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​A Demon’s Shadow
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San Francisco 1920

How the hell did she get into this mess?

A bolt of lightning illuminated the San Francisco skyline, and the rumble of thunder echoed through St. Luke’s Cathedral. Raven winced at the chilling sight of the demon-Girl standing over the minister prostrate on the stone floor. She knew his torment, for the Girl often punished her thus. The demon forced him to relive every terrible memory from his days in the Great War, and filled him with despair. Raven had prepared to do whatever she must to get the details from Tobias, but did not expect to stand by and watch an innocent man tormented. 

From the stone-cold face of her lover, Damien, it did not bother him. So it shouldn’t trouble her, not after her training. But it did. She clenched her fists. Tension crackled in the air. Pastor Tobias kept his teeth gritted. The Girl loomed over him, her yellow eyes gleaming with pleasure, and her cruel voice reverberated through their minds. 

Where is the sword? Tell me and this shall end!

Relentless rain pounded the huge arched stained glass windows, creating eerie shadows that danced across the vivid depictions of saints. Tobias dug his nails into the cracks in the white floor and refused to reply. When the Girl eased her barrage of images to let him catch his breath, he met Raven’s tortured gaze in the dim light. Compassion filled his gentle brown eyes, and he said, “You are meant for more than this life. Do whatever you can to escape it.”

It devastated her to the depths of her being. 

Raven’s breath caught in her throat and her heart churned. His words echoed in her ears. She stood on one side of him, and felt an urge to leap forward to help him, checked by Damien’s suspicious glare. If she wanted to survive, she dared show no mercy to Tobias, but it broke her out into a cold sweat. Bile rose into her throat, and she swallowed it.

The Girl said, I will not ask again. Tell me where it is!

The sanctuary reverberated with the sound of a thunderclap and the rattle of glass. Raven flinched and pulled her fur-lined long coat closer about her shoulders. A deep anger built inside her. Moloch sent her to talk to Tobias and learn important facts about the sword; he said nothing about this! Tobias did not deserve to revisit the horrors of the War. She had earned his trust, but the Girl got impatient and took over her interrogation. Raven had to stand aside and let it happen. Though the demon wore a child’s face, Raven dared not defy her. If she flew into a temper, she tore civilizations asunder. 

The Girl renewed her torment on Tobias, causing him to moan at the memories of his fallen friends in Germany. His eyes widened for a moment; he clutched his chest, twitched, fell forward, and lay still. Raven froze. Her heart pounding in her ears, she leaned in to touch his shoulder and turn his face upward. It wore an expression of dismay. 

Raven glared at the Girl. “He’s dead. Beyond us.”

The Girl’s face twisted into a snarl. Golden locks flying behind her, the shriek she unleashed blasted through the sanctuary and shattered its windows. The glass fell inward. Raven threw her hands over her head for protection, but got a dozen cuts as the shards bounced off her in all directions. A terrible silence fell in its wake, disrupted by the sound of traffic in the city beyond the cathedral. 

“Time to go.” Damien dragged Raven to her feet. 

They rushed past the Girl, who put a finger to her chin and gave her head an artistic tilt. One moment. I want to leave a gift for one of my old enemies.

Numbed with shock at what she had seen, Raven left St. Luke’s and ran up the street. A flash of blue caught in the folds of her dress drew her eye. She flicked a glass shard into an alley where it glinted on wet pavement. Her pace slowed when she entered a crowd near the bank. She suspected Damien would twist the minister’s wrist a little, but not kill him.

Raven clenched her jaw, adjusted her cloche hat, and pressed close to Damien. A streetcar clanged its way toward them. Stuck between a bowler hat man and a married couple on the corner, Raven searched her purse for a cigarette and found only one. She lit it and puffed to calm her nerves. She’d never seen a man die. It bothered her more than she wanted.

Another flash of light cut through the dark clouds over the city, while the towering buildings offered little shelter from the drizzle. People darted in and out of business, and streetcars rang their bells as they traveled up the center tracks. She shivered.

A chill trickled from the top of her hat to the tips of her stylish shoes. Raven stiffened and choked on the smoke as the Girl appeared, unseen by everyone else. Tobias’ associates will retaliate. Find his exorcist. 

The demon vanished in the mass of people that surged forward to board the streetcar. Too shaken to finish her cigarette, Raven ground it out under her heel. Damien grabbed her arm and shoved her inside. Raven slid into an empty seat, unsure what to do. Once you signed on with this crew, you did not turn back. Damien sat next to her, almost too large for the space. Familiar streets raced past. Her thoughts returned to Tobias. After doing nothing to save him, she didn’t deserve mercy from him, yet, he offered it to her and told her to escape.

Shame threatened to gnaw her up inside, but she suppressed it. Going soft could get her killed! A siren rang out in the gloom, dull against the smoky din of the tram, and she watched it pass in the haze.

* * *
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A DEMON HAS SLAIN PASTOR Tobias. Go to St. Luke’s.

The message given to him by his tearful landlady, Mrs. Driskoll, shook Byron Hayes to the core. Few people mattered to him more than his mentor. His grip on the Model T’s steering wheel whitened his knuckles, the pain a sharp relief from his torment. 

Heavy rain made it difficult to navigate the busy streets, his drive slowed by traffic and those on foot hurrying home after work. As he turned the corner, Byron saw a crowd outside St. Luke’s despite the deluge. A cop recognized him and let him through the police barrier. Byron killed the engine. A wave of sadness washed over him to see the tall, empty arches that had once held colorful windows.

Aware of hundreds of eyes on him, he stepped out, heading for the door. No glass crunched under his tan oxfords. Once he reached the steps, Byron understood why Archbishop Rossi summoned him to deal with this. Evil left a bitter flavor in the air, different from the salty breeze coming off the bay or the smog from the industrial side of town.

His best friend, Jimmy Garrett, awaited him at the door. When Byron had served San Francisco as a social worker, Jimmy went with him to make sure he didn’t get his clock cleaned. He recognized the cop’s ashen countenance as a sign of what horrors awaited him inside. It took a lot to shake Jimmy. 

Byron paused beside him on the step and tilted his fedora back on his brow. “It’s all right. We will find whoever or whatever did this to Tobias.”

A honk disrupted the crowd as angry drivers tried to get up Clay Street. A heavy rain made everything shine under the wrought-iron streetlights. 

Jimmy rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “Tobias didn’t deserve whatever happened to him, Byron.”

Dear God, what would he find inside? Gathering his courage, Byron squeezed his friend’s muscular arm and touched the handle. He hesitated, sensing a demonic essence in the sanctuary through the solid wood. A heavy stench hung in the air and churned his stomach. Tired hinges creaked at his touch and he entered. Shattered fragments of glass sparkled under the electric bulbs, and a rainbow of colors crunched under his cautious footfalls.

Tall, elegant Archbishop Rossi stood halfway up the aisle, blocking his view of Tobias. His presence tightened Byron’s chest. The man reminded him of a hawk. They never agreed on anything, even in favorable circumstances, and he doubted this would change. Rossi disapproved of all his methods.

Byron unbuttoned his trench coat and left his hat on a pew. Although he dreaded it, he went forward to see Tobias’s body. At the sight of his mentor with the life drained out of him, Byron wavered and restrained himself from giving in to a cry of despair. A wave of emotion so strong it robbed him of his breath crashed over him. Hidden under his sleeve, Byron’s hand clenched into a fist. It took several hard swallows to recover his composure. 

He asked, “When did this happen?”

As head of the dioceses, Rossi dressed in black, which made his gaunt face appear ghostly in the gloom. A few gray strands frosted the thick black hair around his temples. Although his parents were from Sicily, he spoke without an accent. Rossi had eliminated it from his speech, similar to how he ground down his subordinates. 

He answered, “I found him a few minutes ago, after he did not attend a meeting.” To his credit, his voice quivered. He and Tobias had gotten along.

But then, Tobias had the patience of a saint.

Byron struggled to keep his attention on the facts, not succumb to grief. He buried his emotions deep down and kneeled beside his friend. Left in a pose that brought to mind a crucifixion, Tobias had no visible marks except for black-tipped fingernails, a sign of spiritual torture. Byron searched his neck, chest, and hands for evidence of a struggle, but saw nothing. He rose to his feet and brushed glass off his knees, careful not to cut himself on the shards. 

Frigid November air cast a chill over the room. Rain fell in the empty windows and pooled on the floor. The double doors behind them opened and closed. His broad shoulders set with determination, Jimmy came up to him. A large, tall man, he cast a long shadow. “I questioned the crowd, but no one saw anything,” he said.

“What about his schedule?” Byron asked.

Rossi shifted his weight, and a flicker of regret passed over his face. “I did not find it in his office. When last we spoke, Tobias said a young woman asked for help. He feared for her safety. He wanted to give me a full account, but never got a chance.”

Jimmy turned away from his mentor, unable to face it. Shaken, he stuck a Black Cat cigarette in his mouth and groped in his pockets for matches until Rossi glared at him, then removed it. He took out a notebook and licked a pencil stub before placing it on the page. “What’s her name?”

“I don’t know. That’s all he told me about her. God help her if she had anything to do with this.” Rossi crossed his arms over his chest, a sign of his anger. Half hidden in the fold of his robes, a silver cross gleamed around his neck. “I don’t want the police to handle this, Sergeant Garret. It would land on the front page. That’s why I called you, Byron.”

They understood why. It would cause a scandal.

Jimmy closed his notebook and returned it to the breast pocket of his pinstriped suit. “Tobias got me out of a few scrapes. Will you let me help, Byron?”

They looked at Byron, who nodded. He could use Jimmy’s street smarts. He left Jimmy to interrogate Rossi, his attention drawn to the floor. Byron saw only blue shards covered the aisle and climbed onto a pew for a better look. Tobias lay in the center of a mosaic, the colors divided into sections that created a colorful sundial. He recognized it as a trademark, a message from a demon known as the Girl. 

His heart pounded in his ears as he got down. She triggered a flood of unpleasant memories. If she returned, her brother would be with her. Byron did not know they were demons when he met them, but within a year, they destroyed his life. He broke into a sweat and wiped his hand on his slacks. 

“It’s her,” he said in a terrible voice. “She’s back.”

Rossi felt the cross at his breast. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. She wanted me to identify her.”

She almost killed them in their last encounter. A shaken Jimmy fumbled for a cigarette and stuck it in his mouth, but left it unlit. “What do we do?”

“Banish her. Where is Athalie? Our exorcist cast out the Girl once, she could do it again.” 

The glance his companions exchanged made him suspicious. Her name hung in the air between them, full of meaning. Rossi’s guilty eyes darted away. The dim light turned them black rather than brown. “I expected Athalie to meet us tonight, but she never arrived. I phoned her, but no one answered.” 

The floor dropped out from under Byron. If any harm came to her, he would never forgive himself. A rush of adrenaline followed his initial terror. He told Jimmy to photograph everything and ran out of the church. As he turned over his cold engine, he prayed to find her alive.

* * *
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RAVEN LEFT THE STREETCAR two blocks from Athalie’s apartment. Since Pastor Tobias gave them nothing, they would snatch Athalie and question her instead. 

Now she knew their real intentions, she hated it. 

A head taller than his petite companion, Damien loomed over her in the gloom. In case Athalie saw them coming, he sent her through the front while he climbed up a fire escape. Raven caught sight of her reflection in a window and saw the dark circles under her green eyes. She had to make it work, find a way to warn the girl if she could. A story ready to get her inside, Raven knocked on the exorcist’s blue door. No one answered until Damien let her in, his hair mussed from the wind whipping the building.

“She’s not here. We just missed her,” he growled.

A woman of fine taste, Athalie decorated in an art déco style. A few touches of gold and blue livened up the minimalist white flat. Raven touched a cup of tea on the mahogany dining table. Still warm. A gap showed books were missing from the shelves. They looked around and left. On her way out of the flat, Raven picked up a pair of green satin gloves and stuffed them in her purse. It never hurt to have something to sell. She followed Damien downstairs and into the street, where the world dissolved into night around them. Raven froze, aware their master had come to them.

Two failures in one day. You disappoint me, children.

She turned her head to meet the golden slits of his eyes, the rest of him disappearing into darkness. A sharp jolt of pain accompanied his complaint. It licked like fire through her veins. She clenched her jaw against it. In similar distress, Damien pleaded, “There’s still three people to interrogate, milord.” 

Moloch raised a human hand and twisted it left. Damien’s head slammed into an invisible wall and blood sprouted from his dark hairline. He fell silent. Raven stared at the ground while the demon circled her and gripped her arm hard enough to bruise it.

Despite your failure with Tobias, I will let you try again with Byron. Get him to confide in and trust you. Be careful. He has a suspicious mind. It will not be easy for you to fool him. Are you up to the task or should I send another?

Raven tucked a short strand of dark hair behind her ear. She had no choice but to succeed. “I am.”

After an excessive squeeze, Moloch released her and hissed at Damien, I leave the cop and cabbie to you. Make them talk.

Damien dabbed at his blood. “Yes, milord.”

Report to me in a few days.

As his essence left them, the real world crashed into them, so deafening it made her unable to react to an oncoming car. Damien yanked her onto the sidewalk and gave the driver an obscene gesture. The man retaliated with a honk. She fumbled inside her purse for a cigarette and found an empty pack. In disgust, she flung it in the gutter. She never had the damn things when she needed them. 

Damien turned up his collar against the cold and set off for the hotel. “He will punish us if we fail.”

Raven knew what the demon-lord did to anyone who failed him more than once. It did not appeal to her. She swallowed her doubts in favor of boldness. “I’ll handle Byron. I just need the right sob story.”

They boarded a streetcar before the sky unleashed a torrential downpour, blurring the lights along the lanes. Forced to stand, Raven hung onto a strap. At their stop, they made a mad dash for the hotel, her hand clamped on her hat so she did not lose it. The gutter splashed water across her legs and soaked her hose. It better not ruin her shoes!

A manager greeted them behind a lobby desk. A ring on her finger, bought for ten cents, convinced him they were newlyweds. He welcomed them and handed over a key. His hand on her spine, Damien guided her into the lift. As it cranked upward, he glanced at her reflection in the mirrored wall. “This mark should be easy for you, kid. Byron has brown eyes. Your favorite.”

Raven opened her mouth to sass him, but with a swiftness that scared her, Damien grabbed her by her collar and shook his fist in her face. “Don’t go soft. I saw your sympathy for the minister as he died. I put too much effort into you to lose you.”

She forced a laugh. “Don’t be a sap. I’m all in.”

He shoved her away hard enough her head struck the glass. Luckily, it did not crack. Their elevator dinged on the second floor. Raven trod the carpet to their door, aware she could not afford to fail.
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​Memories of the Past
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Byron rarely spoke of what had happened fourteen years ago. It pained him too much to discuss it, but as he rushed through wet streets to Athalie’s flat, he remembered the day he meet the twins.

As the poorest area in San Francisco, the slums brought out the worst of humankind. Tobias saw the twins first, when they showed up in his food line. After he heard they were orphans, he reported them to the police. He worried someone might use them as prostitutes, a common crime in the district. Jimmy called the social worker assigned to the spot (him) and they drove out to question them.

They found the apartment building, and inquired after the twins from a Negro woman carrying a baby through the lobby, who directed them to the second floor. She said, “There is something wrong with those kids. They’re wrong in the head.”

When Byron knocked and identified himself as a friend to Pastor Tobias, the Boy let him into a tiny, threadbare apartment the size of a broom closet. A Girl sat on the floor, lining up pebbles in front of her, sorted from dark to light. Even though Byron knew nothing about demons at the time, being in their presence gave him a shudder of apprehension he could not explain. Their intense blue eyes were less than innocent, despite their angelic faces. He saw no sign of an adult, but they insisted their uncle was at work and would reappear at dusk to care for them. Since he had no proof otherwise, Byron left them there and intended to return for them.

He never got the chance, because two days later, the earthquake devastated the district and set fire to everything around it. It collapsed their building, but left them alive. Alas.

To his relief, Athalie’s building loomed ahead, just visible through his rain-drenched windshield. A swift glance at her third-floor bay window showed no lights inside, which gave him no confidence, but to his relief, he sensed no evil energy as he parked and ran into the lobby. He sensed Athalie had fled before he reached her front door. She never left it unlocked, but he found it ajar, and her presence did not linger. In the same way demonic entities could not hide from him, Athalie made herself known. His blood trembled around her unique gifts. Byron nudged open her door and stepped into her flat. He flipped a switch and light flooded the quiet space. Familiar with her habits, he found evidence she had grabbed a few things (her books and perfume) and fled rather than been taken. He experienced a rush of gratitude for that. No one told Athalie what to do. She did as she pleased and had enough street-smarts to take care of herself. 

Byron found no note until he rounded the corner into the kitchen. Instinct drove him to the blank wall beside a window. He spent a lot of time at her apartment. They left each other messages written in lemon juice on the white paint. It needed a brighter beam than an electric bulb to see it, so he flipped it off and used his flashlight. Sure enough, he found a note, but not one anyone else would understand.

Gone to meet the lion and hide among the pride.

Relief crashed through him. Athalie had friends in Chinatown who could protect her. He switched off his black flashlight and stood there in the darkness to gather his thoughts. A light sound of footfalls in the apartment above walked across the ceiling, and a neighbor turned on a record player. Music wafted through the walls and across the busy street.

The first time Byron met Athalie, she picked her way through the rubble after the earthquake. The second time, she pulled him off a bridge, about to leap to his death. Their connection still held strong.

The street lamps cast a dim hue through the front room as he crossed the darkened flat. It put all his senses on alert. A tingle in the back of his neck warned Byron a dark presence had arrived. Athalie’s gifts dispelled any demons, but in her absence, one flew through the wall beside him. It bled through a portrait of a dragon, a small bat-winged creature that tormented people’s dreams or hid their keys on busy mornings. Many varieties of demons existed. After years documenting them in his journals, he identified this one on sight.

Byron stood in the semi-gloom near the window and waited. He let it fly to him, slipping through the shadows, until it landed on his sleeve and crawled toward his face. Though too small to cause much trouble, this pest still stirred up fear and discord in a group or left humans unsettled. Red eyes bulged like boiled eggs in a turnip-shaped head, gray skin pulled taut over a rat-like skeleton, and it had ten spindly fingers on each hand. One bite from its sharp teeth would give him a headache for hours.

Too young and stupid to fear him, it crawled up to his neck and bared its fangs. Byron caught hold of it before it had time to react and closed his fist around it. Unable to withstand his touch, it gave a squeak of surprise and dissolved into a puff of ash, which he dusted off his palms. He groped along the top of the front door for a key Athalie stashed there and locked the door to protect her property. Once aware of demons, he had the power to destroy them, but it only worked on small ones. Those such as the Girl or her twin brother required an exorcist.

San Francisco bustled tonight. People filled the streets amid the flash of headlights, relieved the rain let up long enough for them to get home. But the shadows loomed large, even though nothing sinister lurked in them. On his way to the car, Byron stared down the mouth of an alley behind an old Italian restaurant. A flicker lurked there that reminded him of worse times, but it turned out to be a drunk waiting for a kitchen handout. Chastising himself for looking for the twins in every darkened corner, Byron slid behind the wheel of his Model T.

He called the loft of a Victorian house on Steiner Street home. Its blue paint stood out in the line of imposing structures to survive the 1906 earthquake. The warm golden glow shining out the stacked bay windows reassured him as he parked and climbed the stairs up to the enclosed front door.

Byron unlocked it and stepped into the small but fashionable entrance hall. He left his trench coat on a hook, noticing his fedora on the side table. Jimmy must have picked it up in the cathedral and brought it back for him. They both rented rooms from their respected landlady, Mrs. Driskoll. The parlor lay on one side of the hall, the staircase on the other. He touched the decorative walnut knob at its foot for good luck, a superstition left over from childhood, and noticed a parcel from a bookshop on the stairs. Byron picked it up and called out, “Anyone home?”

“Yes,” Jimmy answered from the kitchen.

Byron followed the sound up the corridor. His shoes rang on glossy floorboards, and the rooms he passed were immaculate, a far cry from his cluttered attic, stuffed full of books and papers. He had old books, new books, rare books, books banned and burned in the Inquisition. These were his lifeline to knowledge and wisdom. His arrival let in a whiff of sea air, diminished by the smell of Mrs. Driskoll’s meatloaf. He found Jimmy at the stove, two china teacups on the blue counter while he waited for the coffee to get hot. Jimmy glanced at him and took cream from the icebox. “Mrs. Driskoll is asleep.”

The rattle of the space heater blower made Byron realize how cold the streets had left him. He moved to stand in front of it, tore the wrapper off his package, and read the back of a recent novel by an English writer named Agatha Christie with interest.

Jimmy asked, “Did you find Athalie?”

“No.” Byron slid the thin murder mystery onto the counter and saw the concern that flashed across his friend’s square face. “She’s all right. She left me a message. Athalie is with a friend.”

A long gray cat unwound from his bed beside the heater and came to rub against his legs. Though Byron had brought Dante to the house, he owned them all. A sleek and sophisticated feline, Dante passed through any room unnoticed and from the wisdom in his eyes, Byron suspected he saw spirits.

“Irish coffee or just coffee?” Jimmy asked.

In earlier times, Byron would bury his sorrows in a bottle, but he hadn’t touched a drop since his wife died. Julia made the best mint julep in the city. He sank into a chair and said, “Just coffee.”

Jimmy poured them both a cup and topped off his, then joined him at the table. A troubled silence lurked between them, louder than any discussion. If the Girl returned, it meant danger. The cat finished his treat, licked his paws, and sauntered away. After a long pause, Jimmy asked, “Is Moloch also back?”

Byron flinched. “Maybe.”

Both of them stopped drinking. Each bore a trace of the demon’s mark on their wrists, hidden under their sleeves. It burned just enough tonight to warn them that their nemesis had indeed returned.

* * *
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RAVEN AWOKE IN A LUXURIOUS bed, her clothes strewn all over the floor after a night of rough lovemaking. She hoped it convinced Damien she had no qualms about her mission, since she did not want to wind up dead in a ditch like his last lover.

She stretched, pulled on a robe, and opened the curtains. A gray day awaited her outside, the clouds burdened by the continued threat of storms. Ships lined the coast. The rumble in her stomach put her mind on breakfast. Raven ran her fingers through her short black bob and slipped into their living room. Hot food awaited her under a silver domed plate. She loaded up on eggs and toast and sat by the heater. “Any news this morning?” she asked.

“We made the Chronicle’s front page. Beloved Cleric Found Dead Under Mysterious Circumstances. Shame he died before he told us anything useful. The longer the sword floats around, the greater a risk it will fall into the wrong hands.” Seated at the table, Damien polished the pieces of his Smith & Wesson sidearm, assembled it with an impressive speed, and spun the empty chamber. “Got your story straight yet?”

“Yeah.” Her stomach soured by the mention of Tobias, she pushed aside her toast. In response to her guilt, Raven experienced a sharp pain in her lower back and sucked the air in through her teeth. Even after months of wearing Moloch’s mark, it still surprised her to feel his anger. She flinched and clenched her fist until the wave of nausea passed. Moloch’s reminder not to fail. 

Damien lit a cigarette, leaned back in his chair, placed his feet on the table, and watched her force food into her mouth, a gleam in his eye. She said, “Find me a terrible flat in the worst part of town. From what Tobias said about him, Byron has a soft heart. He won’t let me stay there. That’s my way into his house. There, I will get to him for sure.”

“Climb into his bed if necessary, I won’t mind.” Damien’s remark brought heat to her face, and he slid his gun into his holster. He wore no jacket, and she saw the mark on his wrist, black under the thin white fabric of his shirt. “See you in a few hours.”

He pulled on a coat and smoothed his dark hair. The dampness of last night thickened it into a mass of curls. He filled his cigarette case and dropped it into his pocket. “Byron is no fool. You better give him an explanation that makes sense.”

The hotel door slammed behind him. Relieved to escape his company for a few hours, Raven tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and studied Byron’s face in the photograph provided by a hired P.I. He had thick hair, long lashes, and gentle brown eyes. He reminded her of a time before she fell in with a gangster. A poignant wisdom lurked in his gaze and he had a handsome but sad face. No doubt Tobias’ loss had grieved his heart. She felt a flash of pity for Byron that became anger. As Moloch’s servant, she had no room in her heart for pity. Just a job to do!

What had Tobias started when he spoke to her?

Desperate for a distraction from the silence in the room, Raven dug through her suitcase and picked out a black dress. Though not to her usual taste, she hoped it might make her seem proper. Its crimson lining would remind her of her purpose: get him to lead her to the sword and kill him. Easy. Right?

Stuck in the hotel until Damien returned, Raven paced. She hated waiting, and her irritation grew as the morning wasted away. At last, his key turned in the lock and Damien entered, the stench of cheap perfume and cigarette smoke clinging to his duds. “I got the seediest building in the slums, five blocks from where he met the Girl. That will shake him up a bit. Second floor. Room 13. I’ll take your stuff. The Boy told me the cop left 722 Steiner Street, so Byron is alone. Wait for him in the park. Here’s enough money for a cab.”

Raven snatched it out of his fist and stuffed it and her new room key into her purse. She put on a hat and checked her reflection in the mirror. Her doe eyes served her well. She touched up her lipstick. “And Athalie? Only she knows where—”

“Don’t worry about her. She can’t hide long, and if she does, Byron will find her for us.” Damien slid his hands under her coat, his grip too rough on her waist. “Stick to Byron like glue. He has a thing for the exorcist. If she calls anyone, it’ll be him.”

Glad to leave their hotel room, Raven hurried out to catch a cab. She had teased her hair into a cute style and wore her second-best pumps. They were swank enough to convince a stranger she had class. Rehearsing her story all the way there, she found a bench in Alamo Square to sit on and wait. She had to earn his trust without letting him get to her.
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​The Raven
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Byron spotted her the instant he entered the park, and suspected her to be the woman involved with Tobias before his death. Dressed all in black, she reminded him of a raven perched on a fence post. His hands shoved in the pockets of his trench coat and head bent under his fedora, he walked past her. It did not surprise him when she followed him. 

Even on a rainy day, hundreds of people walked their dogs in Alamo Park. Byron tipped his hat to a dozen ladies before he left the path and headed into the magnolia trees. If she wanted to talk, he should give her the chance. And if she tried to hurt him, he would retaliate. A nervousness in her slow gait, she approached but halted at a respectful distance. Her green eyes raked across his face, and her fingers tightened on a clutch. “Are you Byron Hayes?”

“Who is asking?” he answered in a guarded tone. She looked nineteen, hardened by the abuses of the street. Her forlorn air reminded him of the children he placed in new homes.

Raven saw a man in his thirties, handsomer by far than his pictures. His six-foot height took her by surprise, but his slim build and long limbs put her at ease. The magnolia branches dripped above him. Suspicion raged in his brown eyes. She suspected it would be hard to fool him, but had to try. “Pastor Tobias said you might help me...”

A muscle leaped in his cheek at his friend’s name.

On cue, tears welled up in her gaze. “He’s dead.”

He leaned against the rough bark of an old tree, distracted by a game of kick the can played by a few kids. Even in tough times, they found ways to have fun. A dog ran after them, yipping in excitement. “I saw his body. Were you there when he died?”

“No.”

She answered too quickly for him to believe it. He had a sixth sense for liars, and this one set off all the alarm bells in his mind. But he revealed none of his skepticism in his stoic countenance.

Raven opened her mouth to tell him the truth, but felt a twinge in her back. It warned her Moloch had eyes and ears on her. She had to convince him she did her best on his behalf. Raven closed the gap between them, dug a hankie out of her purse, and dabbed at her eyes, hoping it made her look sweet and innocent. “Tobias told me to meet him at the church, but I arrived to find him dead.” She sniffed and blew her nose. “I fled in terror before anyone found me. I wanted to stay, but feared his assailant might come after me next.”

Cynicism radiated out of him. Byron studied her, but said nothing. He took a slim cigarette case out of his pocket and turned it over in his fingers. That surprised her. She did not think him a smoker, as no trace of it lingered on his suit. Raven brushed her hair out of her brows and admitted, “This is my fault. If I had not sought his help, he’d be alive.”

Byron asked, “How is his death your fault?”

The tin can ricocheted off the tree beside her and startled her, but Byron kicked it back into the group of kids. One of them yelled, “Thanks, Mr. Hayes!” and led away his friends in their noisy game.

A couple of young lovers left the bench a few feet away. Raven sank onto it, but he did not join her. He stood over her instead. She crumpled her hankie in her left palm and licked her lips. Her voice fell. “I run with a tough crowd in Chicago. My bloke, Damien, is a big shot in the mafia. His side racket is trading in stolen black market merchandise, among them smuggled antiques and relics. A few months ago, he came into possession of a sword. And our encounter with a client who wanted to buy it scared me half to death.”

Byron’s lack of an expression unnerved her. His stillness reminded her of a cat who sat and stared at a mouse hole for hours. Raven slid her feet under the bench and pulled her dress over her knees for modesty. “Mind offering me a smoke? I need one.”

Surprised to find he held it, Byron glanced down at the case and opened it. Though his wife was dead fourteen years, he kept it full of her favorite brand, and fiddled with it when lost in thought. Impressed by the expensive selection, Raven chose one and lit it. She took a drag and exhaled. “A man offered us a lot of dough for what he called Michael’s Sword.”

Recognition passed through his eyes, but his face never changed. Byron had heard of such a thing.

She used the story she came up with, even if all she wanted to do was warn him to get out of town. Raven leaned back and watched the cars pass on Steiner Street. “I thought it strange he wanted it so badly, so I asked to see it. I never touched anything more powerful in my life. A supernatural essence leaks out of it. I told Damien not to give it to him.”

“And he ignored your advice?” Byron asked.

She shook her head. “He asked for more money, but Mr. Moloch isn’t the sort of bloke you cheat.”

The casual mention of the demon’s name had an effect on him. The color drained from his face. He pivoted on his heel and flew up the incline behind them without a word. Raven threw away her smoke and followed him, but kept her distance, unsure of how he might react. Byron forgot her for a minute. Fears churned in his mind and heat crept up into his neck. Moloch? The demon who killed his wife! 

Annoyed at how fast her heels sank into the grass, Raven asked, “Is Moloch’s name familiar to you?”

Byron rounded on her so fast she fell backward in shock, and only his outstretched hand stopped her from a nasty spill. A slight chance existed it wasn’t the same demon. “What does he look like?”

Surprised by the intensity behind his question, she said, “He’s ancient, and gaunt. He wears expensive Italian suits. Moloch reminds me of the pictures in children’s books about goblins who pluck infants out of their cribs at night. I would not cross him for all the tea in China. And his awful grandchildren...”

Genuine contempt leaked out of her voice.

Byron turned even graver. “Twins?”

“Yes. A boy and a girl.” Raven spoke the truth, her tone dripping with contempt. “You never met such vile little monsters.”

She affirmed his worst prediction; the demons they shed blood to exorcise from San Francisco had returned, either for vengeance or other evil reasons. Hot under the collar, Byron clenched his fists and resumed his stroll, his pace rapid across the grass. 

Aware she had his attention, Raven relaxed a bit. She would figure out how to get out of this later. “Damien thought he could hold the sword hostage for a few weeks, and gave it to a friend to keep safe. Moloch made us both regret it. He raised his hand and burned a mark into us. It hurt like hell.”

This shocked him. “On your wrists?”

Raven shook her head. She turned to lower her coat and reveal the low-cut back of her dress. It showed a long black mark that started at the base of her spine and ended between her shoulder blades. Byron recognized it at once. He bore the same dark pattern on his wrist. The suggestive gesture caught the attention of a cop, who marched toward them. His beater stick in hand, he said, “No soliciting!”

“I would not dream of it, officer,” she told him.

He turned to tell off her companion, recognized him, and retreated in a hurry after tipping his hat. “I fear you may cost me my reputation,” Byron said.

The incident drew a small crowd, so the park lost its allure. Raven accompanied him to Steiner Street. “The incident scared us straight, but we had lost the sword. There is no honor among thieves. His friend saw its value and shipped it to Chinatown.” Raven stuffed her hankie in her purse and shut the clasp. “Given what Moloch can do without it, I don’t want him to have it. I cut loose of Damien and found Tobias after he tried to buy the sword.”

This shocked him enough to lose his composure. Byron rubbed behind his neck. “Did he succeed?”

“No. His contact never brought it to him.” She bit her lip to bring color into it and waited.

A pregnant silence fell between them. Raven let it linger while he considered whether to trust her. The sun went behind a cloud, dropping the temperature by three degrees. A quiet ache filled his chest. Had Tobias died for a sword? “Now he’s dead.”
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