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ONE

 

"LIAR!"

Reverend John Black’s satchel flew from his grip as he reeled backward. He stumbled to recover his balance. Each rapid clack of his dress shoes on the concrete moved him closer to the steep beveled steps he had admired upon arrival. Nearly caught up to the force of the shove, John spun to estimate where his broken teeth would end up if he face-planted. 

He kicked a leg out and used a sliding stop he learned while being taught how to skate. His heel left a long black mark on the concrete, matching the contrails in the noonday Las Vegas sky.

“Look.” John straightened his frock and pivoted. “Unlike demons, I’m not going to stay where I’m not wanted. But before I go, I need to verify.” He patted his pockets before producing a Post-It pad with the potential client’s name. “This is where Beverly Schmidt lives, right?”

The doorman’s massive arms—rivaling some of the lesser demons John occasionally played poker with—unfolded to reveal a black cross with a red censor circle on a worn t-shirt. Knuckle pops drew John’s attention to meaty, balled fists. His voice, a low and dangerous whisper. “Get off my property, charlatan.”

“Alright.” John shrugged and mumbled loudly while he retrieved his satchel. “This is why I started charging a call fee.” He nodded to the scowling man and summoned a pleasant smile. “Right. Good luck with the possession.”

The man jabbed his thumb into his faded shirt. “See this?”

John paused to look at the faded logo. “Yeah.”

“Know what it means?”

“I guess.” John’s eyebrows rose and lips parted. He recalled the matching bumper stickers on the new his-and-her Dodge Chargers in the driveway. The infernal engine he had under the hood of his classic ‘78 Charger would waste both of them. His mouth closed for a moment as he edited the snark from his reply for a deadpan delivery. ”You like the band Bad Religion.”

“No.” The guys eyes flicked down to the logo. “Well, yeah, but I also wear it because I don’t believe in God.”

John hmphed and eyed the band’s logo. Four sharp replies raced through his brain, each jockeying for lead position. He pressed his lips tight. “Just to be clear—” John paused before he guessed, “Mister Schmidt?”

Set not to agree with anything, the man gave a slight nod.

“This is about demons, not God.”

A soft burst of pungent sulfuric air rolled from the house. Profane power crawled along John’s skin. As though called to attention, his arm hair stood on end from goose bumps. In he yard, grass waved and saplings swayed.

He faced Schmidt to ask about it.

Schmidt’s eyes widened and he shook his head slightly to say No to whatever John’s question would have been.

“And not believing in demons, when one is in a loved one, is like hoping ignorance of gravity will keep you from falling after walking off a cliff.”

Schmidt’s eyes narrowed.

John moved from cartoon physics to the reality the muscled man tried to pretend not to notice. “Those puffs of air are not as pungent as they used to be, right?”

Schmidt continued to stare.

“But a general unease has been growing with each passing—” John slid his sleeve back as though to check a watch, but studied how straight the hairs were to estimate the length of the possession. “—day. That’s because whatever is in your whoever is getting stronger.” 

John knelt, lowered his satchel, and rummaged through his bag of symbols. Given Mister Schmidt’s dislike of Christianity, he moved his hand past the various crosses and pulled out a stick he had found camping. It did not have any powers but was fairly straight, pointy, and looked very much like a wand. 

He pointed the stick beyond Mister Schmidt.

Cautious, the bodybuilder leaned to the side as to make sure he was not in the line of fire for whatever it was the stick did. A common reaction. No one ever stood their ground.

“Look.” John kept eye contact with Mister Schmidt as he dipped his hand back in the bag, fishing. His fingers slid past the cool iron crosses and coarse pinecones to find the pommel of his House Palustuk dagger next to the canteen of holy water. The rough demonhide on the grip unraveled from the weapon and wrapped around his hand. Like a shoe tied painfully tight, the weapon bonded. “You said you don’t believe in God, so I’m going to square with you.”

Mister Schmidt took a small step back. “Okay...”

John shrugged. “Neither do I. However—” He pulled the dagger from the satchel. As though highlighted, the sulfur in the air glittered gold before being sucked into the knife. “People tend to be more trusting of a person with a large silver knife against a loved one’s throat when they believe that person is of the cloth.”

Schmidt’s jaw slowly parted as his gaze wandered the curves and points of the ornate and deadly design.

“Now, if I leave, another person will eventually come.” To grant a better view, John rotated the weapon to show the length. “This person—who will be very religious—will help you for free. Their main goal will be getting rid of the demon.”

John slid the satchel’s long strap over his shoulder and stood. “But when they are done, if your loved one survives, they will be horribly scarred.”

Schmidt closed his mouth and gulped.

“Demon slaying is a real nasty business.” John heaved a relaxing sigh. He had never been completely honest with a client and found it refreshing. Perhaps he’d finally be able to skip the post-job guilt. “I am not a slayer.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” John shook his head. “Hell, I’m not even a Reverend.”

Mister Schmidt’s stare broke from the dagger and became distrustful again. “Then why—”

“I tried billing myself as a demon slayer once.” John tucked the stick into the open satchel. “But look at me.”

Schmidt’s eyes scanned John’s narrow frame.

“People expect a demon slayer to be over six feet tall, rugged, and mountainous.” John motioned from his brow downward. “I’m skinny, can’t grow a beard to save my life, and the only way I get close to six feet is on my tiptoes.”

“Then why not call yourself an exorcist?”

“Because people expect them to be wizened elders with an air of understanding that’ll be able to make the most defiant bend a knee with only a glance.” John motioned to his head. “Having just turned thirty, it’d be impossible for me to pull any of that off...” He gave a smile.

Schmidt smiled back.

“Plus, I kind of got a friendly face.”

Schmidt nodded. “If you’re not a reverend, a demon slayer or an exorcist, then what are you?”

“I’m a demon inconveniencer.”

“A what?”

John looked around the neighborhood. Like smaller housing communities in the suburbs of Las Vegas’ urban sprawl, these manses were structured off the same four or five floor plans. Also, like the suburbs, shutters parted for neighbors to peer at the priest with a large silver dagger. “Can we take this inside?”

Schmidt hesitated, then nodded and backed into his house.

Mentally preparing for the heat always present from nether creatures breaching the material plane, John took a moment. In that moment, he crossed himself and gave an apologetic look to Mister Schmidt. “Only for appearances.”

“Shit, it’ll be the focus of the next homeowners association meeting.” Schmidt gave a sly smile. “Do it again.”

John chuckled.

Quickly approaching pats, like a cerebus pup, came from the driveway behind him.

He spun to brandish the blade.

A svelte body, like one of Lou’s cocktail servers, stood in a pink running outfit. The gun she aimed at him held his attention. 

Ready to take control of his body to potentially deflect the bullet, the demonhide tightened further.

John’s hand became white and red where the blackened leather did not wrap. He kept control and refused to grimace.

Her teeth, in the muzzle’s background, moved. “Do it and die, creep.”

“Honey,” Mister Schmidt cooed, “this is Reverend Black.”

She glanced over John’s shoulder and trained her pistol at the ground.

He lowered the blade.

The hide wrap loosened to allow blood flow.

John gave a sheepish grin. “Just responding to your call.” He kept his eyes from wandering below her glistening, ripped shoulders. With a respectful slight bow, he apologized, “Sorry about that, Beverly.”

“Laura,” the woman corrected. She slipped her gun into a secret pocket behind her fanny pack.

John kept his eyes from straying as she moved past, trailing a faint flowery scent.

She took Mister Schmidt’s extended hand and stood inside the entry. “Beverly is our daughter.”

John felt his brow tighten as his gaze dropped to the concrete. Had anyone ever called in their own possession before?

Over the course of the last nine years, Lou, his boss, had regaled John with some of the more wild tales from the inconveniencers before him. Tales of Katzkyk, an imp who regularly breeched the mortal realm, were his favorite. The wily little guy had done some amazing things to hide his presence and extend his stay, but none of Katzkyk’s crazy tactics involved telling on himself.

“Reverend.” Laura pulled her husband further into the darkened house. “Please, do come in.”

The tightness between his shoulder blades pulled on John’s muscles. He hated jobs like this. Lou had told him cautionary tales of demons laying traps for real demon slayers, exorcists, and reverends.

With his dagger slightly extended, John drew a breath, crossed himself again, and entered.




 

 

 

TWO

 

HIS ARM HAIRS  fully relaxed. John checked his watch. It took four minutes; the demon would only need four more days to complete its domination of the host’s will. Their house did not reek of sulfur anymore. He nodded. After the first couple of days, the hourly pulses caused by the breech contained less brimstone as the rift leaked air from the mortal realm into the beyond.

John always imagined demons crowded around the rift on their side, sniffing the fresh air like depraved junkies. “Your wife’s right, Mike,” John corrected Mister Schmidt who, in trying to make the name sound feminine, added emphasis to the vowels. “The name’s pronounced Mitzolkzka. It’s a male demon.”

Mike’s face paled. He dropped his water bottle.

Laura caught it. “Demons have gender?”

The smell of her apple crisp recovery bar began to sink in. John regretted not accepting her earlier offer to have one. “Yes. Three actually. Male, female, and one-” He paused to rock his hand and spoke through a grimace, “That’s sort of both.”

Mike plopped on a loveseat. 

Only able to steal a glance when Mike took the mini-sofa from their horrible zebra-striped den, John admired the room full of large beanbags. He wanted one, but could never justify the cost.

Laura sipped from the bottle, then asked, “What about angels?”

“Don’t know,” John shrugged. He eyed the tight spiral marble staircase and the silver-railed walkways it sprouted, leading to the second and third floor. Their entryway mirrored the kind of Greek decor found in the Forum Shops at Caesar’s Palace.

Mike still looked out of it.

“Never seen one.” Given how well she’d taken everything, and how she aimed her gun at him, she was a cop or similar. He decided to risk the truth with her, too. “Frankly, I’m not sure they even exist.”

Her eyes widened and her mouth worked, but no questions came.

John bit his lip. Laura’s reaction told him what he had missed. Mike was a skeptic; she believed. 

To keep from making eye contact, he looked at the black and white striped walls. He tried to make it sound as though he were completing his thought. “On the material realm.”

Laura’s eyes lowered, searching for a way to ask what all believers eventually asked him.

OEBPS/RevBlack140209.t.jpg
EWELER'S
AUGHTER

CHRISTOPHER WATSON






OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
FANTAS YRSEN@IG3I
©P o

TON
\C I< & 2

REVIOUSLY UNRELEA4





OEBPS/4Pack02140209.t.jpg
FICTION
-PACK #2

CHRISTOPHER WATSON

rrrrrrrrrrrrr





