
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Unlocking the Devil

A Moira Rothrock Dark Retriever Novella

Kelly Washington


This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novella are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

Moira Rothrock comes from a long line of dark retrievers, a profession that requires regular interaction with demons and other-worldly beings, as well as frequent trips into Hell. It also means she’s on "friendly" terms with Lucifer, with "friendly" really meaning a love/hate/flirtatious relationship. It's safe to say interacting with the Devil is interesting and complicated. And wildly dangerous.

However, when Moira's new client turns out to be a local London priest, the handsome Father Basil Holt, their chemistry surprises her, but she's more intrigued by his unusual request: his dying parishioner claims to have sold their soul to the devil and he needs Moira's help in retrieving it.

As Moira spends time with the young priest while bickering with Lucifer about the technicalities of soul ownership, she realizes she might be in over her head. Father Holt gives her mixed signals, the dying parishioner refuses to tell the truth, and Lucifer happily throws obstacles in her way. What's a dark retriever to do?

While Moira refuses to make a deal with Lucifer, she isn't above playing dirty to get to the truth. As things begin to look hopeless, Moira wonders if the answer lies in unlocking the reasons behind why Lucifer wanted the soul in the first place.

Unlocking the Devil (A Moira Rothrock Dark Retriever story) is a stand alone 23,000 word urban fantasy novella. Be sure to check out "Sleeping with the Devil," which was featured in Pulphouse Fiction Magazine Issue #6.
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Chapter One: An Unexpected Letter
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If I’d known that the contents of a note slipped under my door last night would have changed the trajectory of my life, I would have packed my bags and tether-jumped straight to hell just to thank Lucifer. I couldn’t say this about most of my jobs-for-hire.

As the only retriever authorized to travel to the dark lord’s domain, most of my problems started and ended there. Didn’t mean I wasn’t hella proud of my unfettered access to hell, it just meant sometimes I wish I had a free weekend to catch up with my three younger sisters, or even maybe go on a date. Or sleep in. My tether-jumper, which resembled a watch, was, for better or worse, a permanent part of my wardrobe.

Ever since the age of eleven, when my parents formally “presented” me to Satan in his glittery (and hot) royal court, a normal life was always just out of reach.

My days bled together as I took on one job after another, but this weekend I was set to travel to Cheltenham to spend time with my parents, the Marquis and Marchioness of Addison, to celebrate their thirtieth wedding anniversary. Aside from family, there would be a fair amount of straphangers staying at the estate and I wasn’t thrilled with being addressed as “Lady Rothrock” for the next two days. “Moira” would do just fine.

Growing up in the outer circle of the royal family was both a perk and a curse, but even though it was already 2221, it didn’t mean I could ditch my responsibilities. At 26, I was the oldest of four girls—three of us were retrievers, with my baby sister still in training—and I would be giving a speech in our parents’ honor in less than twenty-four hours.

A speech I hadn’t written yet, which was what I was doing when the crisp white envelope slid under my door and across the mahogany floor before getting stuck on the edge of the living room rug.

Sitting at my desk, I watched it glide in and I rolled my eyes. Groaning, I muttered, “Seriously? Can’t I go one weekend without getting summoned?”

I jumped out of my chair, rushed to the door and yanked it open. The son of a bitch might still be there, but I didn’t expect to see anyone, and I didn’t. The hallway was just as spotless and as empty as ever, though I did catch the heady whiff of incense.

I looked down the hallway. A royal blue carpet runner decorated the floor while soft yellow sconces enlivened the cream and gold brocaded wallpaper walls. I lived in a secure apartment building five blocks from Buckingham Palace, and only two types of people could slip in without being stopped: one of the Queen’s guards, or an other-worldly being, like a demon, who could enter without being seen.

The Queen—who also happened to be my godparent—liked to do her bidding by hand, and a note from her was almost as good as a court-ordered subpoena. I’d recently retrieved her stolen emerald brooch from Satan himself and had ended up tangled in the sheets with him, literally, which was an interesting way to close out a retrieval job. It might be awkward the next time I saw Satan. But the Queen knew that I had obligations this weekend, and while she was a firm ruler, she placed a high value on family tradition, so I knew the note wouldn’t have come from her.

Which meant the note was from a demon or a different other-worldly being. However, the scent of incense threw me for a loop. I’d never known a demon to smell like that.

I closed my door and locked it. If the other-worldly being was out there, but unseen, I sure as hell didn’t want it to come in uninvited. Take it from me when I say no one should ever invite a demon into their home. I learned that lesson the hard way when, at the age of nineteen, I had invited a down-on-its-luck fallen angel to play a game of chess. I don’t even remember how the conversation got started. We bumped into each other on the tube and I sensed what it was before the demon knew I was aware of its presence.

If a fallen angel could look forlorn, this one did, and I’d been around Satan enough times to believe his cheeky behavior toward me extended to all fallen angels. I was wrong, but I didn’t know it at the time. I had suggested lunch and a game of chess so that I could pepper the demon with questions and gossip about the underworld. The demon had other plans. It accepted the invitation and then proceeded to demolish my apartment when I wouldn’t allow it to inhabit my body. It wasn’t a dumb demon by any means; it was more like a petulant child, and it refused to understand that I didn’t have the right kind of soul to invade.

After what felt like hours, the troubled fallen angel finally fled through the window, shattering it, but only after I had threatened to tether-jump to hell and tattle on them.

It took more than two weeks to restore my flat to rights. In retrospect, I think what really made me livid was that the demon didn’t even know what chess was or how to play it. Shameful, really.

But, back to reality. I picked up the envelope and sat back down at my desk. “Lady Moira Contessa Rothrock” was written in bold, elegant letters. It was un-smudged and pristine; unusual for a missive that might be from a hell-bound being.

Opening it, I discovered that the handwriting was written at a slant, as if its author was in a hurry. It read: “Dear Lady Rothrock, your assistance is greatly needed in a life or death situation. If you would so kindly agree to meet me upon receiving this letter at Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church, I will explain the particulars. Sincerely yours, Father Basil R. Holt.”

Well that changed things, but it also explained the incense.

“Basil,” I said out loud, testing the name on my tongue, musing with a, “Why didn’t you just knock?”

It wasn’t often—or ever—that I received a letter from a priest. In some circles, priests were considered other-worldly beings. From my perspective, I wasn’t certain one way or the other.

I set aside my half-written speech and dressed for the cold February weather.

Sure, it might be a trap, but I was too curious to let this one go unanswered. Besides, I really liked the name “Basil.” It was the name of my first horse.
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Chapter Two: A Complicated Client
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Of the four Rothrock girls, my tether-jumper allowed me to descend into hell to retrieve dark or stolen items, and, while I “enjoy” the sites and smells of hell, Lucifer and I bicker—and flirt—like it’s a normal thing. My “clients,” if I can call them that, run the gamut; from royalty (the Queen) all the way down to the lowest of the low.

On the human side, I dealt with criminals or everyday-folks who find themselves suddenly in trouble with the occult because, with the occult, everything is pretty much all-of-a-sudden type shite.

On the non-human side, I’ve taken the odd job from a demon or two, usually to help settle centuries-old feuds that turned out to be nothing more serious than miscommunication. The gist is usually that something was missing or stolen, and I find it, but more times than not, no one remembered why the feud actually began. In those cases, I generally make up something that I figure might satisfy them. Other-worldly beings love feuds because most of the time they get bored easily, and feuds, strangely enough, amuse them. They’re also obsessed with human beheadings. I haven’t been able to figure that one out.

I’m not invisible. I’m not immortal. Nor can I exercise a demon, so don’t ask. I am as human as they come. But my mother’s line has retriever blood, and the trait passed along to her daughters. Our souls can unlock certain non-human portals into heaven and hell for the purpose of restoring order and balance.

My baby sister, Matilda Rose showed tendencies toward the darker side of retrieving and everyone figured she’d following my footsteps. She was a year away from making her debut, so time would tell.

However, my two middle sisters, fraternal twins Lavinia and Cornelia, were what we called “bright retrievers.” They had access into heaven and other holy sites. They tether-jumped into heaven to communicate with the archangels Michael and Gabriel. They were in frequent contact with the Bishop of London and they lived close to the Bishop’s residence, The Old Deanery.

So it was something of a mystery that Father Basil R. Holt contacted me and not Lavinia or Cornelia. I wasn’t the logical retriever for whatever his job might entail. In fact, I was the wrong retriever.

Father Holt, who I imagined was an elderly priest, had to be confused.

Or, maybe he tried to reach them but was unsuccessful. Most likely, Lavinia and Cornelia were already in Cheltenham, sitting next to the hearth with our parents, comfortably drinking a warm cup of tea, while I was out on a rainy Friday night cutting through Cavendish Square Gardens in search of Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church in Marylebone.

The thought put me in a sour mood. I adjusted the scarf around my neck and picked up my pace. My plan was to meet the priest, inform him on how he’d summoned the wrong retriever, and then be on my way. I didn’t want to start my own feud with a priest, and truly, it was the courteous thing to do.

Overhead lights from the park glimmered on the wet sidewalks, and as I turned the last corner I saw the church on the end of the block. The windowpanes were illuminated from within, showcasing holy artwork. As I drew closer, I saw that the front doors were made of heavy wood but when I ascended the steps and turned the knob, it opened without offering restraint or weight.

It wasn’t a large church. Red candles, lit and flickering in a far corner, threw shadows up and across the sloped ceiling. The white marble alter, which was unlit, took up the entire front of the sanctuary. Dark stained pillars, thin and tall, framed and supported the architecture, which gave it a homemade sort of feel. The church most likely had historical significance but, with its scuffed pews and aged, creaky floors, it didn’t appear to be a prosperous one. St. Paul’s Cathedral it was not.

A lone figure sat in the first pew. When the door closed behind me with a soft click, the figure turned, saw me, and then stood.

Even with the flickering shadows, I could tell that he was tall, young, and attractive, with a trim figure, a strong jaw, and short, sandy-colored hair.

If this was Father Basil Holt, then I came unprepared. Priests were not allowed to be that attractive—there had to be papal doctrine or something to that effect.

He wasn’t wearing vestments or priest-garb. I don’t think he was even carrying a bible. Instead, he wore charcoal-gray trousers and a white-striped button-down shirt under a burgundy sweater. The top of the button-down was open, exposing his neck, and the sleeves rolled up to his forearms, giving him a casual look.
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