Chapter Two 

Payton 
 

Water churned and bubbled about a hundred yards in front of me. Two log-like 

things rolled over each other in the murky water. I bee-lined directly toward the 

commotion, not bothering to avoid puddles and splashed up enough swamp water to 

drench anyplace on me could have been dry. A second later, I saw that it was two 

alligators snapping and fighting each other. I slid to stop.  

I didn't know much about alligators, but the local chapter of Demon Hunters had 

given me enough warning. These creatures like to snatch you up and drag you in the 

water. Once you were under. There was little hope of getting free. I was much stronger 

than an average human, even an exceptionally strong male, but I didn’t want to test my 

luck against an alligator. They could hold their breath much longer than I could. 

Confused, I really didn't know what to make of the wrestling alligators. I didn't 

think they preyed upon each other… then it hit me. Gabe. He hadn't been able to 

shapeshift since he'd come to New Orleans, but being attacked by an alligator might've 

triggered his instincts. He could have shifted into an alligator to save himself. 

I didn't know if I should help or not. As an alligator, Gabe was better equipped 

to deal the situation, and I couldn’t even be sure which one was Gabe. They looked the 

same to me.  

A crunch of branches had me turning around. An enormous alligator, over 

twenty feet long slithered toward me. It was shiny black, and its scales looked glossy 

rather than the leathery look I'd seen on alligators at the zoo, but its eyes were the thing 

that concerned me. No animal would have eyes like that. Dead. Hollow. Malicious. It 

had the eyes of a demon. 

I smiled to myself, I could deal with demons—even if they were stuck in the skin 

of a gator. Demons preferred human forms, but sometimes they weren't that picky and 



took what they could get. I brandished my favorite knife and slashed my arm. Blood 

welled, and I coated my fingers with the coppery liquid, waiting for the opportunity to 

launch myself at the alligator. 

The gigantic creature whipped its tail and open its jaws wide. The overhang of 

trees and vegetation blocked out most of the sun, but enough light trickled through the 

canopy to gleam off the gator’s teeth. I kept my blood and knife ready, wanting it to 

charge me first. I wasn't disappointed.  

It ran at me with shocking speed and agility. I shifted to the left, just in time to 

avoid the snap of its jaws where my ankle had been just moments before. I lunged in 

and touched the blood on my fingertips to the alligator’s back. I expected it to freeze at 

the touch of my blood, but that didn't happen. Instead, it twisted its head, snapping 

upward at my arm. Surprised, I jerked back to avoid its jaws, fell back over a log, and 

onto my butt. 

"That's not good," I muttered to myself while continuing backward in a 

somersault to roll onto my feet. 

I backed away, eyeing the gator's eyes that were black and empty, just like any 

human with a demon inside it. So, why hadn’t my blood affected it? Did the host have 

to be human for my blood to affect the demon? Or was something else going on? Maybe 

it was something as simple as the fact that an alligator had thicker skin and the magic in 

my blood didn't penetrate it. 

Whatever the reason, it seemed I needed to use my skills and training to save me 

from this thing. 

I heard another splash and snap of teeth from behind me and realized that Gabe 

was still fighting with his alligator. At least, our odds were only one-on-one. I'd hate to 

be fighting two of these things.  

A hiss of breath and the sound of snapping twigs came from my right. I glanced 

over my shoulder and saw another giant creature lumbering out of the water and onto 



land. Great. Just great. Note to self—Don’t imagine the worst-case scenario or you’ll find 

yourself living it! 

I didn't know if Gabe could understand me in an animal form or if he was too 

much beast when he shifted. He hadn't been able to shift since that night with Michael, 

me, and the gang of demons. So, we hadn't been able to experiment with his abilities, 

but a little warning couldn’t hurt. 

"Gabe. I've got two alligators here. Watch out for others," I yelled, hoping that 

he’d get the message. I slipped my knife back into the sheath on my belt and pulled out 

my sword. My sword of choice was a beautifully crafted, Xiphos, a double-edged, 

single-hand blade used by the ancient Greeks. I’d brought it on the trip through the 

swamp just in case. 

When demon hunting, I didn't normally want to injure the human host, but I’d 

definitely make an exception in the case of giant reptiles. I couldn't turn into an alligator 

like Gabe, and there was no way I’d let those things drag me into the water. 

The first alligator was still eyeing me. I had a strange feeling that it was waiting 

for the other one to get into position. Alligators were lone hunters, this behavior had to 

come from demonic influence. 

No way I was waiting for these two things to coordinated an attack. To the left 

stood a tree with large limbs. If I could get to higher ground, I might stand a chance 

against these two. I'd been trained to fight humans, not alligators, and I’d take any 

advantage I could gain.  

I sprinted to my left and hopped up into the first branch about five feet up. I 

quickly settled myself into a crook between the trunk and an outstretched branch and 

waited for the alligators. They both rushed the tree, reaching the trunk within a second. 

One alligator leaped up and only made it about four feet high. I slashed at it with my 

sword. A long cut appeared on its snout, but no blood. I didn't have much time to think 

about that before the second alligator jumped up. 



I reached down, stabbing my sword into its open maw. My sword shish-

kebabbed the gator’s mouth, sticking out the bottom of its jaw. The creature didn't even 

register the pain a blow like that would cause. It just pulled down, trying to yank the 

sword out of my hands. I pulled back, maintaining a grip on my sword, and let the 

alligator slide off the blade.  

It was time to get serious. There was something off about these monsters. A 

demon’s presence didn’t completely nullify pain or prevent blood loss. The alligator 

would have felt a blow like that. I hunkered down into the limb, anchoring myself. Both 

alligators snapped and jumped, scrambling to get me, but couldn’t quite reach my 

perch. So, I kept lashing out, cutting and slicing, trying to fend off their attacks. 

It didn't matter how many times I scored a hit, the alligators kept coming 

without spilling even a drop of blood. A crash sounded just behind me, and I looked 

around to see Gabe and the other alligator crashing onto land. One alligator was scored 

with cuts that oozed blood. That had to be Gabe. The other sported deep gashes, but no 

blood. Demon alligator. 

I watched the two creatures locked in combat, slashing with their tails and 

chomping with their jaws. My heart squeezed tight when I realized Gabe appeared 

sluggish and slower to counter attack. One of the alligators thumped against the tree 

below me, and I looked down. Two sets of eyes gazed at me with hauntingly, hungry 

eyes. I'd no idea what to do. Nothing I had done seemed to hurt these creatures and 

Gabe was tiring. He didn't have the advantage of getting into a tree like me and staying 

out of range.  

Think, Payton. Think. Nothing, other than sheer panic, came to mind. My 

connection to Gabe flared white hot, pulling at my heart and soul. He’d die if I didn’t 

do something. I couldn’t live with that. I just couldn’t. Desperate, I closed my eyes and 

pleaded, Please, please, God, angels, or whoever looks out for us here on earth, help Gabe. Don’t 

worry about me, just help him. 



There was a shrill screech that sounded like a cross between a human cry and the 

shrieking of a bird. A sharp pain coursed through my body, and my eyes flew open. 

The demon alligator had Gabe's leathery neck locked in its jaws. Gabe was hissing and 

writhing on the ground, trying to twist out of the other alligator’s hold. I completely 

lost it and screamed his name. 

His name left my lips in a harsh, high-pitched sounding cry of surprise and fear. 

It wasn't just words that came from my throat—it was some of my power. I didn't know 

how I done it or why my voice had any sort of power, but I could feel a lingering tingle 

in the air. The power crashed into Gabe. In a burst of energy, Gabe twisted violently 

and flung the other gator off himself. 

Gabe looked better, all his cuts had sealed, and his energy appeared to be 

completely renewed. He faced off with his opponent and attacked. Relief coursed 

through me, but I still worried… would it be enough? What else could I do? 

A loud call came from somewhere in the canopy of trees. The sound bounced 

around like an echo of my own cry, and I couldn't tell exactly where it was coming 

from. 

A brilliant blue light appeared, shining its light throughout the trees and swamp. 

A small woman stepped from under the shadows of an old banyan tree, holding only a 

small knife. 

I wanted to call out to her and warn her. Surely, she had to see the struggle 

between the two alligators and the ones snapping at the tree below me. The small 

woman's step did not falter. She approached the two wrestling alligators without a trace 

of fear on her smooth, youthful face. It was as if Gabe and the other alligator didn't 

notice her approach—like I was the only one who could see her. Both gators completely 

ignored her as she came stepping lightly toward them. 

I could make out features better. She had an ageless beauty and skin the color of 

rich tea. Her features were fine, almost birdlike. Her arms and legs were slender, yet 



strong, under the simple sleeveless tunic-like dress she wore. 

I wondered if I was seeing things, she was so slight and otherworldly. Sort of like 

a forest sprite or fairy. I knew there were a ton of unexplainable mysteries in the world, 

but I didn't think there were actual elves or fairies. I could be wrong, though. 

She drew a knife across her arm, as I had done hundreds of times, and dipped 

her fingers in the blood. Then, she reached out to touch the tail of the demon alligator. It 

struggled for a split second then halted. Gabe bit down hard on its immobile form. 

Gabe jumped back ready for a counterattack but remained in place when no attack 

came. 

The woman turned her back on Gabe and stepped toward me. 

The alligators below me were jumping, snapping, and still trying to get me. 

Again, they took no notice of the woman. She made another slash across her arm and 

brushed her fingers of both her hands with the blood. Almost too fast to see, she 

reached out her hands, catching each alligator along its tail. They ceased jumping and 

dropped to the ground like stones. 

Shocked, I sat in the limb, staring. Who was she? How had she done that? How 

was the power in her blood different than mine? 

"Wipe that look off your face, child," the woman barked in it deep, Cajun-

accented voice. The bass-like tone of her voice surprised me—so low pitched. I 

would've thought such a tiny woman would have light, fairy-like voice. When I didn't 

say anything, the woman sighed and put her tiny hands on her hips, then shifted her 

weight to the side. 

"It's not like you've never seen blood magic before, honey. I could sense yours 

from miles away. It’s good that you called me, though. I'd hate to think what these three 

could've done to you and your friend. You must be Payton, and that must be Gabriel," 

the woman said, tilting her head towards Gabe, who hadn't moved from his spot. 

I briefly wondered if she had touched him and if he was frozen, too. Or maybe 



he was in shock like me. This woman had saved us and not only that, but she knew 

who we were. She had power of her own—hadn’t she called it blood magic? 

"Can we start over? Who are you?" I asked. 

"Why, I'm the reason you're here, honey. I'm Zerilda Layfette. But everyone calls 

me Zeri. You and your young man can call me that, too." She took a few steps back from 

the tree and then beckoned to follow. "Why don’t you come on down from there. You 

and Gabe can follow me home." 

She started off, heading toward from where she’d come in. Flustered, but 

curious, I leaped down from my perch in the tree and began to follow her. I heard 

rustling and looked back to see Gabe. His eyes followed me, but other than his tail 

swishing back and forth, he didn’t move from his spot. 

"Aren't you coming?"  

If alligators could roll their eyes, I'm pretty sure Gabe would've done that. As it 

was, he gave me a half-lidded look that bored into me. My skin tingled, as it always did 

when I was near Gabe, and I stared back at him. This was a pointless one-sided 

conversation, and I was done with it. 

"Come on. Let’s go!" 

Gabe swished his tail, quick and fast, tossing sticks at me. I glanced toward Zeri, 

but she had already disappeared to the trees. 

"Look, we don’t have time for this. We're here, in this swamp, so this woman can 

help you. I'm leaving. You can stay here if you want."  

I stomped off, hoping that he would follow me. Gabe Hernandez was bad 

enough human, dealing with him as a temperamental alligator was frustrating. I didn't 

know if he could really understand me, and I certainly couldn’t understand him. 

"Ms. Zeri," I called out, "wait for me!" 

Zeri’s deep voice called back to me, "I'm right here, honey. Gabe! You come here, 

right now." 



There was a scrambling and crashing noise from behind me. I turned back to see 

Gabe, still in alligator form, running toward the sound of the Zeri’s voice. I jumped out 

of the way just in time to avoid him trampling me. He rushed passed without even 

acknowledging me. Sure, I tell him to come on, and he doesn't budge. Zeri calls out, and he 

rushes to her. So, typical. 

I jogged after Gabe and Zeri. At least, we’d found what we were looking for in 

the swamp. 

 

 

 

 

I hope you enjoyed the sneak peek. Stay tuned for more! Hopefully, I can release 

it by the end of June 2017.  

Ashley Lauren 

 

  



 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


