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To John and Leslie Howe, amazing people in this trick-or-treat world
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JACKSON LANTERN GROWLED as he stepped up to the front door of Thirst Bar, staring at the obscenity through narrowed eyes. Someone had stuck a life-sized cutout of a jack-o’-lantern on the front doors with legs and arms bent in haphazard directions and flames flickering in his eyes. Jackson reached out and snatched the ridiculous image off the door, ripping it into tiny jagged pieces. He hated October. Hated Halloween. Hated the asinine images that went with the holiday. Hated them, because they were too close to the truth.

He sighed as he shoved the cutout into the trash bin beside the front door. With a deep breath, he turned, glancing around at the other nearby businesses—Hell’s Brew, City Hall, The Fairy Garden, and even Stoney’s Bar, his annoying rival—for the culprit who put the jack-o’-lantern on the door of his bar. Jackson knew the villain was there, watching his reaction, getting a good laugh out of Jackson’s frustration. Four centuries obviously had not been enough time to get these asinine pranks out of the asshole’s system.

“I really hate October,” Jackson muttered as he turned back to his bar’s front door, ready for another day of his mundane existence. Not life. No. He died centuries ago, but Heaven refused him, and he was not welcome in Hell. Black Hollow was the only place his soul could find roots to continue, the town’s magic pulling him out of the In Between and giving his soul substance again. Thirst was the only thing that gave Jackson purpose, a reason to wake up and slip out of bed, a haven where he could hide while he sought answers to questions that the centuries had thrust upon him—the biggest being, how could he die?

After flipping on the lights, he stood inside the bar, the doors closed as he soaked in his lady. Thirst was his love, the only thing that made him smile. He made sure his establishment was relaxed with a laid back environment. He kept the lighting low, and the country music, which played through the speakers in the ceiling most of the time, just as low, so people could hear the person on the other side of the table. He hated loud bars where you needed to scream to be heard. The interior of Thirst consisted of rich wood furniture, the chairs with deep leather seats, and along the walls of Thirst perched booths, some larger than others to accommodate different-sized crowds. 

His gaze wandered to his favorite part of Thirst, the bar perched in the middle of the building, made with rich wood and containing a wraparound rack dangling from the ceiling with glasses and extra bottles of liquor. He spotted his antagonist sitting on one of the normal-sized barstools, smoking a cigar and sipping whiskey from a small glass, looking as if he hadn’t a care in the world. He sported a slender frame and the darkest hair Jackson ever saw with a matching goatee and mustache. Jackson knew if he looked into the man’s eyes, they’d be a deep red, able to see into men’s souls, just as he saw into Jackson’s so long ago. 

Jackson sighed. He should have known the man would already be inside his bar, ready to rub it in. Again. Karma is a bitch, and Jackson had suffered its cruel consequences for almost four centuries. He shook his head as he started toward the bar. “I should have known you’d pop up again. Halloween being less than two weeks away,” Jackson said as he walked around the bar, slipping under the wooden flap that separated the customers from the bartenders. “I hope you plan on paying for that drink.” He pointed to the glass of whiskey sitting in front of the other man.

The dark-haired smiled, his teeth a sparkling white, as he lifted his glass and made a show out of taking a slow sip. With just as much dramatics, he set the glass back on the bar and shrugged. “As I remember it, I paid for quite a few of your drinks back in the day. I think you can spot me a whiskey or two, don’t you?”

Jackson shook his head as he stood there, staring at the man. “I take it you were the one who put that vile image on my bar door? Isn’t that little prank a bit beneath you?”

The man chuckled, his dark red eyes sparking with evil merriment. “I thought you were the king of pranks, Jackson.” He tilted his head a little as he grinned. “Are you saying ol’ Stingy Jack lost his taste for tricks?”

“I lost my taste for your tricks,” Jackson said, slipping his hands into his jeans pockets. “I would think you’d have better things to do with your time than pester me every October. It’s bad enough you created these symbols to remind me of my fate, but to make a special trip out of Hell just to participate in the rancid humor seems a little beneath the Keeper of Hades, don’t you think, Lucifer?”

The Devil shrugged. “I need something to break up the monotony of the screams down there. You seemed like a fun distraction. I promised I’d never take you to Hades, but that doesn’t mean I can’t bring Hades to you. I use tormenting you as a mini-vacation. I thought you’d be proud.”

“So nice to be a vacation spot for the Prince of Darkness,” Jackson deadpanned. “I still think you’d have better things to do than torment me.”

Lucifer downed the rest of his whiskey and then slid off his stool as he set the glass back down on the bar. “To be honest—and the Devil never lies—I’m not really here just to remind you of your fate. Picking on you was just a little bonus for my trouble. I have business to attend to, and souls to claim.” He turned and started walking toward the door, smoke curling up from the cigar he carried at his side between his fingers. Once he reached the door, he turned, grinning at Jackson once more. “I know you’ll keep the fire burning for me, though,” he said. He then burst out in laughter as he shoved his way outside.

Jackson just watched the Devil leave, his anger causing his heart to thump hard in his chest. He turned and glanced down at his reflection in the silver of the wash sink, his eyes a fiery flicker to match the orange tint to his skin, a constant reminder of his misdeeds of the past and the price he had to pay for his deceptions, a price that raged within him, mocking him every time he looked in a mirror, a price that he was constantly reminded of every year at this time thanks to Lucifer. While his eyes were a constant flicker of flame year-round, Halloween drew attention to it more than ever.

Jackson hated October.

He grabbed the glass Lucifer used, setting it in the sink before he slipped out from behind the bar to straighten the stools again. He preferred everything in its place when he opened Thirst, giving his customers a welcoming experience right from the start. He wanted everyone to feel comfortable when they frequented his bar, an attempt—even if a sad one—to make up for his mischievous ways of the past. Taller barstools mixed with the more normal-sized stools to accommodate the smaller of the faeries, like the leprechauns, gnomes, and other faeries. Jackson knew the residents of Black Hollow thought he was an odd sort of fellow, keeping mostly to himself, choosing to forsake the typical bartender with an ear role a person found in most other bars. He didn’t want to hear their problems. He just wanted to be left alone to tend his bar until he could figure out how to end his miserable existence.

He straightened the last stool and then walked back to his office set in the far corner of the bar. Once inside, he flipped on the music that would talk about broken hearts, stolen trucks, and lost dogs. Oh, and beer. Country music kept him in his mopey space, which is why he played it all the time. Except on karaoke night, that is. Then, he had to endure people who couldn’t really sing trying to be rock stars, which made him really want to mope.

Turning back around, he stood in the doorway of his office, staring back out at his lady. Funny that he would run a bar, considering he was such a drunkard back then. Alcohol and his mouth got him into trouble. It took him four centuries to learn to shut his mouth, but he gave up the booze the day he died. He chuckled as he shook his head, moving toward the bar again. My life sounds like an eighties sitcom.

He slid back behind the bar, moving over to the sink to wash the glass Lucifer helped himself to. As he picked up the glass, he paused, turning to the front door the Devil passed through just a few moments ago. He could feel his brows bunch over his nose as he remembered Lucifer’s parting words. I’m not really here just to remind you of your fate. Picking on you was just a little bonus for my trouble. I have business to attend to, and souls to claim. Whose soul was Lucifer here to claim?








Chapter Two
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MEREDITH VANTH SLID from her bed at the sound of the coffeemaker beeping at her, her eyes still refusing to open even after her feet hit the floor. She sat there a moment, her head hung low, shoulders slumped, as she clutched the edge of the bed taking deep breaths in the hopes of jarring her senses to wakefulness. After a couple of moments, she realized the exercise was not going to work, and she forced her eyes open as she stood, forced to face the day whether or not she was ready. The truth was, she was more eager to face these current days than she was those of her previous years. Her life was simple now. A simple job as a waitress at the Fireside Grille. A simple scattering of friends. A simple day-to-day existence. She craved simple. Her past had been too complicated.

She paused in front of her dresser mirror on her way out of her room. I crave life. I’ve had enough of death.

She sighed, gave a sad shake of her head, and continued on to the eye-opening beverage she had fallen in love with the moment she stepped foot in the land of the living—coffee. Glancing at the clock on the bedroom wall before she passed out of her bedroom, she groaned, realizing she only had just over an hour before she needed to be at work. She was pulling the noon to nine shift today, dreading it and looking forward to it all at the same time. Thursdays were a prelude to the weekend, not as busy as Friday and Saturday, but pretty close thanks to some direct deposits going into bank accounts early. Tips would be high, especially with the corset dresses made of dragon scales the owner of Fireside Grille, Pietr Drakki, made them wear. It surprised her how soft the dragon scales felt to wear. The first time she saw them, she feared they would slice her open. Surprisingly, they felt just as if she pulled on a tight shirt, and she was able to move around in them easily with no hindrance at all.

She stepped into the bathroom for her morning routine, thinking of her Thursday regulars she would see soon. Many would be in for a quick lunch, some for some afternoon fondue, and then the dinner crowd wanting wine and spirits, getting ready for the last day of the work week. Of course, it was her first day at work this week, so it wasn’t all sunshine and roses. Still, she enjoyed her job, much better than her last one, so she looked forward to going to work every day. Seeing people smiling and laughing was much preferable to seeing them die over and over again.

Once she finished brushing her teeth, something she had to get used to doing now that she had a normal existence, she moved down the hall, through the living room on her way to the kitchen.

And to coffee. Had she mentioned how much she loved coffee? They didn’t have coffee where she came from. They didn’t have anything where she came from, actually.

She entered the kitchen, a bounce in her step, a song floating through her mind, ready to start her day, when she saw him and came to a sudden halt. How the hell did he find her? King said she would be safe. The Kings of Hell, at least three of them, would keep her presence a secret, help her live undetected in Black Hollow. So, why was Lucifer sitting in her kitchen?

And sipping her coffee!

She took a deep breath and then continued on her way to the coffeemaker. “I see you know your way around a kitchen,” she said as she passed him where he sat at her kitchen table. “You know in polite society people don’t just let themselves into someone’s apartment. They knock and wait for an invitation.”

Lucifer’s blood-red eyes twinkled at her as he lifted the coffee mug to his thin lips. He made a point of taking a slow sip, the steam from the coffee curling around his thin nose. He ran his tongue over his lips when he pulled the cup away, smiling at her. “We both know I don’t do well in polite society,” he said, setting the cup back down on the quaint table. “However, it seems you’ve done quite well for yourself. I should have known to check with King the moment you left Hell.” He shook his head. “Vanth, Vanth, Vanth, what in the name of my home were you thinking? No one leaves Hell. You have a job to do. You’re the harbinger of death. People need your help to die.” He cocked his head to the side as he gave her a questioning look. “Do you know how many people are still alive who shouldn’t be? How many need your special talents at doling out punishment?”

Meredith—Vanth—opened the cabinet and pulled out a ceramic mug with Alizon’s candy shop logo on it and poured herself a cup of coffee. It was too hot in Hell for coffee. She sighed. It was too hot in Hell for water, as well. It always wound up boiling. Thus, there was never anything to drink in Hell, especially rum. She had grown quite used to drinking rum from Fireside Grille’s bar. She didn’t want to give up rum.

After pouring herself a full cup, she held it with both hands, the heat insignificant to her flesh from the centuries she served in Hell, bringing souls to Lucifer. She leaned back on the kitchen counter, holding the cup in front of her. “I can’t do it anymore,” she said, her voice soft as she did her best to look Lucifer in the eyes. “I’ve been watching people die for eons, and I just can’t do it anymore. I needed something that shouted life. I needed a new beginning. I’m sorry.”

He waved off her apology. “Don’t be sorry,” he said, his tone placating, soothing. “Everyone needs a break now and then. I mean, you have been bringing the dead to me for over a millennium. I can understand the need to unwind a bit.”

She stared at him, his slick, dark hair, his slender form, beautiful features. He understood? She shifted slightly against the counter. “Um, thanks,” she stuttered. “I didn’t expect you to understand. I thought you’d want to haul me back to Hell.”

He smiled at her. “Oh, I plan on hauling you back to Hell, don’t get me wrong. You have a job to do and you’re behind. I can’t punish people if you don’t bring them to me. I’m here to make sure you return.”

“But King said…” she began, bolting upright and splashing coffee everywhere.

“King—Raguel, that is—is one of the Kings of Hell, but he is just a demon, like you,” Lucifer said, his red eyes narrow slits as he glared at her. “I am the Angel of Death, the Ruler of Hell. I determine who can come and go. Me…and me alone. Don’t you ever forget that. Raguel gave that up when he wanted to open that silly coffee shop using my Kingdom as a branding tool.” He stood, his features tight against his face as he strained against every word he spewed her way. “I am Lucifer, Satan, the Devil. I rule Hell!” He hit her table, knocking his mug over, sending coffee spraying in every direction.

She yelped at his outburst, dropping her own cup to shatter on the floor as she jumped slightly. “Yes, your Evilness,” she squeaked as she bowed her head, arms straight at her sides, fingers splayed wide. Then, she glanced up at him, pleading in her gaze. “But please don’t make me go back,” she begged. “Please. I’ll do anything. I just can’t watch people die anymore. Surely, there’s someone else.”

He narrowed his eyes at her, cocking his head to the side as he studied her. “Anything, huh? You would really do anything to stay out of Hell and remain here in Black Hollow?”

She nodded emphatically. “Yes, anything. Anything at all. Just name it.”

He studied her some more, running his tongue over his lips. “I’ll need to think on it, but we might just be able to strike a deal, and you know how I just love a good deal.”

“Any deal you want,” she said, her words a rush as they passed her lips. “Just name it.”

“You, of all people—or demons—should know better than to agree to my terms before you’ve heard them.” He stood straighter, fixing his pristine button-down shirt as he preened in front of her. “Very well. I will take some time to think about it, and will tell you my terms. In the meantime, you may carry on with your newfound monotonous life.”

“Yes, sir,” she said, her voice trembling. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Lucifer said as he smoothed out his dark hair, which was truly unnecessary. “You haven’t heard my terms yet.” He grinned at her as he ran his finger through the spilt coffee on the table. He lifted his finger and sucked the liquid off his finger. Glancing down at the rest of the coffee spreading across the wooden table, he said, “I really should see about getting me one of these coffeemakers for Hell.” He glanced back up at her, his expression blank. “I’ll be back.” He then turned and left without another word.

Meredith watched him leave, her nerves a jumbled mess until she heard the door click shut. She wasn’t sure what scared her more—the fact that he found her, or the deal she might have to strike in order to remain in Black Hollow.
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