
        
            [image: cover]
        


The Demon Of
Darkenhall Lane

Copyright 2023 Oskar
Leonard

This Edition Published
By Oskar Leonard at Smashwords, 2023

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition
License Notes

This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your enjoyment only, then please return to
Smashwords.com or your favourite retailer and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Table Of Contents

​Dedication

Act One

Chapter I - Demon
Business

Chapter II - Tea-Stained
Absence

Chapter III - Winged
Reprimand

Chapter IV - Bleary
Consequences

Chapter V - Impuissant
Prey

Act Two

Chapter VI - Souled
Business

Chapter VII -
Harrowing Vision

Chapter VIII - Finding
Freedom

Chapter IX - Turbulent
Return

Chapter X - Complex
Justice

Act Three

Chapter XI - Reaper
Business

Chapter XII - Minor
Conclusions

Chapter XIII -
Unconditional Aid

Chapter XIV -
Profuse Formality

Chapter XV -
Brighter Beginnings

Afterword

About Oskar
Leonard

Other
Books By Oskar Leonard

Connect
With Oskar Leonard


Dedication

​ For all of my wonderful beta-readers from
The Young Writers Initiative who helped to shape this novel into
what it is today, and supported me so helpfully on this
journey.


​ Chapter I – Demon Business

​ Freya Hill. Four souls. Hill.
Freya. Souls. Four. Four.

The words had
been drifting in front of my eyes for a while, printed onto a sheet
of paper with my employer’s name in the header. Mr. M. Ambrose,
designated Demon of the Darkenhall Lane Soul Affairs office, Sixth
Quarter, Marlier. It had to be official—it had to be.

Names and
faces were joining my thoughts, all of the esteemed four soul
holders of Darkenhall Lane. Mavis, who called me a ‘lovely young
man’ and had a drooping eye; Mr. Lars, always in a grey suit
half-way between funeral black and wedding white; and St. Eli
Lix-Clair. They were the strange one, with oversized sleeves, a
wild look in their eyes and a different story for their honorific
every time they entered Mr. Ambrose’s office.

Freya Hill
didn’t fit. I couldn’t remember her. In my mind, she didn’t
exist.

She would be
the fourth four soul holder of Darkenhall Lane, which seemed quite
poetic. Sighing, I looked up from the paper and over at the figure
pacing in the adjoining room. The hulking figure was a shadow
through the wall-sized frosted glass window, which had his name
written in bold letters on the door. Mr. Matthias Ambrose, although
I’d never call him that.

Mr. Ambrose
was the name he’d given to me; it was the name that left my lips
every time I saw his broad, suit-adorned chest appear, politeness
forcing a nod to follow. Although the immense size of Demons was
nothing new to me, along with the massive, partially curved horns
adorning their heads, being in close quarters with one was still
intimidating. No matter how bright his smile was, some people
argued that it was more threatening than the body ever could be. I
had to agree.

Four
souls. I tore my eyes away from the moving shadow of Mr.
Ambrose and returned them to the paper, picking it up and scanning
the page again. There were a few more words than just the ones
flitting around my mind, but those particular letters stuck out
like they’d been written in bold red ink against the neat black
lettering.

Ink didn’t
lie. There was even the small, additional signature in the bottom
corner of the document which was required for any paperwork
specifically relating to the contents of soul accounts. For
ordinary letters, my authorised version of my employer’s signature
would suffice, but the power of a Demon’s specific approval was
needed for any documents relating to specific soul affairs.

Was it my
memory? My months of work for Mr. Ambrose had resulted in it being
filled with dates, names, and numbers, but I didn’t think I’d
gotten to the point of those facts falling out just yet—especially
not for a four soul holder. Mr. Ambrose demanded an extra level of
care for those clients: a genuine smile, an offer of a cup
of the nicer tea which was kept in his desk, and other such
niceties.

Freya Hill.
Twenty-four years old, female, apparently living at an address on
Darkenhall Lane, as expected. The sprawling lane which I called my
home, along with many other Souled, and Mr. Ambrose. But unlike all
those other inhabitants—except for the few I knew from working for
Mr. Ambrose—she had four souls, with no explanation or details.
Just a brief account description.

Putting the
paper down, I began to sift through the pile of documents it had
been in. With the length of Darkenhall Lane taken into
consideration, every single one of Mr. Ambrose’s clients made for a
lot of paperwork. When I was taking telephone calls one
minute and herding clients into Mr. Ambrose’s office the next, it
all began to pile up. Quiet hours, usually at around lunch-time or
just before closing up, were quickly renamed ‘paperwork clean-up
hours’ in my mind, and this lunch-time was no exception.

The papers
revealed nothing. None of them were related to this ‘Freya Hill’,
the newest member of the four soul holder club as far as I could
tell, so I found an empty folder and slotted in the single piece of
paper, looking up at the ornate wooden wall-clock. It had been a
present from the strange St. Eli Lix-Clair for years of ‘decent
Demon work’, Mr. Ambrose claimed. I didn’t doubt him—I’d created an
image in my mind of them pulling it out of their ridiculous
sleeves, but this did come with the price of having to suppress my
giggles whenever they showed up to the office.

The clock said
I still had a good half an hour of quiet time before Mr. Ambrose’s
first planned meeting, with a Mr. Owen Jakobson, so I watched his
figure from the next room until he stopped moving, likely leaning
against the desk. Picking up the folder, I took in a deep breath
and pulled myself up, moving away from my messy desk and towards
the frosted door.

'Mr. Ambrose?'
Knocking gently on the glass, I met his eyes through the clear name
on the door's glass, my heart involuntarily fluttering. That gaze
had secured so many soul deals, charmed so many clients, and
probably bored a hole through the wall opposite his desk from the
quiet hours, which he filled with intense thought. His nod brought
me back to reality, my hand moving to the warm metal doorknob and
opening the door. 'I’ve found a strange, um, account. In the
paperwork, recorded a while ago.'

'Bring it
here, Chance.' The way my name left his lips sent a shiver down my
spine—Demons were all the same. Intimidating and charming, able to
get anything they wanted out of anyone they met. I took a few steps
into the richly furnished room, my arm extended, fingers trembling.
A few months couldn’t cure a lifetime of prejudice and
superstition. A lifetime of knowing that Souled sat before desks
just like the one which he leant on so casually, while the terms of
their souls were set out before them in percentages and
part-holders. 'Name?'

'Freya Hill.'
If my memory had failed, I would know then. I watched his forehead
crease, sharp eyes focusing on the folder he took from my hand,
sliding out the single piece of paper. It looked somewhat pathetic
in his huge hands, the top becoming limp as he scanned through the
scarce contents.

'I wasn’t born
yesterday, Chance. This is a terrible prank.' Shaking his head, a
slight, somewhat bemused smile graced his lips, as he put the paper
and folder down separately on his desk. 'You could’ve put a fake
eye in my tea, told me the Prince of Darkenhall Lane wanted to
deposit a thousand souls—more imagination next time, please.'

'Mr. Ambrose,
I, um, this isn’t a joke.' I stuttered, my cheeks flushing red. His
chuckles only made it worse, as I clenched my teeth and tried to
regain control of my face. 'I found it with some other papers,
nothing related, and there’s nothing else with her name on it.
Thought I should tell you…' Looking down at the cream carpet, I
trailed off, at a loss. Demons convinced Souled, not the other way
round.

'You’re being
serious?' His change in tone, softer but more direct, encouraged my
eyes to move up from the carpet. They found the front of his pale
blue suit, fitted painstakingly around his large upper body, with a
frilled white shirt serving as the background for a soft-looking
tie, matching the colour of his suit jacket. 'This is an actual
account?'

'It’s—an
actual paper.' Choosing the words carefully, I looked up, my head
tilting a little and causing the end of my ponytail to tickle my
neck as I shyly met his eyes. 'Do you, um, not remember her?'

It was only
politeness which forced the eye contact, since the withering in my
stomach made me wish I could stare at the floor every time I talked
to him. It wasn’t exactly his fault—it was a Demon thing, not a
'Mr. Ambrose thing'. Sometimes I wished I could stare back, into
those dark eyes, and feel like his equal. I didn’t know why. They
just seemed so enticing, if only they could stop being terrifying
for a moment.

'When’s my
next meeting?' Picking up the paper again, his eyes became
preoccupied with the words, as I quickly racked my brain.

'On the hour.'
I remembered—the name underlined in the notebook which served as a
diary, coming in to be advised on trading a percentage of his soul
as a down payment for a house, a larger place not too far from the
office that he spent a good few minutes describing to me on the
telephone. 'Mr. Jakobson.'

'Ah. Well,
this shouldn’t take long—letter.'

That was
almost a command word, like something you told a dog to make it
beg, only instead of doing any sort of trick I moved to my desk,
sat down and pulled out a sheet of fresh paper. Mr. Ambrose’s
pre-printed name looked back at me from the header. Opening a
bottle of ink and dipping my pen into it, I began to write as he
dictated, pacing in front of my desk instead of his, the account
description hanging from one of his hands.

'Dear Ms.
Hill,' he began, as I used the clear handwriting he insisted on for
important documents, 'I hope this letter finds you well and in good
health. It is my pleasure, as the designated Demon of your area,
Darkenhall Lane, to invite you to a meeting at a time of your
choosing, which I hope you will confirm to me through a follow-up
letter upon your reading of my request, or a telephone call to my
office if this is more convenient. This meeting will be to discuss
your account with my office, which, as you know, looks after your
soul affairs, and is honoured to serve you as an esteemed four soul
holder. I look forward to hearing back from you, yours sincerely,
Matthias Ambrose, of the Darkenhall Lane Soul Affairs Office, Sixth
Quarter, Marlier.'

Before he
could ask, I set the paper aside to dry and prepared an envelope,
finding the wax candle and that elaborate, swirling ‘MA’ seal
stamp. Mr. Ambrose was already walking back into his office,
shutting the door firmly behind him. My shoulders instantly relaxed
with the metallic click, eyes looking up at the wall-clock. I had
ten minutes if Mr. Jakobson was on time.

Once the
letter’s ink had dried, I folded and sealed it, placing it in a
pile meant for the evening post collection. The other inhabitant of
the pile was a rather directly-worded warning for a Souled slipping
into Soulless territory. He'd been giving away percentages of his
soul like there was no tomorrow, for the most fickle of things—Mr.
Ambrose was going to try and stage a meeting which sounded more
like an intervention.

Sometimes, I
looked at his work, the way he managed to secure deals and
investments for clients, and wondered if every Demon was the same.
I couldn’t remember my first Demon properly, except for her size
and piercing voice. We didn’t have many meetings, as I never had
any need to give parts of my soul away. So Mr. Ambrose was my only
proper reference for what a Demon was like, and while he seemed
pleasant and decent, Demons usually put their best face forward
until you got on the wrong side of them. Or, at least, that was
what Reaper-written newspapers and drivel-filled half-pound serials
led me to believe.

Mr. Jakobson
came and went. A timid man, always shaking, especially in front of
Mr. Ambrose—even his shadow trembled. I watched it while taking a
telephone call from a Souled concerned about her account, something
about a sneaky ex-partner who tried to steal from her and take her
identity.

After her came
a grocer who’d fallen on hard times and wanted some advice on
whether to start using percentages of his soul to keep stocking his
shop and paying for rent, that sort of thing. He became a little
annoyed when I told him I couldn’t give soul advice over the
telephone, but I managed to get a meeting scheduled and scraped
another hour of paperwork clean-up time before the next client
waltzed in.

They happened
to be one of the Souled who demanded the world for next-to-nothing,
trying to settle some sort of ‘soul bonus’ promised to them by an
employer. I envied their confidence, if not their abrasiveness.
Chewing the inside of my cheek, I greeted them with a grimace.

 


❦

 


Weak sunlight
wandered in through my small office’s window towards the end of the
day: the orange-red sign of early evening. As I watched Mr.
Ambrose’s back wave away a satisfied client, the open door letting
in a cool breeze, I let my lips curl into a small smile. This was
the end of the day. The last client, the hour from which the
telephone could ring and ring to an empty office, and I wouldn’t be
obliged to answer it.

Settling into
that job meant coming to adore those empty minutes, locking up
time, and the quiet walk home. Seeing my employer begin to wind
down, even if Demons never seemed to truly relax, was also a
curious benefit.

There was a
process to it—his shoulders seemed a little less tense as he walked
the last client to the door, the wave a little more genuine, the
farewell warmer. He would turn to face me, his suit jacket
unbuttoned and his hands hidden away in trouser pockets. It wasn’t
exactly joy which was painted on his face, but more a washed-out
relief, rather than the usual artificial charm. 

His eyes, a
little less intense, skipped over me and fell to the letters on the
desk, now three. I’d written up an account review for someone who
had called asking for one, and also some sort of reference for
someone or other. They both joined Freya Hill's invitation in a
small, orderly pile.

'Taking them
to the post?' A normal-sounding question to a stranger, but Mr.
Ambrose hadn’t asked me about the post in weeks. It was assumed,
usually. Chewing the inside of my lip, I looked up, finding the
open front of his suit. 'Chance?'

'Yes, on my
way home.' As per usual, I silently tagged on the end, but he only
nodded and went back into his office, leaving the door ajar.
Drawers were pulled out and shut, and the distant jingle of keys
continuing our usual evening symphony.

Picking up the
three letters, all slim and rather official-looking with the
addresses written on the front in yet more of my clearest
handwriting, I got up and waited by the side of my desk. Mr.
Ambrose locked up—always.

He appeared in
his doorway with a casual smile—the one he saved for closing up. It
drew his lips into a pleasant shape, accompanied by a softness in
his eyes which a client would rarely, if ever, see. While clients
were presented with the most Demon-like side of Mr. Ambrose, I
witnessed the closest he ever came to imitating a Souled.

The back of
his suit was smooth, as my eyes found an invisible line down the
centre, ending in the visible separation between two panels. The
colour was a little faded as his front blocked the light from the
opening door. Keeping a tight hold on the letters, the contents of
that one dedicated to ‘Freya Hill’ still on my mind, I
followed him out onto the cobbled street, painted in streaks of
grey and brown.

Sunlight
squeezed through gaps in the spiralling buildings clustered around
us, sweet orange sunlight, as I stepped back and let Mr. Ambrose
carefully lock the door. My eyes lingered on the way his sleeve
seemed to constrict his arm, tightening as he turned the key.

Catching
myself, I looked away, finding a Souled family hurrying down the
street. A grandmother was scolding a mother who was clutching a
bright-eyed little child, their half-hushed argument about someone
called ‘Richard’ floating across the street.

Darkenhall
Lane was never quiet, even if it seemed a little dead on some
evenings. No public houses, no bars, no restaurants. You’d find the
best of those in the Third Quarter, or so I was told. But there was
still life to be found on my street, if you looked close
enough.

A curtain
trembled, a light turned on in a high-up window, and muddy kids
were ushered into a side door. Cats curled the ends of their tails
and padded down alleyways, hopping down from fences with
self-absorbed ease.

It was my
home—his home—the home of too many Souled to count. You couldn’t
find a Reaper on Darkenhall Lane, but you couldn’t find a Reaper
outside of the Central Square either, so that wasn’t saying
much.

'Make sure
that letter gets in the post,' he uttered, with the same
charismatic smile he used for clients. It never failed to make a
command feel like a compliment. Typical Demon. Even as I thought
that, though, I nodded my head and smiled back, murmuring a
farewell and turning to walk down my end of the street.

The family’s
argument still echoed in the distance, the younger woman constantly
yet unsuccessfully attempting to quiet her elder. A bleak sky
looked down on us, wispy clouds roaming listlessly across the
never-ending grey canvas, with odd bits of sunlight filtering
through. 

I didn’t need
to pay too much attention—not after months of the same route, the
same routine, and the same timings. A brief goodbye outside the
office sufficed for both of us, before I headed home and he found
himself at a nearby public house. After a momentary stop at the
postbox coming up to my left to deposit the outgoing post, a minute
of quiet walking would finish my journey.

On that day,
my hand lingered with the last letter, the other two having slipped
through the slot without much thought. Freya Hill had made her way
to the bottom of the pile, and my fingers were turning her over as
I re-read the address on the front. 

Sometimes, it
would make more sense to post letters through letterboxes rather
than relying on the Reaper-run postal service, but that wouldn’t be
official, or proper. She only lived a few minutes from the postbox,
if her account was to be believed... maybe it wouldn’t be proper,
but it would make sense.

That brought a
faint smile to my face, wiped away before anyone saw it and thought
I was weird for smiling at a letter. Demons weren’t the ones with
useless systems. Reapers were. There was a joke… something about
regulations that led a Reaper in a circle… I couldn’t remember it
exactly, but it followed Freya Hill into the rectangular postbox
and abandoned me completely as I continued on my way.

From the
postbox, Darkenhall Lane turned, the houses on either side
committing to a sharp, right-leaning diagonal. A short house, maybe
half the size of its neighbours, was accompanied by one with a
pastel blue door and a painted floral arrangement chipped into the
wooden panel under a darker window. This was home. The top end of
Darkenhall Lane, or what I saw as the top end, was work. But
everything beyond the turn was home.

Washing lines
were strung like bunting from window to window, watching overhead,
their clothes flapping idly in a bit of an evening breeze. Peace.
Peace accompanied my footsteps, even if it was a cool, greying
peace, dappled with thin streams of sunshine. Life scuttled by, as
rats squeaked in a gutter, a door slammed and a young girl
laughed.

My mind began
to slip back to work, running through the new four soul holder,
appearing from nowhere, and Mr. Ambrose’s reaction. They both began
to leak into my conscious thoughts, until a welcome face met me,
sat to the side of my front door: Asher.

His skin was a
little more wan in the shadows than in the morning sun, but his
smile was cheerful and his nod friendly rather than polite. There
was a world of difference between the two, which I only properly
realised when my job shoved me into constant courtesy. After my
first day, the friendliness evaporated.

'What ya been
up to today, kiddo?' His grin brought a smile to my lips—genuine,
if tired, happiness—and I didn’t mind brushing down a few cobbles
to perch beside him. His legs were stretched out, the danger of
horse-carts low at this hour, the patched trousers a map of our
casual friendship. There were soft colours, bits of old shirts, or
larger sections, darker, from trousers I’d grown out of. Anything
to help, although he did make it difficult to offer help sometimes.
'Demon been working ya hard?'

'Been a normal
day.' I shrugged, finding joy in his eyes—the joy of routine, a
bi-daily meeting on my doorstep. On workdays, at least. Days off,
mainly weekends, found us lounging there, or around the corner,
getting strange looks from passers-by. Me in shirts and loosened
ties, him in that oversized coat and the patchy trousers. 'Except
for one thing.'

'Don’t leave
me in suspense.' Raising an eyebrow, he paused expectantly, his
hand sneaking into his coat—I knew what came next. A bottle, nearly
empty, offered to me and refused with a shake of my head, then
swigged at by him. Nine nights out of ten that bottle, or some
other bottle, accompanied our conversations, although he never
seemed drunk to me. The smell made my nose curl, but I wasn’t about
to cause a fuss. The man was going through enough as it was.

'New client
turned up,' before he could interject, and tell me off for being
anticlimactic, I quickly added, 'as in a new client who already had
an account.'

'Kiddo, that
ain’t how logic works.' His rough chuckle kept my smile on my lips,
before my eyes were torn away for a split second—two cats starting
a spat, hissing and yowling across the street. My heart drummed
against my ribs, before calming down. Marlier was fairly safe, but
there was a reason for Reapers and the hit-and-miss Souled
enforcement teams. 'Gimme more details, before ya drive me crazy
with all this Demon-talk.'

'I found one
bit of paper, nothing else, about this woman. Freya Hill. Claimed
to have four souls already in an account with Mr. Ambrose, but I’m
pretty sure he doesn’t know who she is, and I’ve never seen her.'
Telling him everything made it a little less complicated, like
laying out the details of a complex soul transaction clearly for a
client. I’d seen Mr. Ambrose turn a horrendous mess of a contract
into layman’s terms in minutes, and you could only listen in awe.
Details were headaches, especially soul details. 'I had to write a
letter to her for Mr. Ambrose, asking for a meeting.'

'So, you’re
sending letters to no one, or you’ve both got terrible memories.'
He summed it up easily, the dark bottle pressed to his lips again.
'Or ya got scammed. Ain’t it bad luck to scam a Demon?'

'Just seems
like common sense not to.' Someone firmly shut a window, and a dog
began howling before being yelled at and falling silent. The cats
had taken their spat further down the street, but the sounds still
spiked through the air every so often. Tiredness began to gnaw at
my mind, culminating in a little yawn—he noticed.

'Get yourself
inside, kiddo. I’ll guard ya against any brawling kittens.' The
following wink made me roll my eyes, but I got up with a smile
nonetheless—he never failed to brighten any miserable Marlier day.
While I fished in my suit jacket’s deep pockets for my key, he put
the bottle down next to him. It clinked against a cobble, before
sitting there, only a shallow rim of murky liquid left inside. 'Oh,
y’know the place up the road, with the red lady?'

'Yeah.' Poor
lady. I didn’t think she knew about our shared nickname for her, a
joke between adults which belonged in a schoolyard. It came from
the brief week when she attempted to dye her hair, but instead
ended up with a crimson forehead. She seemed nice enough, though.
Always seen with a walking-stick, and had been ever since I moved
in, usually offering a greeting and a cup of tea if you stood still
for long enough. 'She alright?'

'Think she
might be more than alright, kiddo.' His grin seemed devious,
mischievous, bright. It made me pause, fingers curled around my key
as I tilted my head to the side. Curiosity flickered through my
mind; my eyebrows rose. 'I might’ve spotted a gentleman caller
arriving after her beloved left for work.'

'You sure it
wasn’t him coming back for something?' Somehow, the red lady had
never seemed the scandalous type. But he did seem genuine, moving
his overgrown fringe out of his face with one hand, the nails dark
with dirt. 'She doesn’t seem the sort to… partake in those kinds of
activities.'

'Definitely a
different guy, minutes after her husband left.' He shrugged, but
there was still a cheeky, youthful aura about him, and I let him
win a final, small smile. 'Wonder what I’ll see tonight.'

'Probably
nothing.' I shook my head, letting the smile stay on my lips. 'You
need some food now, Asher?'

'See! Ya
do have a terrible memory—we had chicken yesterday,
remember? Well, I guess ya don’t.' Waving a dismissive hand at his
chuckles, I bade him farewell and unlocked my door, stepping into a
cool sanctuary.

An indignant
meow met me at the door before I could even close it. Two glowing
eyes in the chilled darkness of the hall, atop a side table.
Marmalade. Her tail twitched. Food, now. The words were painted in
that displeased expression: expectant, annoyed.

Somehow, her
schedule seemed to almost line-up with mine, except for being a few
minutes early. Unfortunately, those minutes were enough to create a
ravenous yet relatively-calm beast, coiled up in a stark ginger
body.

After a moment
of annoyed staring, she turned her head and leapt down to the
floor, marching away. I’d never met such a tiny dictator in my
life. Taking off my jacket, I followed her into a small kitchen, my
breakfast plate waiting on the counter, chair drawn back from the
table a little. Not perfection, but few things below Demons
were—and even they had their moments.

Marmalade knew
exactly where she was going, stopping by her small ceramic bowls
before looking back, the single meow curtly demanding. I didn’t
mind rooting in the cupboards for her food, grabbing the bowl of
dried meat—the butcher called it ‘everymeat’, but all I knew was
that it was cheap and Marmalade loved it—and the saucer of gravy. A
combination of both was the way to her heart, mixed and poured into
the dish without water in it. I’d made the mistake of mixing up the
two one night after a long day of work, and she hadn’t been
impressed.

With
Marmalade’s appetite sated, the evening fell into a well-worn
routine. Putting together a warm dinner, nothing special and
nothing new, with a mug of strong tea and a glass of water, then
looking over the newspaper while sitting on the sofa, with her
ginger highness preening herself on its arm. I never had time to
read it in the morning. Settling down as darkness completely took
over my living-room and idly reading through the notable articles
was something of a luxury.

Sometimes, I
looked at myself, in my own house, with my own cat, my own food in
the cupboards and my own clothes in the wardrobe, and wondered if I
wasn’t half-way through my fifties rather than in my early
twenties.

It seemed like
the transition from teenager to young adult had happened in a
heartbeat. It was all a blur, from the moment I received my final
exam results and was released into the world, with a recommendation
from a kind-hearted teacher to try my hand at secretarial work.
Demons were always looking for helpers, and my street’s Demon
couldn’t have been an exception, so off I went. I had a
carefully-written CV tucked under one arm and optimistic hope
following my every step.

If that Demon
didn’t need me then another might have, and Marlier was full of
them, after all. It had to be. Every street was an opportunity. If
the Demons wouldn’t have me, a grocer could have been an option, or
a butcher, or a tailor. Factory work was a bit low down on my list
of dream jobs, but it would’ve been a feasible option.

Instead of
toiling through a job search, however, I was flung into the world
of Mr. Ambrose, which could be summed up in one word: paperwork.
Dealing with clients might’ve been intimidating at first, but I
couldn’t help but pick up some Demon tricks—the smile, the stance,
the eye-contact, the ‘yes sir, no ma’am’, the many ways to say ‘no’
and make it sound like ‘yes’. Before I knew it, months had whirled
by, but I looked back and could’ve sworn they were years and
seconds all at once.

Luck. I saw
Soulless like Asher, older and more experienced than me, and knew
it was luck. Luck could be small—it was Marmalade deciding to
follow me up the stairs as I finished my evening routine, curling
up on the bed and providing welcome warmth as I settled down in my
nightclothes—but it was also what dragged you down into a spiral of
misfortune. It could make you lose everything, or it could make you
comfortable, or it could make you filthy stinking rich.

I became
comfortable. Luck could have sent a long-lost inheritance to my
doorstep, or it could have sent me down the stairs and broken my
neck. Mr. Ambrose had read through my CV, considered my offer,
given me an expert smile which only a Demon could master and told
me I could have a trial week. That was luck.

Sinking into
the mattress, I closed my eyes and stared at a realm of darkness.
Freya Hill seemed to have had a run of luck. Genuine or not, I
couldn’t say, but having four souls was about as lucky as you could
get. For a Souled, anyway. I would have loved four souls floating
around in my account, but my salary was paid in pounds and
halves—and pennies sometimes, when Mr. Ambrose was being exact with
overtime.

Four souls—if
you were going to scam a Demon, you might’ve at least been
discreet. Pretended to be a lord, not a prince.


Chapter II –
Tea-Stained Absence

​ Another day, another collection
of post full of disappointment. It had been a week since the
incident with Freya Hill, but, as I thumbed through each similarly
slim letter, slitting them open and scanning the contents, there
was nothing. A mother had written an incensed rant about her
daughter being swindled out of half a soul—a full half!—by a
partner, a ‘Richard Marlierson’. Her handwriting began with swirls
around the capitals and ended in a furious scrawl. Letters like
that went on the ‘tell Mr. Ambrose pretty soon’ pile, but there was
an empty space for the one letter that he actually wanted.

A week was the
limit. It wasn’t in writing, hidden in a contract somewhere, but
everyone unanimously agreed on it—you didn’t keep a Demon waiting.
Maybe Reapers could, but they wouldn’t. The embodiments of rules
and regime couldn’t exactly become slackers, even if they really
wanted to.

But
Souled—Souled, even the daring ones, wouldn’t ignore a Demon. I
sighed quietly, setting the letters into piles and taking a moment
to look up at that wooden wall-clock. As the minute hand ticked
forward once, the second hand speeding ahead, I tried to scour my
memory for this ‘Freya Hill’. There had to be something.

I’d been
thinking along those lines a lot. Every time I walked to work,
stepping over the same cobbles on a path that should’ve been worn
into the street, I kept my eyes up, searching faces with a
disarming smile. A smile was the best disguise—people smiled back
or dismissed you as a socially-incompetent daydreamer. No one
became suspicious of a small, warm smile.

Hopefully, if
I ever found her, Freya Hill wouldn’t either. But her face never
looked back at me, pricking the nerves of memory. There was never a
familiar body, coat, hat, eye or shade of hair which I could
attribute to her. I looked around the street and was met with a
dull nothing.

Picking up the
rather incensed letter from the concerned mother, I turned it over
in my hands, like I had seen Mr. Ambrose do so many times. The ink
hadn’t been given enough time to dry and had been smudged in a
couple of places. He’d hate that. His face was already forming in
my mind, a frown tugging down the corners of his lips, maybe a
twitch in his eye—no, I’d made that detail up. The frown was
enough. A Demon’s frown, although more common behind closed doors,
was a sign of trouble, however small.

Slowly, as the
paper kissed the skin of my fingers over and over, the details of
his face were etched into my mind. Every speck and crease in the
tan skin, the crinkle around the eyes and slowly moving lips,
forming something like a smile. With every real detail, false ones
followed. A lock of dark hair out of place, curling into the
forehead. A sparkle in the eyes, like something in a children’s
story. The tongue, a fleshy red colour, beginning to wet the
lips-

'Anything
interesting in the post?' Bolting upright, I found myself staring
at Mr. Ambrose’s chest, lilac lapels opening out to reveal a
matching tie with a stitched floral pattern. Adrenaline gradually
eased itself out of my veins, as I took a breath and raised my eyes
to his bemused face. 'You know, you really shouldn’t be daydreaming
on the job.'

'Um, this.'
Standing and feeling an annoying buzzing in my leg, I handed him
the letter—he took it with surprising enthusiasm before I realised
what he thought it was and had to endure the darkening of his face
as he scanned through it, before tossing it back onto my desk. 'I’m
sorry, I meant—'

'Anything from
her?' He’d already turned around, barely hiding his sigh. One large
hand smoothed down his hair, as he moved towards the window.
Softly, rain began to patter against the window, only spitting.
Typical Marlier weather.

'Nothing.' He
already knew my answer—he had to. I would’ve been straight into his
office, waving the letter around like a victory flag, if such a
thing existed. I’d looked through every letter with hope on every
morning since that day. Maybe I hadn’t mentioned it to him, but I’d
assumed… well, I guess that served me right. Assumptions always got
people into trouble. 'Do, um, do you want to send another—'

'There’ll be
no need.' Turning, he moved towards my desk, his face dark. The
hairs on the back of my neck bristled. His piercing eyes were
focused on me, and my stomach shrank. Behind him, the window was
beginning to become streaked with droplets running down the pane,
obscuring the bleak street outside. 'Letter.'

Confused at
the conflicted message, I took a moment to stare back into his
eyes, daring to fight the fear bubbling inside of me. I tried to
ask a question silently, an ‘are you sure?’, but all I got back was
a resolute blankness. 

Maybe he was
thinking behind that Demon mask, the cogs in his mind whirring to
come up with a solution, working too quickly for his tongue to keep
up. Don’t write a letter, write a letter. I wouldn’t dare tell him
to make his mind up, but we locked gazes for a moment, in that room
lit by the greyed light of clouds. The moment passed, and I reached
for paper and ink.

'Dear Mrs.
D’are.' That name was like electricity off his tongue, the
disappointment in his facial features becoming something like
excitement for a moment. 'It has come to my attention that a
certain Souled, going by the name of Ms. Freya Hill, claims to have
an account with my office, that being the Darkenhall Lane Soul
Affairs office.' 

Many words
when a couple would do, but that was the Demon way. He paused for a
moment, the excitement cooling, leaning over to see the words I’d
written. His head came so close that I could see the way each hair
had been combed into place, secured with the styling wax which he
seemed to love. I held my breath, some unknown feeling spreading
through my chest—this wasn’t the withering intimidation, the
sinking feeling, the fear. It was… warm.

Satisfied, he
straightened up and continued to pace, his hands pushed into the
deep pockets of his suit jacket. 'However, both I and my secretary
have no recollection of this Souled, which is unusual when it is
taken into consideration that the account claims Ms. Freya Hill to
possess four souls.' 

Another pause,
another lean, another breath caught in my lungs. The feeling
returned, easing itself through my torso, bleeding into my
shoulders. Slowly, it travelled around my upper body but faded as
he moved away once more, content. 

'I have
personally attempted to make contact with Ms. Freya Hill via letter
correspondence but have been met with silence. I hope that your
discerning eye will be able to cast some light on this matter, and
I equally hope that this letter finds you in good health. Yours
sincerely, Matthias Ambrose, of the Darkenhall Lane Soul Affairs
Office, Sixth Quarter, Marlier.'

Setting down
my pen, I glanced up and found Mr. Ambrose’s eyes staring down at
the paper, darting from side to side as he read through it. I took
a second to try and comprehend what was happening—I’d just dictated
a letter to Toki-D’are. My boss’ boss. She was the highest
authority figure who personally oversaw the office, and she’d be
reading the words I’d just written. Maybe I was getting a bit too
into that job, but it seemed so important at the time. Toki-D’are.
Mr. Ambrose had to do what she said—maybe he seemed like an
all-powerful entity at times, but everyone answered to someone.

The rain had
begun to slash down with some force, now drumming against the
window instead of gently tapping. I prepared an envelope and seal
almost automatically, muscle memory taking over while my thoughts
ran wild. They tumbled over each other, conflicting, searching
through every feature of my employer, so close to me, from the
stitching of his suit to the troubled crease in his forehead, then
chiding me for doing so. Work. I had to focus on work, not every
minuscule detail of Mr. Ambrose.

'Make sure you
take that to the post early—before the noon collection.' Not
surprised, I nodded as he took a few steps back, looking into his
office through the frosted glass wall—a pointless action, in my
opinion, but I was curious to see where his mind was wandering.
Moments like this, when even he was a little disconcerted, were so
strikingly genuine that I couldn’t help but somewhat enjoy them. 'I
have to ask quite a lot of you, Chance, so make a note of
this.'

Intrigued, I
quickly enclosed the letter in an envelope, forming a seal while he
watched, my hands trembling a little. New, nervous energy replaced
the warmth which he had inspired in me. It tingled in my fingertips
as I set the letter to the side, in a newly-formed ‘outgoing’ pile
for the noon post—usually, letters were never urgent enough for the
difference between noon and evening to matter, but a letter to a
Reaper? That was a whole other matter.

But I had to
move on. Mr. Ambrose seemed anxious, pacing, but his eyes didn’t
stay in the calm stare which he so often had while doing so. They
were darting again, sweeping the surroundings. He was taking in the
sight of the small room which served as my office and his waiting
area as if he’d never been there before. Looking at the wallpaper,
the single framed painting of an elegant lady with no name, and the
cabinets behind me filled with all sorts of files, some pre-dating
even his arrival at the Darkenhall office. 

This wasn’t
normal—not for a Demon, and not for Mr. Ambrose. He’d gone from
disheartened to excited to nervous, the emotions playing out so
plainly on a face which was usually a pristine mask, and I
knew why.

He’d been off
ever since I discovered the account. He’d been off ever since I
wrote that first letter. He’d been off ever since the first morning
that we arrived and found no mention of Freya Hill in the post.
Sure, he managed to keep it together in front of clients, being his
charming yet subtly intimidating self, but that was nothing
new. 

I firmly
believed that Demons were blessed with a mask that flew into action
as soon as a stranger or client arrived. The fact remained,
however, that I’d observed Mr. Ambrose working for months, and he’d
never been this bothered by anything before.

'Firstly,
write down that you need to take the letter out before noon.' Part
of me wanted to raise an eyebrow—did he not trust me to remember
something so important? But I found myself writing down the first
instruction nonetheless, the only sounds in the room being the rain
against the window, the relentless yet steady ticking of St. Eli
Lix-Clair’s wall-clock and the scratching of my pen nib against the
paper. 'Then, I need you to telephone the Souled who have meetings
today and explain that they’ll have to be rescheduled.'

'… um, all of
them?' Questioning him made a shiver twitch through my insides, but
I had to ask. 

If he wanted
to re-schedule every single meeting… what was he going to do all
day? Rummage through every single file in the cabinets to try and
find Freya Hill? I’d already tried, and it was soul-destroying
work—no pun intended.

'Yes.' The
curtness reprimanded me without any other words needed. 

Sinking down
into my seat, I bit my lip to keep a mumbled apology from slipping
out, knowing that it would only be empty noise. With all the
excitement, I was forgetting myself—forgetting my place as a
Souled, not just in this office but in Marlier and the wider world,
if I ever chose to explore it. 

'If you manage
to telephone everyone before evening, which I expect you will, then
I’d like the most recent accounts categorized. And this desk
cleaned.'

Heat spread
across my cheeks as I took down the last note, setting my pen aside
as he disappeared into his office and shut the door with a heavy
click. A long breath escaped from between my lips, as I looked down
at the list of tasks, written in my note-taking scrawl which wasn’t
intended for anyone else’s eyes. My insides began to freeze, even
as my face continued to blush, embarrassed and ashamed.

Secretary.
Sec-re-ta-ry. Not an equal—not a partner—certainly not a Demon.
Throughout the past few months, I’d never had a chance to step past
the invisible line between us. Nothing more exciting than new
clients and new contracts. We’d shared some tea one evening after a
difficult client started demanding things from me while Mr. Ambrose
was busy in a meeting—the Souled had shown up, without making an
appointment, and forcefully tried to get into Mr. Ambrose’s
office. 

It… it was
genuinely frightening. So, we both had a cup of tea at the end of
the day, together in his office, and he talked me through what to
do in that sort of situation, should one arise again. I couldn’t
think of another scenario where I’d become closer to him than would
be proper—it must’ve just been seeing him ruffled by this strange
'Freya Hill' situation which sparked these thoughts, the warmth,
and the small amount of questioning confidence.

I had begun
seeing him like I’d see anyone else. Seeing him like I’d see a
Souled.

As his office
door swung open, I stood instinctively, a murmured ‘Mr. Ambrose’
leaving my tongue, guided by politeness. I didn’t know where I had
picked that up, but after a few weeks of working it felt like
second nature. 

The dismissive
wave of a hand, as his huge frame swept by, sent me back down to my
chair. I lowered my eyes to the list of instructions as the door
slammed shut, re-reading the first words to a symphony of heavy
rain, now hammering down against the window. Taking the letter to
the postbox was suddenly a much more disagreeable task.

Carefully
putting it off, I began on the second item: telephoning everyone
scheduled for meetings that day, explaining that
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