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Chapter One

 


My mother left me two gifts before she died:
the ability to read auras and an addiction to crack. Thankfully,
babies don’t really possess the skillset to buy crack, so despite
being born with drugs in my veins, I have never used them myself. I
am addicted to something much worse.

In defiance of the scorching heat rising
from the sidewalk against my cheek, a blanket of cold sweat bathes
my skin, forcing a shiver from deep inside my bones. The intensity
of it snaps my jaws together in a clatter so violent I’m vaguely
afraid I’ll break a tooth. But that fear is drowned by the
shuddering, the nausea, the pain wracking every nerve in my body,
and the voices.

I imagine the comedown from other drugs is
similar, minus the visions.

I need more. Which is how I got here,
outside the Reformed Church of Christ, where all lost souls go for
redemption. The church is massive and stone, built to look like an
ancient basilica, though it is much newer. These churches popped up
all over town after the reformation about ten years ago. It is
magnificent—cold archways, gold-topped towers, and all. The vast
cathedral windows have gothic grids separating the panels of
stained glass, and if I weren’t writhing in pain, I might be able
to recognize them as beautiful.

One of the medieval-looking double doors
opens. I try to sit up, to see who is exiting the church, but all I
accomplish is a half-hearted flop into the path of the two men
stepping down onto the sidewalk.

At first, with my blurred vision, all I can
ascertain is a dull field of color blotches: brown and yellow and
black all melting into something that looks like a painter’s
mistake. But when I focus, I can see the brown outlining the man in
red robes, someone I know all too well from my previous stakeouts.
That boring, solid, shit-stained aura doesn’t lie: Father Michael.
My heart sinks, and with a disgusted huff at the sight of me, he
speaks.

“Vivianna Sky.” Lifting his chin and curling
his lip into a sneer, he steps over me with much the same
expression he might give dog feces. “Silver-skinned trash.”

“Resorting to racism today, Father?” I
manage, though the sound of my own voice threatens to split my
skull in half. “Not very godly of you.”

He ignores me. The idea of someone being
addicted to demonic possession is not completely unheard of, and if
anyone is on to me, it’s Father Michael. I sit outside the church
often when I’m too low to travel any further. Someone always comes
along with darkness writhing inside them, yearning for release, and
I can give that to them. The only astounding thing about my
addiction is how it hasn’t killed me yet. Every rumor I’ve heard
about demon addicts reaches near legend status because the subject
is dead. I am different somehow, though not to Father Michael. To
him, I am just another Ignaque addict. There are enough to go
around, even without my mother alive to carry the torch. I shake my
long black hair out of my face so the light can touch the silver
skin he hates so much. I hope he can see the small white freckles
on my high cheekbones, another distinguishing feature of my people.
Were it not for our skin, we’d almost look alike, the Santo Terrans
and me. But we couldn’t be further from the same.

“Go back to the forest, junkie,” he spits,
and then he kicks me in the ribs. The impact makes me heave a dry
gag.

I haul myself to a seated position despite
the dizziness, and I’m nearly ready to stand, to search for my next
fix elsewhere, when I happen to glance up at the man with Father
Michael.

He is young, closer to my age than the good
father, with strawberry-gold curls wild around his face. Green eyes
light up a face with broad cheekbones, a straight nose, and blond
scruff over a gently squared-off jaw. He wears all black with a
white collar, not the red robes of the priesthood, but the training
attire of someone who wants to wear the robes someday. His aura is
bright yellow—the color of warmth, of goodness, of happiness—but
that isn’t what makes the slow smile spread across my face. His
aura is yellow, but the outside of it is tinged with what looks
like leeching black ink.

He makes eye contact with me, and he sees me
see it.

Demon energy.

****

After catching a glimpse of the
priest-in-training, I am in much better spirits. He didn’t ask me
to get it out of him, but he will if I hang around long enough.
There is something of a sixth sense in people, Ignaque and Santo
Terran alike, that goes deep enough to recognize a conduit like me
even if there isn’t a name for it. But in the meantime, I need
something to hold me over, and I know where to find it: Deja’s
Tavern.

As soon as I stumble my way through the
saloon-style doors into the dingy, cobwebbed establishment, I see
Deja behind the bar, plucking hairs from the head of some passed
out drunk sprawled across the tabletop. It’s only a few minutes
after noon, but that matters little to him; he’s one of a few
weekend warriors who keep Deja’s bills paid with their patronage.
They don’t give me a second glance.

“I don’t suppose you’re here on a social
call,” Deja muses without looking up from the mussed black head on
her bar.

“No.” I grit my teeth and swallow down the
voices barking inside my head. My patience has waned, and with it,
my sense of humor. The memories are bubbling up higher and higher,
louder and louder, and—without warning—one finally spills over. I
grab the barstool, my fingers trembling, but it doesn’t stop the
takeover. The barstool tips, and I’m blacked out before I hit the
floor.

 


“Diane… Diane, is that you?”

It is dark in my husband’s study but for a
small desktop lamp with a green shade. I spot a bottle of bourbon
under the pool of lamplight, and I see the glass, too. He’s been
drinking. He will be too slow.

Please … please don’t make me do this.

Without my permission, my fingers tighten
around the handle of the kitchen knife, and the thing, the
darkness in me, makes me take a step forward in slippered feet.
Then another. Then another. I want to scream, tell him to run, but
I can’t. I am locked inside my own head, and I can’t control my
body. The darkness has control now. Only he decides.
Only he acts.

“Diane?” Frank looks up now, genuinely
nervous, and for a second I actually believe he might get
away.

“It’s me, Frank.” My voice comes out, but
not alone. It’s tangled with a deeper tone, an evil voice that
makes me shiver with terror inside my skin.

We step forward. We raise the knife.

“What the hell? Diane, what are
you—”

The knife comes down. I am screaming inside,
trying to close my eyes so I don’t have to watch, trying to get
away, but he won’t let me. He won’t let me look away as I murder my
husband with my own hands, as I wear Frank’s blood like cheap
perfume, as I catch a glimpse of my own face smiling in the mirror
above his desk.

 


With a jagged inhale, I sit bolt upright in
the middle of the bar, back inside my own mind instead of Diane’s.
No one has noticed me go down besides Deja. She stands over me,
hands on her hips, enveloped in her familiar rusty-orange aura.

“Demon dream?” she asks.

“Something like that,” I murmur, pressing a
hand to my temple.

Demon dream is as good a term as any, I
guess, for the phenomena of reliving the lives of the people my
demons have possessed before me. When I let a new demon in, it just
dulls the ache and gets me high for a while until it weakens and
disappears somewhere inside of me. For normal people, the
experience is much different.

I shudder, remembering the middle-aged woman
from the vision, hacking her husband to bits with a kitchen knife
because her demon told her to. In her mind, he was a murderous
puppet master. In mine, he is a weak sedative.

“I’ve got a little something to take the
edge off.” Deja kneels, offering a corked bottle clear enough for
me to see the abyss-like blackness swirling in cyclones inside it.
I practically gnaw the cork out of it myself—I can feel another
memory coming on, and I won’t have them if I’m high—but Deja swats
me.

“Not here,” she scolds, shooting a side-eye
at the drunks scattered around the barroom.

A snarl erupts from me. “Couldn’t dirty your
spotless reputation, could I?”

Struggling to my feet, I make it as far as
the moth-eaten purple curtain hanging between the back of the bar
and the stairwell to Deja’s apartment before uncorking the
low-level demon—an incubus or something equally innocuous—and
offering myself up to it.

The black cloud swirls around me curiously,
like some kind of evil dog sniffing a stranger. I close my eyes,
arms akimbo, and open my mouth. Roughly, the darkness takes hold of
me and for a moment, I can’t breathe. My ears rush, my lungs spasm,
and my eyes roll back. Gagging, coughing, nearly unconscious, I hit
the floor again.

And then … bliss.

The bottle rolls from my open palm across
the uneven floorboards, and in its reflective surface, I study my
smiling face. My pupils have swollen to three times their natural
size, obliterating the light blue irises. The thing inside me
thrashes once, annoyed at having no power over me, but then it
quiets, and so does everything else. No more sweating, no more
pain, and no more demon dreams.

I sigh in pleasure, and without another
thought, I pass out on Deja’s floor.

****

Once the high relaxes from its peak, I roll
out of the puddle of my saliva and enter my favorite part of Deja’s
Tavern: the backroom. Around the corner, settled into the wall in
the dark underbelly of the staircase, is a short door. It’s not a
secret per se; if the clientele of the bar notice something more
than liquor is being sold out of Deja’s Tavern, they don’t care to
investigate.

I thrust a hip into the sticky old door and
stoop to enter the crawlspace. Lit by a green lightbulb in the top
corner of the room, a few showcases boast bottles similar to the
one I just emptied, swirling full of demons that exorcists and
demon hunters sell to Deja and that she in turn sells to scumbags
like me. Not everyone uses the demons to get high; there are myriad
uses for malevolent spirits and no absence of buyers. Looking to
torture an ex for cheating on you? Deja’s got a demon for that.
Need to teach an enemy a lesson? Deja’s got a demon for that. Best
friend betrayed you? You guessed it—Deja’s got a demon for that,
too.

The little shop arrested my attention
because of the demons, but that’s not all Deja carries. Scattered
across a scrap of velvet on top of the main showcase is a meager
collection of occult items, most of which are dusty due to lack of
attention. Usually, they’re tacky knockoffs or basic
ingredients—crystals made of epoxy, sage to burn during rituals, or
bogus spell books. But this time, something else catches my eye: a
chunky silver ring with an intricate signet on it. I lift the
silver from the dirty velvet as Deja slips in behind me.

“Looking for a new accessory?” she asks. The
metal is heavier than I expected and surprisingly cold to the
touch, as if it’s been sitting in a freezer.

“No,” I murmur, turning the ring over in my
fingers and studying the design on its face.

The shape is simple enough. A basic star is
the first thing inlaid in the metal, with two vertical lines
bisecting the arms with circles on each end. Stemming from the
center of the star and stretching to the bottom of the ring is an
upside-down cross.

My heart starts to hammer in my chest.
“Deja, do you know what this is?”

“A piece of shit?” She leans over her other
wares to get a good look.

I would normally have a comeback for that,
but right now I’m too excited for sarcasm.

“This is the ring of Astaroth,” I hiss.
“The ring.”

Her eyes widen. “You’re not talking
about…”

“Yes.” I slip the ring over my third finger
and giggle with glee. “The greater demon Astaroth: one of the
sub-princes of hell.”

“And what business do you have with him?”
She cocks a challenging eyebrow the way she always does when I am
acting exceptionally stupid.

“Don
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