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“In the middle of the journey of our life I found myself within a dark woods 

where the straight way was lost.”




— Dante Alighieri, Inferno









  
  

To all those who feel like the world needs a swift kick up the ass, the wild story of Esther might just be for you. And to my  mom, who never really approved of the times when I would curse, you can't blame me for this one. I just write what the characters like to say and Esther likes to say "fuck". Please, take it up with her. Maybe she'll listen to you cause she sure doesn't listen to me. 



















  
  
Preface



This book contains strong language, often graphic depictions of violence, and the off-page death of a child. Other themes explored within this work are challenging at times and include traumatic memories of childhood neglect. As always I strive to handle these sensitive topic with care but reader discretion is advised. 







  
  

one

A Bad Day Gone Worse







Sasparilla Sage was many things. A troublemaker. A fortuneteller. A charlatan. And the real deal. Of course, no one knew the latter. Since as far back as Sasparilla could remember, there was one thing she could genuinely do—she could see demons. 

Her mother didn't know what to make of that unusual fact. For the longest time, she wasn't all that inclined to believe her daughter, either. There was something about Sasparilla that made it impossible to take anything she said at face value. The girl had a knack for telling stories and her stories had a fanciful way of taking on a life of their own. 

But demons were out there, hidden in the shadows, lurking in the world. And Sasparilla knew. But what to do with that information, well... that was another story altogether. 

San Francisco was where Sasparilla made her home, after she had enough of toiling away in the city where she was born. There would always be a part of her that would never truly leave New Orleans behind, but after her mother passed she came to the realization that there just wasn't anything left for her anymore. Not there. 

Not after a demon nearly took her life. 

No, mama always said you gotta be careful out there. People aren't about to care you're special. They're gonna care that you got something they need, and after that... you're on your own. 

It was a lesson hard learned, but she learned it well. 

On most days Sasparilla could be found tending to her little store in the heart of the city. It wasn't much to look at, at least from the outside, but she gave everything she had to make it as remarkable as she could. The same could probably be said for herself as well. On the outside she looked positively eccentric. Her cherished dresses were always colorful, adorned with all manner of trinkets, just like the countless necklaces, bracelets, and rings she wore. A perfect contrast to her deep brown skin and thick, dark hair. 

The old bookcases filling her little place were fashioned out of dark wood. There wasn't an inch of wasted shelf space either. Any manner of book on the occult, the paranormal or the downright weird could be found in her shop, and people came from far and wide for the chance to stumble upon some undiscovered gem. 

People liked to have their fortune told as well. And Sasparilla was always eager to oblige. 

But it was late in the afternoon, on a dreary Thursday when the sky was grey and the scent of rain hung heavy in the air, that things took an unexpected turn.

Sasparilla didn't look up from the old, tattered book she was reading, not even when the rusty little bell above the door chimed aloud. Not even when a man came stumbling and grunting into the shop. It wasn't until his gruff voice called out that she finally lifted her eyes and saw him. 

When she did, she nearly stumbled right out of the chair she sat on. 

"You gotta help me, lady." 

He was bleeding, and bleeding badly. Dark red stains marred his shirt, as he clutched his side with a trembling hand. Sasparilla sat there for a moment, fumbling over what to do. 

As she finally rose from her seat, she shook her head. "What in the name of creation are you doing bumbling in here instead of a dang hospital, son?" 

But he didn't need to answer for her to know the reason why. She could tell the second she stepped out from behind the counter. The trembling shadow lurking just beneath the skin he wore was all the answer she would need. 

"You're one of them, aren't ya?"

He stood there shaking, uncertain perhaps of what to say. It took another moment and another pained grunt before he finally spoke, "I don't know whatcha mean, lady."

"Oh, come off it, lying ain't gonna help matters." She relented and stepped close enough to take hold of his arms, guiding him as gently as she could towards the nearest chair. "I know what you are, I can see it. And the sooner you wise to that, the better for both of us."

He grumbled under his breath, perhaps a curse of some kind, she wasn't really sure, but he allowed her to help at least. That was better than she expected. 

"Truth be told I haven't seen a demon since I packed up and left New Orleans twelve years ago. Was kinda glad of that, to be honest." She met his eyes and fought the urge to crack a grin. "No offense."

With a disgruntled grumble, he let her go about her work, using whatever she could scrounge up from the store to clean his wound and bandage it up as best she could. She was even handy with a needle and thread, not that she ever had much call for that sort of thing. But all he offered was a course laugh and a few yelps when the alcohol stung too sharp, the needle pierced too keen, or the bandage wound too tight. 

"Mind tellin' me how this happened?"

He didn't answer, and Sasparilla rolled her eyes. "What do you think I'm gonna do? Call the cops? Like they'd believe either of us."

"Got into an argument. Bunch of us did. Some of the nastier ones didn't take too kindly to what I had to say." 

"And what did you have to say?"

"That I wanted out."

Sasparilla rolled another layer of thick, white bandage around his torso, cinching it as tightly as she could. "Out of what?"

"All of it,"—He grunted, screwing his face up in some needless effort to appear tougher than he was—"Word's goin' around that the Devil is gettin' close to something he wants. And every one of us raised from that godawful place is being called to Boston. Told them straight up that I didn't want any part of it." 

That was enough to leave her good and floored. She stopped, just as she was about to cinch the last bandage nice and tight, her brown eyes as wide as they could go and then some. "Did you just say... the Devil?"

He laughed deep and rumbling, his glistening, beady eyes fixed on her. "Yeah. The fuckin' Devil."

"You mean to tell me the Devil is actually real?"

If her first reaction was enough to make him laugh, this brought the kind of laughter that nearly doubled him over and brought fit of wheezing along with it. 

"I don't know what you think is so funny about that." 

He grimaced as the laughter brought a twinge of pain and a sting of tears. "You knew I was a demon from the off, but you have trouble believin' me when I say the Devil is real? Lady, who do you think made me a fuckin' demon?"

In truth, she didn't know what to say to that. I guess I never really thought about it before, it was enough just dealin' with the weird crap I could see. But she didn't say any of that. She lowered his bloody shirt back in place and took several steps back. 

They remained in silence. The demon, whose proper name she didn't know, gingerly inspected the wound she cleaned and wrapped, while she watched in disbelief. True, it was one thing to realize that demons roamed the world. But the Devil himself?

Oh, lordie, Sas, what would mama think of this? 

There were a lot of things her mama would probably say right now, were she alive to see the tale unfold, and none of them were likely to be good. Don't you go getting yourself tangled up in other people's messes. That's the first thing she'd say. Heck, it was the thing she said constantly. A refrain worn well with time. It was dang near closing time too, not that Sasparilla was paying any attention to the clock. There was something about a demon wandering into your place that had the uncanny ability to put you right off track. 

And this was about as far off track as she had ever been. 

Truth be told, she still didn't know what to say. He sat there on the chair, picking at the edge of the bandage, while she finally put her nervous energy to use. No sense waitin' around to see what he's gonna do, she thought, as she busied herself with closing the shop up for the day. She was just about to flip the sign over in the window, when a shadow shifted into frame. Trembling fingers reached for the lock of the door, but it pushed open with force as she stumbled back. A blur of leather and fiery hair shoved past her, not even sparing her a second glance. 

"The fuck are you doing hiding in this hole?" the woman asked, her tone terse and cold. She didn't even wait for him to answer, either. "Oh, for fuck's sake! I told you not to play around with those goddamn dicks!"

Oh, real fine mess, Sas. Real fine mess. As if one demon wasn't bad enough!

"Now, you hold your horses a second, missy!" That was just about enough. It was one thing for someone in danger to barge in seeking help, but this was about her limit for the day. "I don't pretend to know what kind of trouble you think to track in my place, but I am not having it."

She got a proper look at the woman who pushed her way inside and she was a red head alright. Dressed in what looked like a motorcycle jacket with dark pants to match, heck, she even had what looked an awful lot like a knife just dangling from her hip as well. Yeah, real fine mess. 

"Who the fuck is this?" The woman didn't even have to courtesy to ask her directly, no, she turned to her friend and asked him instead. He just shrugged his shoulders and grunted what would have passed for an answer if he bothered to form coherent words. 

"My name, if you really wanna know, is Sasparilla. And you, whoever the heck you are, don't belong. Not here. So, take your friend, or whoever he is and hit the road." 

But redhead just rolled her eyes and shook her head. This one was full of spit and fire, Sasparilla could tell that right away, and she would have chuckled were it not for the inconvenience of it all. 

Bloody damn demons just marching up in here, acting like they own everything. 

It was like New Orleans all over again. Well, almost. And she hoped to all the Angels and Saints in the world that it didn't get near as bad all that. 

"Well, Saspa-whatever-the-holy-fuck you call yourself. You mind if we crash here a little while? My dumbass friend over here got himself into a real fine fucking mess, and I'm just trying to make sure his head stays attached to his damn neck,"—she glanced over her shoulder and fixed him with a gaze that made him blanche—"not that he deserves it." 

Oh, Lord have mercy! "That's Sasparilla, young lady. And you best watch your language around me." 

There was no way around it, as much as she hated to admit the truth. These demons were in her hair and getting them out of it was not about to be an easy task. 

"So,"—Sasparilla wasn't about to give her smart mouth a chance to say something in response, so she locked the door and stalked off towards the small kitchen in the back—"you gotta proper name or anything?" 

"Esther." The woman chimed in, just as Sasparilla stepped into the kitchen and fussed around until she had a glass of ice water in hand. 

The icy touch of condensation dripped over her dark brown fingers. Sasparilla pushed past and ignored the glare from the sharp-tongued demon, as she shoved the glass into the man's hand. "Here, don't you go faintin' on me either. Like I need any other mess today."

"Listen, Sas, we aren't here to cause trouble, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. I know. Knucklehead over here already told me." Sasparilla saw the look smoldering in those green eyes of hers. "Did you two really go and piss the Devil off, or was he just yankin' my leg?" 

That woman had a glare that could kill, and she fixed it firmly on the man who was already having one of the worst days of his life. Or so Sasparilla assumed. 

Remind me not to get on this lady's bad side.

"Really, you're just going to march into the first place you can find and fill someone's head with our crazy ass shit?"

He finally had enough, and between nearly choking on the first sips of water he gulped down, he managed to finally speak up. "It ain't like I chose it! I walked in here, yeah, the first place that was open and didn't seem likely to be trouble and this woman,"—he gestured to her with his thick finger, as if that gesture was really needed—"could somehow see exactly what I fucking was!" 

Sasparilla's eyes widened. "Now, just you wait a second!"

Esther rounded on her. "The fuck is he talking about?"

Yep, Sas, this is what mama always tried to warn you about.

"I'm telling you. She can see us."

"Well, yeah." There were times when Sasparilla just had to curse her awful luck. This was fast becoming one of them. "It's about as damn strange as you can get, but it ain't like it's something I have any control over. I've been this way since I was a kid." 

"No shit?"

Sasparilla shoved a finger in her face. "I already told you, missy. You watch your language in my place. Now, if you and your friend here really wanna crash, then you make yourself useful."

It made her laugh to see the grimace on the woman's pale face, along with the poor effort to refrain from rolling her eyes in disgust. 

Roll your eyes all you want, young lady. "You can find a broom and dust pan in the closet back near the kitchen, and you,"—she turned to the injured one and shoved that finger in his face as well—"best get some rest. That wound is still pretty nasty, and you don't need to be straining yourself. So, stay seated and behave yourself." 

"Do you really expect me too..."

Nope. She wasn't about to listen to anymore of her sass. Not today. Not after her perfectly normal afternoon was interrupted by a pair of strangers like these two. Sasparilla fixed Esther with a hard, cold stare and delighted to see that it actually worked. Esther took a step back and lifted her hands up in the air, her shoulders falling slack. 

"Good." Sasparilla smiled at her one tiny triumph of the day. "You sweep up over there near the stacks on the north wall and I'll tidy up around the counter."

Well, there you are Sas. Every day your mama drilled that mantra into your head. Don't you go gettin' tangled into other people's messes. And look at you now, all tangled right up in one. There was nothing for it. A wounded demon stumbled into her place and another one, all hellfire and attitude, came in right on his heel. 

Fryin' pan. Fire. And me. Oh Lord, grant me patience for I am sure as heck gonna need it. 

Of course, how was she to know the truth? There were forces out there in the world. Powerful, vengeful, righteous, and beyond her comprehension. And tomorrow the whole damn world was about to change. 

Forever.   








  
  

two

Penny for Your Thoughts





There were a lot of ways Esther could imagine her evening going. Sweeping up a floor in some crackpot fortune teller's shop sure as hell wasn't one of them. 

Yet. Here she was. Doing exactly that. 

Your mouth sure as fuck has a way of getting your ass into trouble, she mused, as the evening hours wore on steadily. 

Life was a real fine mess on a good day, and a damn bloody pile of bullshit on a bad one. There was always going to be a risk. Anytime you made up your mind to go against Lucifer you were liable to wind up in the thick of it, and that was never more apparent than it was right now. Riordan was snoring loudly on a cot tucked away near the old, creaky bookshelves in the back, the steady rhythm of it blending in with all the other maddening thoughts swirling in her head. 

Troubled thoughts weren't all that uncommon, though. They had the nasty habit of lingering no matter what she tried. Some of the memories were old ones, faded and blurred with the ravages of time and Hell, and those were the ones she hated more than most. But there were other memories too, formed in the fevered realm of Lucifer's design and those were worse. 

She busied herself instead, despite the urge to give that eccentric woman a piece of her mind and swept the store up dutifully. Esther even paused to straighten up a bookshelf or two while she was at it, neatly arranging a few of the older, dustier tomes that looked out of place. 

Look at me, she chuckled, playing fucking janitor. 

There was nothing to be done about it, though. Things were just too dicey out there, what with all the wild rumors swirling around in the last twelve hours. With Riordan nursing a pretty nasty wound, she wasn't about to take a stupid chance. A risk in this line of work could get you maimed, and death was even worse. No, it was better to lie low and wait, especially now that things were in motion. 

Lilith is out there, right now, on her way to Boston. Hell, she may even be there already. That thought alone jostled through the thousand worries stumbling around in her head and brought a sly grin to her face. 

She better not fucking die on me. Or that really will be my end. 

Once she finished fussing over the floor, the shelves, and the dozen other little things she found to do, she ambled over to an oversized armchair near the far corner and slumped into it with a grunt. 

Sasparilla must have seen her settle in, because it wasn't more than a handful of minutes before she came over to join her. 

The damn woman even had a pot of tea in hand and a couple of chipped cups to go with it. 

Esther grinned, shook her head, and didn't bother to hold back the laugh that tumbled out. "You made fucking, I mean, right, watch my language. You made tea?"

"That was the one thing my mama always insisted on, no matter how bad the day was or how much nonsense was going on out there in the world, she ended every day with a cup of tea."

This little corner of the store was the perfect spot. Two cozy armchairs faced each other, with a small antique table set between, and once Sasparilla set the tray down she filled both cups and gestured to one insistently. 

Esther hesitated, her eyes darting between the steam billowing from the rim of that old piece of china, and the short, middle aged woman standing across from her, one hand firmly planted on her hip. "Alright, guess there's no sense letting it go to waste." 

Sasparilla grinned, barely swallowed back a chuckle herself and settled into the other chair. "Good, glad to see you didn't abandon all your manners." 

"What's your story anyway?"

"My story?" 

"Yeah,"—Esther wasn't a fool and this woman had her interest piqued—"I mean, he said you could tell what he was the minute he walked in here. So, what's the deal with that?"

All Sasparilla did at first was shrug her shoulders and laugh, big and hearty. "Lord, if I knew that you think I'd be holed up in this little place, reading fortunes to any fool that walks in off the street? No, I could think of a few better things to do, believe you me."

Esther didn't know what to make of all this. She reached for the cup and cradled it between her hands, the gesture giving her a few beats to think it over. The warmth soothed her and the aroma wafting from the cup tickled her nose and made her smile. 

A few more moments passed. The first sip stung, a little too hot, but Esther savored it all the same. Gradually she leaned back in her chair. "You aren't the first person I've met who could see that kind of thing."

Sasparilla waved her hand in the air. "You're pullin' my leg."

"I'm not. And she can do a hell of a lot more than just that. Can't say I understand how or why, but here I thought she was the only one." 

Esther thought a lot of things, and in that past year she learned pretty quickly that she wasn't always right. 

"Yeah,"—Sasparilla leaned forward and snatched up her own cup, huffing a few tufts of air across the rim first before taking a sip herself—"And what kind of things could this mystery girl do?"

"You can see demons. But tell me, Miss Sas,"—Esther leaned forward, cup still held snug between her hands—"ever kill one?"

Now that was a doozy of a question, and Sasparilla Sage about jumped out of her skin the moment Esther lowered her voice and asked. She did pretty good to contain it all, though she still managed to splash a bit of tea over the maroon blouse she wore. Well, well, she doesn't know everything it seems. 

But Esther had an odd suspicion that there was more to it. Something there that this strange woman wasn't all that keen to recollect. But what it was, she couldn't begin to guess. 

Sasparilla made a grand gesture to deflect from what was a very curious reaction. She mumbled something about being a clumsy old fool and fussed over the fancy, decorative towel resting beside the silver tray. For a few extra moments she dabbed at the front of her blouse and mumbled a little more. 

"That's okay," Esther relented, careful to keep that coy little smirk as hidden as she could. "Just figured I'd ask." 

"What kind of nonsense are you even talking about?" Sasparilla shot right up, dabbed the towel at the front of her blouse and shook her head vigorously. "Killing demons. Never heard such ridiculous talk in all my life." 

Esther wanted to say more, even had a few choice lines all picked out, but Sasparilla wasn't about to give her the chance to give voice to whatever she might think to say. 

Damn, Esther, you run your mouth and look what happens.

"It's late and I think I'm gonna turn in for the night. I got a little bed in the back office, but I can drag out a cot for you if ya like, like I did for your friend. Never had much use for them, but they came with the place." 

Esther sat up straight, ready to protest, but Sasparilla was already halfway across the room before the words could even form. "Nah, I'll just crash here. It'll be fine."

Sasparilla paused, gave her a puzzled glance, and chuckled. "You gonna sleep the whole night on that chair?"

"Please, I've had worse than this." Esther saw the way she rolled her eyes, that little gesture was damn near impossible to miss, and Sasparilla stormed off again before she could even finish saying, "Don't you worry about me." 

Well, fine fucking mess as always. Esther could damn well fall into a pit of worry as easy as slipping into a warm bath. But that wouldn't do her any good. Every opportunity was there. Ripe and ready for the picking. So, she fussed over the tea until there was just a little bit still sloshing around at the bottom and when the soft lullaby of crickets drifted from the window to her left, she sat the cup back down and sunk into the chair. 

It wasn't half bad, to be honest. The cushion was big, with that perfect bit of fluff that let you just fall right in. So gentle that it worked a relaxed smile on her face. For a moment she fought the idea of falling to sleep, as the last touch of worry tried to dig in claws and keep her wide awake. But she closed her eyes instead, focused on the sleepy melody from just beyond the glass, and allowed it all to slip away. 

Who needs worry anyway? There'll be plenty of time for that shit tomorrow. Fuck knows there won't be any shortage of that when the fucking sun comes up. 

And the sun did come up. The harsh touch slicing through the dirty glass, casting odd shadows across the old hardwood floor. Esther squirmed, groaned something barely understandable and opened her eyes. Everything was a kind of blur at first. All hazy and too bright. And when her sight finally focused, her stomach damn near dropped clean out. 

"Hello, red, imagine my surprise when I came in here and found you."

Oh, fuck me upside down. She knew that voice. She hated that fucking voice. It took a moment to really grasp what was going on. A part of her clung to the childlike notion that it was all a dream and that when she squinted her eyes tight a few times she would open them again and he wouldn't actually be standing there. 

He was there alright, standing in the middle of the store, surrounded by at least six or seven others, and he was just as classy and suave as she remembered. A decadently tailored suit, his dark hair combed and styled in a way that had that greasy, mirror shine. And fuck if he didn't still have that bandage wrapped tight around his hand. 

A little parting souvenir, she called it, payment for opening his mouth and speaking about the kind of shit she'd just as soon not hear about. She leapt to her feet, fingers already reaching for the handle of her knife.

"Easy there, red, I was actually hoping we might have a chance for a civil conversation this time. After all, our last one didn't end so well." 

"Yeah,"—Esther didn't wait, the knife twirled in her hand, the blade glinting in the morning light—"Somehow, I don't think our second one is going to fare any fucking better."

He stepped forward, completely unconcerned. He always was the worst of his damn kind. There was a confidence in the way he stepped forward, the kind that came with ease and seemed to fit him well. Like his tailored suit, everything looked to fit him like a fucking glove. At least at first glance. He took a few more steps forward and paused, that ill-favored smile spread on his handsome face. 

I should have put the fucking knife in his throat instead of his goddamn hand!

"The Mistress wouldn't be happy, us fighting like this. So, you can twirl that little knife around all you want, but you are going to want to hear what I have to say."—he took another step and never moved his eyes from her— "Because the end is coming. And whether you're still breathing when it does is entirely up to you." 

"Fucking figures." Esther grumbled under her breath, trying with all her might to ignore the dark flood of hate and fear sweeping through her veins and filling up her chest. "Alright, Maris, you fucking win this one. The hell do you want with me?" 

There was no way around it now. She was good and fucking screwed.  








  
  

three

Fear Like Honey





One of these days, Sas, you're gonna stay home and nothin' bad, crazy or completely horrible will ever happen to you again. 

Just not today. 

But the annoyance brought about when a pair of demons stumbled into her little shop wasn't the worst experience she ever had. No, that event happened twelve years before. A year-long battle with cancer finally ended on the day her mother died, but it was everything that happened shortly after that turned her carefully packaged life on its head. It was bad enough to know that demons were out there, skulking in the shadows, making whatever deadly mischief they could manage, but to have one burst into your house... well that was another thing altogether. 

When the door frame splintered she nearly jumped right out of her skin. It all happened so fast. One minute the tea kettle was on the stove, screeching that god awful noise when the door flew apart. She was halfway to the stove, cup in hand, when that big brute of a man forced his way inside. 

It wasn't his size that worried her. Though that was concerning enough on its own. It was the soul she glimpsed within. A shadow that writhed, like some twisted living thing. She backed away, fear pounding a wild cadence in her chest, fevered panic wrapped around her like a snake. He glared, hunger gleaming in his eyes, but for what?

"You have it, don't you?" 

His words snarled, spittle flying from his lips. A cruel smile twisted his weathered face. But what could she possibly have that he would want? She couldn't think of what to say. 

"Come on, this'll go quicker if you just give me what I'm after." 

Lord if I knew, I'd hand it over right quick. But that thought stuck in her throat. How could she give what she didn't have? It was madness, plain and simple, and there was no other way around it. 

He advanced swift for a man his size. A barrel-chested fiend with thick arms and legs. He towered over her, leering as she frantically moved towards the back door. It was the only way out, the only way to survive whatever was about to happen. 

But he didn't care. He was stronger than her. Even if she could reach the door in time, how quick could she be? She tried to calm herself, to move away the fog of fear and think clearly. But there was nothing for it. The fear was ice in her veins and her legs moved as if sandbags were wrapped around them. 

"Fine." He sneered. "You won't talk? That don't matter none. I'm good at getting people to talk. I'm afraid you won't like this none." 

A few rattled breaths and his hands found her throat. Everything blurred and the only thought she had was, I'm about to die three hours after my mama went to see the Lord. 

Tears stung her eyes. Thick fingers closed so tight around her throat she was afraid it might snap. Air! She had to breath, but her lungs couldn't find it. They burned and the world slowly faded into black. Just like the shadow of his soul. 

Her fingers reached for him, clawing at his face, digging nails across his skin. She fought with all the ferocious terror she could muster. Punching, pushing, scratching. Every wild, desperate act. She blacked out. That was all she remembered.

The world collapsed into utter darkness. And for one somber moment she knew that she was dead. She had to be. What else could explain that last bitter glimpse? 

A blinding light that pierced the dark that came to take her. 

It must be the light of Heaven. The good Lord himself come to carry me into the arms of my sweet mama. That was the first thought she had when the light came, before she lost what little consciousness remained. 

It'll be lovely to see her again so quick after this wicked world took her from me. 

But she woke up. There was no way to tell how long she was out, of course, maybe an hour, maybe less. She sat up gasping, her greedy lungs filling with every gulp of air she could find. And he was there too. That same terrifying man that came to kill her. 

Only...

No, you silly old woman, you can't linger on the past like that. There were other things to worry over now. That was twelve years ago, and none of that mess told her what to do with the two guests asleep in her shop. The fiery woman named Esther and her stocky friend who stumbled in a bloody mess had upset her whole evening. Dwelling on what happened back then didn't give her one tiny bit of insight on what to do with those two. Mercifully, morning came soon enough, and the harsh light streamed through the window in her little office. It was the perfect spot, too, tucked away in the back behind the counter. Just the place she needed if she didn't fancy the drive across town. It was big enough to accommodate a little bed and still fit a desk and a shelf or two as well. 

She was up before the sun, though. Sasparilla always was the early rising type. Just like her mother. Usually, she enjoyed the thought of what a new day might bring. Except for this one. This one was guaranteed to be the kind she'd just as soon forget. 

Mama always said, "Honey, somedays the good Lord tries to send you a message. Stay in bed, child, and everything will sort itself out soon enough" and I have a hunch this is gonna be one of those days. Of course. It already was. The injured one, snoring like a freight train behind the counter, was proof enough of that. And his foul-mouthed red haired friend didn't help. 

Sasparilla was up before either of them. And that was just fine by her. She needed a few moments to herself. A few moments to try and process everything that happened the night before. She fussed a good twenty minutes over her thick, dark hair and threw on some clothes. Her attire was as outlandish and colorful as always, with half a dozen silver necklaces, charms and pendants dangling from her neck. It was a wonder they didn't wind up tangled in a mess, but somehow they never did. 

Demons. It's a hell of a world out there. And you just keep finding new ways to get yourself tangled up in every mess a woman can dream up. She heaved a huge sigh and finished dressing before stepping out of the office. Her mind a jumble of so many different thoughts. More than she could count. And way more than she knew what to do with. 

And damnit if that snoring wasn't getting on her nerves too. Sasparilla was about ready to go pinch his nose shut, but he sputtered a wet cough, grumbled something that sounded foul and clamored noisily off the cot. 

"I'm goin' out to get a smoke, if ginger in there ever wakes up tell her I won't be long."

He didn't even wait for her to answer, he just shuffled out to the door, making as much noise as possible along the way, and was gone before she found a smart remark to offer. 

"Someone could stand to teach you some manners, that's for sure." She fired back, long after he was gone. It didn't do any good, but she smiled all the same, and that was enough for now. I'll give him a piece of my mind when he gets back. Mark my words. 

Of course. That's when it all took a turn. 

"How are you doing, love?"

That was the first thing she noticed. That voice. So suave. So confident. Sure, the little bell above the door chimed when it opened, but she was too caught up in her own mess of thoughts to really hear it. The voice was the only noise that pulled her out of her reverie. 

Sasparilla glanced up and saw him standing there, all handsome and smartly dressed. She knew him, of course, he had been by her store many times before in the past few months. Always eager to pry it off her hands. And always willing to offer up a lot of money to help change her mind. 

"Haven't we done this little dance long enough, son?" 

He smiled. As suave as the smooth inflection of his voice. "Maybe. But I've grown rather fond of our conversations, haven't you?" 

He was clever. She knew that right off the bat. She also knew something else about him too. Though she was keen to keep that little part to herself. The heck does a demon want with my little shop anyway? "Well, if you like leaving disappointed every time we meet, that's fine by me. But sooner or later we're gonna run out of things to say to each other." 

"Well,"—he smiled brightly and slid a scrap of paper across the countertop between them—"You haven't seen my latest offer yet. I think this might change things a little." 

Don't roll your eyes, Sas, Mama taught you better than that. Instead, she flipped the paper over, and her eyes didn't roll, but they sure as heck were about as big around as saucers just as soon as she saw what was written on it. "Holy Moses! You have... is this real?"

"Boss." A gruff voice told her that her annoyingly persistent suitor wasn't alone and that just wormed a whole lot of unease beneath the skin. "You won't believe who I just found."

Oh, good Lord above. I shoulda stayed in bed. 

He lost interest in whatever deal they might have had. He moved towards the little corner of the shop, the one with the armchairs and the little round table. The one where that sharp tongued redhead was fast asleep. Sasparilla wanted to run, to follow, to scream, and probably half a dozen other things at once, but she stayed behind the counter and couldn't seem to move. 

If Esther was asleep before, she sure as heck wasn't anymore. The sound of her voice, and those awfully foul words, were unmistakable, and finally Sasparilla worked up the courage to see what madness was unfolding now. 

"And if even if I did fucking have it, why would I give it to you?" Esther was a brash sort of woman, there was no mistaking that. She stood her ground, knife in hand, and didn't back down even when Maris and his friends drew in closer. 

"Because,"—Maris stopped, gesturing for the others to do the same—"One day she will walk this Earth again. And I will be the one she turns to. The one she trusts. The only one who was prepared." 

"You know, I've heard a lot of shit in my time. But that takes the motherfucking cake." Esther didn't back down, and Sasparilla quicky surmised that she probably didn't know how, "You actually think she'll give a flying fuck what you have to offer? That she'll seat you at her side, treat you like a fucking equal?"

"Everyone she marked is getting ready. We all played our parts. I'm just trying to make sure that I'm right where I need to be." 

"I always thought you were fucking clever. But I never knew you were a goddamn fool." 

If there was one thing Sasparilla could sense about Esther now, it was the danger lurking just below the surface. This woman could kill. There were no two ways about it. And by God, that woman was ready to draw blood. 

Maris didn't blink. He didn't smile. Heck, he didn't even speak. He just snapped his fingers. And when he did, the door opened and three more people entered, dragging someone in along with them. 

Poor fool didn't even manage to get a cigarette, Sasparilla mused, shaking her head as he sported a few fresh bruises on his face and one nasty looking cut across the forehead. Even the bandage wrapped around his torso was showing signs of fresh blood, from what little she could see. 

Esther was wound so tight it was a miracle she was able to stand still. Sasparilla felt everything in that moment. Everything that she was feeling. All the tension, the anger, the need to make someone scream. It coursed through her mind like a gale, and it was all she could do to focus on a single thought. 

"Here's the deal, red." Maris inched forward, confident as ever, "You go fetch what I want and bring it back to me. I'll give you till midnight, just because I'm the generous sort. Fail to do so and I'll make sure that your friend here has the worst night of his miserable existence."

Sasparilla didn't need to hear Esther speak to know what she was thinking. Somehow, she knew as easy as you please. Esther wanted to gut them all, but she couldn't. There were just too many of them and her friend wouldn't make it out of this alive if she dared to be so bold. All she could do was grit her teeth and nod. 

"Fine." Esther snarled. "But anything happens to him, and you won't like me. Not one fucking bit." 

"Bring me what I want and you have my word." 

His smile made her skin crawl. It always did, but this time it wormed through her in a way that Sasparilla hadn't felt before. It was new and wrong, and she never wanted to feel that way again. She wanted to say something, but she couldn't find her voice, and by the time she finally did, he and the others turned to leave. 

The door slammed shut and echoed in the silence. Leaving nothing but a cloud of dread and the lingering sense that this day was about to be the worst one she ever had. 

"Well, Sas,"—Esther twirled the knife and sheathed the blade with a single flick of her wrist—"I suppose I could say that I'm sorry for dragging you into this shit. But I don't think that really matters right now." 

There were so many things to say, so many questions to ask. But where to start, and what to do? All Sasparilla could manage was to shrug her shoulders and shake her head. "Your friend is in a lot of trouble, I take it, and I don't know what to do about that. I'm afraid that sortin' out demon trouble isn't exactly in my wheelhouse." 

Esther seemed resigned to her fate, whatever that was, and retreated to the nearest armchair. She slouched into the cushion and studied the floor, a troubled expression furrowed on her brow. Her fiery red hair tumbling like curtains that framed either side of her face. 

"So,"—Sasparilla joined her, taking the opposing chair—"How bad is it?"

"A long time ago I was entrusted with something. Don't really know what the significance of it was and I sure as hell wasn't about to ask. But as bad as Maris is, and believe me he's pretty fucking bad, the one who entrusted it to me"—Esther didn't bother hiding her fear behind some clever mask or coy smirk—"she scares me a hell of a lot more." 

"Who is she?"

Esther tried her best to hide a shudder, a hint of a tremble revealed in a split second before she managed to mask it. "Someone about as bad as Lucifer, if you can believe that. And now I have to go dig up what she gave me and hand it over to him. It's a real goddamn mess, Sas." 

There wasn't much in this twisted, messed up world that Sasparilla understood, especially now. But there were a few other thoughts at work, and she felt a bold new sense taking hold. It made her smile, despite every other inclination she had, and for the first time in a long time she felt well and truly reckless.

"Maybe not." 

Esther jerked her head, curious green eyes meeting her own, "The fuck you playing at?"

Sasparilla didn't care for the language, not one little bit, but Esther's reaction made her chuckle all the same. "We just gotta outsmart him, don't we? So, maybe we just take a moment to think this through first and figure out a plan to get your friend back without handing over whatever he wants." 

Esther actually smiled this time, a crooked little grin that had every appearance of being the kind she wore with ease. "You might want to be careful there, Sas."

"Yeah, and why's that?" 

"Cause,"— the beginning of that coy grin really was a sight to see and Esther leaned forward as it flashed across her face—"If you aren't, you might end up being pretty good in this world of mine." 

That really did it. Sasparilla might have thought a lot of things about today, heck even the last few days if she were being honest, but she never dared to think that she might actually fit in with this whole screwed up world Esther lived in. That wild redhead seemed to manage it just fine, even if she looked like the sort to live on the razor's edge every minute of every day. But there it was, spoken as plain as day, and that nagging little idea was really taking root. 

Lord, grant me serenity, for I may have just bitten off way more than I can chew.   








  
  

four

An Edge of Shadow





"It's all going to end, sooner or later." 

Long ago, in another life, when her name wasn't Esther, those were the words she whispered to herself when the world out there was just too dark. It was what got her through the bad days and the truly shit days too. Truth was, she never quite believed it, but the truth didn't really matter back then. It was the lie that got her through the worst. 

Until she died, of course. And then the lie was the thing she hated most. 

That madness never really ended. Not as long as those fucking Angels had a say.

Now, she was well and truly on an uncharted path. Everything was different, wild and unpredictable. Well, her life was always wild. That wasn't something she could really change but even this had a different flavor to it. She tried not to think of Lilith, because anytime she did... she worried. Not for herself, she resigned to the idea that her fate was utter shit, and that was just the way it was. It was Lilith she worried for. Lucifer was out there, right now, scheming God knows what, and Lilith was headed straight for him. 

"I keep feeling like we're all headed for a cliff and I'm the one that's blind and can't see." She expressed as much when Sasparilla finally prodded, determined to know what it was that had her troubled. 

Esther wanted to drive, but Sasparilla wouldn't hear it. The annoying woman even insisted on taking her own car. A Ford something or other. She couldn't really say for sure. It wasn't much to look at, truth be told, but Esther realized pretty quickly that grumbling wasn't going to get her very far. 

"So, other than bein' worried sick, you maybe fancy telling me what it is that has you so worried. I mean, other than this mess you got yourself into with Maris, or whatever his name is." 

Esther hesitated. She even shook her head subtly and rolled her eyes too. Whatever she could think of to avoid having to answer. But Sasparilla kept shooting her withering glances and before long she was worried the crazy woman might get distracted by the effort and drive off into a ditch. 

"The girl I mentioned last night, the one you kinda reminded me of. The last I saw her she was getting ready to go off and face the Devil. That was, oh, a couple of days ago, I think. Since then, I've heard some crazy shit."

"What kind of... you know... the bad kind?"

Esther tried not to laugh, but she couldn't help it. "What other kind is there?"

Sasparilla's glance was fire and Esther bit back the smart-ass remark perched on her tongue. This one is going to be a fucking handful. "Rumor I heard was that Michael was dead." 

"Michael. You don't mean like..."

"Yeah,"—Esther shifted uneasily, her eyes drifting to the trees zipping in a green blur past the window to her right—"the Archangel. I've never really been a fan of their kind. But... still couldn't believe it when I heard." 

Sasparilla's gentle voice shook in the air. "I didn't know Angels could die."

Esther's smile was thin, barely noticeable and there wasn't an ounce of mirth behind it. "You better hope they can. For all our sakes." 

There were so many worries and all of them tumbling around the calamitous spaces of her mind. She tried to imagine what was happening back east. But all that did was tie the worry into knots that churned in the pit of her stomach. Some part of her wanted to dwell on it, even if she knew it was a mistake. 

Was Lilith already in Boston now? Surely she had to be. The other demons, the ones who still pledged themselves to Lucifer's cause, were called back. Each and everyone. And if that was true, then the War for Souls was hurtling towards the end. Whether any of them were ready for it or not. There would be no other reason to call every demon to the city unless he had some last grand scheme in play. But what it might be, even Esther couldn't guess. 

Worry was all she had to chew on. A thousand little fears, like jagged shards of glass, cutting through her skin again and again. But beyond all that, lurking in the dark, another shadow waited. Looming like a specter she was too afraid to face. 

"So,"—Sasparilla broke the silence, probably tired of its brooding presence, and fixed her with the briefest stare—"What is this mysterious thing that seems so important?"

"I already told you. I never asked."

"I know what you told me, but I wasn't born yesterday, either. So, be straight. You might not have asked, but you know what it is, even if you don't know what it's for. Right?"

Fuck, woman, one of these days you're gonna get your ass into some real serious shit. "It's a knife. A fucking old one from what I could tell." 

"A knife?" Sasparilla rolled her eyes and didn't seem to care if Esther noticed. "All of this big ol' fuss over some knife?"

"Yeah." Esther just grinned, coy as ever and took a bit of delight in the fact that she knew something Sasparilla didn't. Of course, she knew a lot of shit that crazy woman didn't know, but that was neither here nor there. "But how many knives do you know of came from Hell?"

Sasparilla jerked the wheel so hard the car really did nearly spin off into a ditch. The tires screamed and Esther had to grab the dash to keep herself steady. Esther mumbled a curse under her breath as that exasperated woman tried to right the car back into the lane. 

"Jesus almighty, tell me you're joking about that!" 

Esther wanted nothing more than to force the car off the road and demand that they switch places, but there were only so many fights she was willing to handle. And this wasn't one of them. "Believe me, I wish I was."

"You mean to tell me that you're hiding some kind of... blade from Hell? Like... actual Hell? Fire and brimstone and all that godawful madness?" 

Oh, to be ignorant of the true world hiding out there, unseen by so many. It must be a blissful fucking thing, Esther thought, swallowing back the urge to laugh. 

"I mean, you are a demon, aren't ya? I guess Hell isn't too much of a stretch." 

Now, at last, Sasparilla was beginning to realize the true scope of the world she was stumbling into. Demons seemed an easy enough thing for her to grasp. Apparently she had been dealing with that for quite some time. But Angels, Lucifer, and Hell itself... well that was a matter all its own. Still, it was at least some small comfort to see. In truth, Esther just didn't know how much longer she could stomach all this wide-eyed surprise. 

"Before I was... brought back into the world. I was given the knife and asked to keep it safe. Hidden. And so, I did." 

Sasparilla hesitated, perhaps to let her anxious mind catch up to the truth, and then whispered in a trembling tone. "Who gave it to you?" 

It was the question she knew would come. The one she hated. Of course, I can't fucking run from this forever, can I? "She had a lot of names. The Mistress. The Shadow's Queen. I called her Lady Blight. Hell, I was probably the one who came up with it. Whatever, right? Her name doesn't matter. Not really. She gave me the knife, never told me what was so damn important about it. Just made me promise." 

"But Maris knows."

That just made Esther laugh again, a nice deep one, the kind she so rarely got to experience. "Fuck. Maris doesn't know fucking shit. All he fucking sees is a way to curry favor if she ever returns." 

Sasparilla jabbed a thick little finger into her arm, quite unexpectedly too. "You know, it wouldn't kill ya to watch your mouth sometimes. You can get your point across just fine without all those... colorful bits." 

Esther squirmed away, rubbing her arm after the sharp sting caught her by surprise. "Alright, damn. You know I had a mother once. Didn't much care for it then. Don't need it again, either." 

Sasparilla was a fiery one, Esther had to give her that. This woman wasn't the kind that took guff from anyone. She might be a little on the shorter side, even middle aged, as far as Esther could guess, but she was spitfire in her own right. She rubbed her arm gingerly and fixed her with a hard stare, even if Sasparilla didn't seem to pay it any mind. 

"Not all mothers are fit to be mothers, sadly, but that don't excuse bad manners."

Esther could have argued. Hell, a part of her even wanted to, but she bit her lower lip instead. Refusing to take the bait, as she so often did. "I won't argue with the first part." 

"Shouldn't argue with the second, neither." 

"Fine." Esther grumbled under breath, still holding her arm where Sasparilla jabbed it. 

"Where in the tarnation are we headed anyway? All you said was head out of town, go north, I did that. And we've been driving for hours. So... spill." 

"It's a little town. About three more hours north. Not much to look at, which is why I chose it." 

Sasparilla glanced at her, all stern and motherly like. "And?"

"And,"—Esther shifted in the seat and glared right back—"It's in an abandoned church. Tucked under a floorboard behind the altar." 

Sasparilla almost swerved again as she made a grand gesture with her arm, even reaching to pat Esther mightily across the shoulder. "See? Was that so hard? I swear, you demons are the most stubborn bunch I've ever seen." 

"Just,"—it took all the will Esther could muster not to grab the wheel herself—"Try driving please without killing us? It won't do us any good if we die before we fu- ...before we get there." 

Oh, the smile Sasparilla wore when Esther stopped herself from cursing was about as annoying as it could get. For the first time, in quite a long time, she really did feel like the sixteen-year-old girl she was on the night she died. It fascinated her and infuriated her in equal measure. And honestly, Esther wasn't sure whether she liked it or hated it. Fuck me sideways, maybe a little of both. The hell kind of company am I even keeping these days? 

On they drove, neither really speaking all that much. Save the moment when Sasparilla asked about holy water and whether it actually worked against a demon. That made Esther laugh. Holy water doesn't do shit, she told her. And the one and only time a priest got close enough to her and had the bright idea to try, Esther punched his fucking lights out. Asshole had it comin'. Poor Sasparilla didn't say much after that. The last three hours of the trip crawled at times. It was all so strange to think of the world moving slowly here while everything else was barreling by like a freight train. The town she hid it in was even more dilapidated now than it was when she first arrived, all those years before. Half the town square looked to be abandoned, as most of the old shops sported boarded up windows, with much of the dusty brick walls tagged in brightly colored paint. Scattered newspapers fluttered down the street, caught in some random breeze that tumbled through the quiet little town. 

Remembering her last time here was to recall the fear that marked the first days of her second life. Lucifer was to be her calling. It was as the Mistress commanded. 

"Get close." she said so long ago, her voice as honeyed as could be. "He'll trust you. Believe in you. Eventually, of course. You'll have to earn it, you see. But I've prepared you well for this, my dear. You are the perfect one." 

And how she played her part. Other demons chided her for the work she did, for the fawning little role she took. Lucifer's favorite pet, they liked to say. But none of that mattered to her. They could wag their filthy little tongues. She'd carve them out if needed. After all, Esther was a fucking genius with a knife. It was her talent. One of many. And she used it well. She always used it fucking well. 

But it was here, in this shitty little town where she came soon after she was raised. Her mission would have to wait. For the knife needed to be hidden, just as the Lady requested. It took a little while to find the perfect place. Just any old building wouldn't do. Spend enough time in the presence of her, Our Lady of Lament, and you were bound to learn the value of caution. And Esther learned that lesson fast. 

It was a surprise to realize how easily Esther remembered where the church was. She directed Sasparilla down the proper street, as if that last time were only yesterday. It stood just like she remembered, fashioned out of dark red brick, like some relic from a bygone era. It had a look of old-world charm, despite the age and disrepair. Most of the stain glass windows were smashed out, the broken bits still scattered on the pavement just beside the walls. The tall, heavy wooden door was partially open, but the wood fared better than all the rest. When they parked and approached the church on foot, Esther's heart beat just a little faster. It was strange to be standing here yet again, with the memories still so remarkably fresh. 

"Looks about the same." Esther mused, heaving her shoulder into the heavy wood with a few deep grunts. Pushing a few times until she managed to force it open just enough to slip on through. "Some bits a little worse for wear." 

The old church was in quite a state. Her booted feet stepped across a battered wooden floor littered with dry leaves and scattered bits of trash. Cobwebs hung from the vaulted ceilings in gauzy curtains, some reaching as far as the wooden pews below. It looked nothing like it did the last time she came, but that was the way of things from time to time. Nothing ever really stays the same, even if I do. Being a demon had its perks, on occasion, but she wasn't entirely sure if those perks were worth the trouble anymore. 

Think of the last time you were here. A frightened young girl who could think of nothing but the darkness she was finally freed from. And, of course, there was the inescapable fear of going back. That thought loomed like an ominous cloud, overshadowing everything, no matter how hard she tried to pretend like it wasn't there. 

Here she buried it. Hoping to never lay eyes on it again. She stepped behind the altar and knelt to the dirty floor. The boards were warped with age and water damage, its original color harder to distinguish now. The old tawny brown was black in places and faded in others, but she recognized the groove made with the knife she always carried. 

A sly smile teased the corner of her lips. "I placed this mark in case I ever needed it." 

Sasparilla didn't kneel. She stood off to the side, watching as Esther gripped the end of the board. All it took were a few good, hard tugs and the nails finally bent and gave way as the board came loose with a crack. 

"I never thought I'd come back here, though." Esther hated it, but there was nothing else to be done. If Maris were really after this, it meant nothing good would ever come of it. "Guess there's no other way." 

"So, this knife, is it really..."

But Sasparilla didn't finish her thought. Esther pulled out a plain, dusty wooden box and dropped it with a thud upon the floor. Her eyes lifted and they simply stared at one another, an uncomfortable silence gradually taking hold. It lasted a moment longer before Esther pulled the lid open and revealed what lay inside. The handle looked as if it had been carved from bone, but the color was a dark, flat grey. The blade, though, was another matter altogether. It was as black as pitch and yet, somehow, was even darker than that. Like shadow given shape. The surface was smooth as polished glass, and it reflected the light in peculiar ways depending on how one looked upon it. First silver and green, then purple and blue. Yet, each reflection was fleeting, and the strange dark color was always there. 

"Yes." Esther said, her voice low. "This blade was forged in Hell." 

"But I don't understand."

"You don't need to understand." Esther slammed the lid shut, refusing to look at that accursed thing any longer than she should. "I told you I never asked a damn thing about it. And you shouldn't either. Knowing will only get you deeper in a world of shit and that isn't something you want." 

Sasparilla rolled her eyes and fixed Esther with probably the hardest stare she'd ever seen. "Then why drag me all the way out here if you can't even be bothered to answer one simple..."

"Look." Esther rose to her feet, the box clutched tightly in her hands, "Maris wants this. And that's bad. And if the person he wants it for actually returns, well that's worse."

"So?"

"So." Esther shoved the box into Sasparilla's hands, whether she wanted it or not. "You do whatever you want with it. Just as long as I don't know what it is." 

There was that look. The one that carried confusion, annoyance, and anger in equal measure. Sasparilla held the damn box like it contained a bomb and shook her head fiercely. "What in the world am I supposed to do with this damn thing? You hid it once already, so why not just..." 

I don't have time to explain every damn thing to this woman. "Listen, the less I know about this the better. Okay?"

"What are you so afraid of?"

That question would have sent a torrid flood of foul language flying past her tongue, if she wasn't already worried about getting slapped across the face for the effort. "The woman who gave me this knife," this damn fool is going to be the end of me. "I don't know if I'll ever see her again. And I hope to God that I don't. But if I do and she comes looking for this, then I do not want to know where it is. Is that enough for you?" 

Sasparilla held her tongue and stood there, cradling the box like it might attack her, obviously turning over so many troubled thoughts and questions in her mind. It would have been enough to make Esther laugh, if she wasn't already on the fucking edge. 

"Bury it back where you found it, if that's what you want. Or dig a deep hole in random damn garden somewhere and shove it in there. I don't care what you do, just don't tell me what you do with it, that's all I'm asking." 

"This woman, whoever she is, she sure as heck put the fear of God in you... didn't she?"

Esther chuckled and shook her head. "Girl, you don't know the half of it." 

This wasn't the way she imagined things going down. Yesterday started well enough, even if her nerves were on the razor's edge, but so much was spinning out of control, and it was all she could do just to keep her head. Esther ran a few dozen thoughts through her troubled mind, none of them good, and finally heaved a sigh. 

"You need to figure out what you're going to do with that and head back home."

Sasparilla stared at her incredulously. "And leave you here?"

Esther didn't give her a chance to pepper her with any other questions. She pulled a phone out of the pocket of her leather jacket and smirked. "I'm calling someone I know, but you should make yourself scarce. I've involved you in this shit enough as it is."

Esther turned away before she could mount an argument. Refusing to even acknowledge whatever it was that she was saying right now. Her grumbling melted into the background with all the other cluttered thoughts holding sway, and Esther quickly dialed the number of the one person she could trust. 

Well, she thought, trust is a big fucking stretch. But it's the best bet I've got. 

When a deep, male voice answered, Esther smirked. "Well, Kieran, you old son of a bitch, I have to admit you answered the phone a lot fucking faster than I thought you would." 

"Oh, great, just what my day needed." 

Esther glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Sasparilla grumbling her way out of the church, clearly quite annoyed at the whole situation. It's for the better, you'll see that soon enough. "Shut the fuck up and listen. We've got some real shit going down and I'm going to need your help."

Kieran exhaled noisily; his distaste unmistakable. "What in the world makes you think I care?"

"Because." Esther said, not at all concerned with his annoying reluctance. "It involves sticking it to fucking Maris. I figured if there was any damn demon in the world who'd jump at the chance... it'd be fucking you. Am I wrong?" 

Silence answered first. And that silence was exactly what she wanted to hear. Kieran could run his mouth without even trying, but to render him speechless, even for a moment, was the best sign she could hope for. 

"Fuck, girl. All you had to do was ask."   








  
  

five

The Last Night on Earth





Fate could be a funny thing. 

There was plenty to worry about. A hundred little things could occupy her mind if she let the darker things slip inside. It was nearing sunset by the time she made it back to the city, thanks to the fact that Kieran took his sweet, fucking time. He was the one demon she could trust in this uncertain moment, but the one who annoyed her more than all the rest. 

He dressed himself in the same manner as Maris, as if class alone could be bought with a tailored suit and a silk tie. His dark hair was slicked back, his beady little eyes always quizzical, as if searching for something elusive. Half the time she wanted to smack him across that smug face, the other half involved her trusty knife, but she was always keen to never let him know exactly how she felt. 

"So." Kieran never let a chance to speak slip by untouched. "The hell is Maris after now."

Esther weighed her choices. Mentioning the knife would be the wrong move. She knew enough of Kieran to know that he carried the same mark as she. The Shadow's Mark. The one thing that bound them all together. The truth will get me in deeper fucking shit than I am already. 

"He fancies that I know something about a damn book. Hell if I know what he's talking about, but I think he wants it for... her." 

That was enough. He trembled at the very mention of her, his eyes narrowing almost instantly. Whatever he thought, Esther knew that her little lie was the best play to make. Yeah, she thought ruefully, like I don't know that you'd sell out all of us for the chance to grovel at her feet. 

Kieran scowled. "He's always imagined himself standing at her side. Trusted above the rest of us."

Like you don't want the same. "The last fucking thing I want to see is that. And I knew you'd feel that way too." 

His cold smile was enough. It didn't matter what else he might say, he was interested and that was all she needed. They arrived at the agreed upon location an hour ahead of schedule, just as Esther planned. This was already shaping up to be a big goddamn mess, and she wasn't about to let it get any more out of hand than it was already. The building wasn't dilapidated like the ones she was accustomed to, but then again, Maris never really cared for that sort of thing. He liked the classier things in life and that was true no matter what, even when it came to business like this. 

It was a fine red brick building, with a dark roof and tidy windows. A warehouse perhaps, she couldn't really say, but it certainly didn't lack for care or maintenance. You gotta hand it to the smug little bastard, he wouldn't be caught dead in some of the places I've been. The door was unlocked, just as she knew it would be, and with a sideway glance at Kieran they quietly slipped inside. 

"I gotta ask." Of course, Kieran couldn't keep his mouth shut for long. "You believe the rumors swirling around?"

Esther rolled her eyes and led the way along the dimly lit corridor, looking for the entrance to the main part of the warehouse. "Which rumors would those be?"

"That Michael is dead and the Bright One has gone to Boston."

She knew the rumors too well. Michael's death had been been the topic of whispers since the night before, and today did little to change that fact. But Lilith going to Boston was still the one had her worried most. If it was nearing sunset now, it was already late in the evening there. Was she rushing off to face him now? Had she already? So many thoughts tumbled around inside her troubled head. And none of them put her at ease. 











